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      On the day her parents were murdered, Aspen discovered ice cream.

      Brune, her mom and dad’s best friend, had gone with her to the shop. He’d taken her down the cobblestone streets of Ember’s Landing—one of the magically hidden boroughs of Manhattan—toward where they had just begun selling the frozen treat, imported from the Norms.

      Norms. Aspen hated the word. Non-magic folk. Humans. Weaklings. Like her, Aspen darkly reminded herself, even though her mom and dad had told her not to think of herself that way; because even Norms had a place among the boroughs, they said.

      Even if no one else in the magical community thought so.

      “I heard the ice cream tastes like heaven,” Brune said in that low, slow way of his. “And it’s cold like, the tu—tun…like the tun—”

      “The tundra?” Aspen guessed.

      Brune’s face lit up with a smile that cut through his thick black beard. He beamed down at her, the edges of his eyes crinkling. “Yes, the tundra.”

      Though he was an adult, Aspen didn’t mind Brune coming with her. She loved him as much as she loved her parents, and he loved her just as much in return. He always carried trinkets from his shop deep in his pockets where his fingers were too big to reach, but Aspen’s tiny ones could. Gears and tiny vials and scraps of spell paper. He always swung her around over his head whenever she asked, even when her parents thought it was too dangerous. He didn’t treat her like she was seven, but an actual adult. That’s what Aspen liked most of all.

      So, no, she didn’t mind him coming with her. But she knew why he did. Ember’s Landing, where they lived, was one of the safest magical boroughs in New York. But even ‘safe’ in Ember’s Landing didn’t mean ‘safe’ if your family were the only Norms allowed. Even being a liaison (the word tasted funny on Aspen’s tongue, almost like lasagna) between the magical world and the few Norms who knew about it didn’t protect them completely. Most supernatural beings didn’t like them there, even if they helped keep the magical world hidden and bring in Norm things. They’d had threats to her family. The djinn, of course. A few Fae. Some of the Vamps promised to run them out, or worse. Aspen knew what they could do, even if her parents hadn’t wanted her to. She’d seen those long, sharp fangs, and the glowing red hunger in their eyes the few rare times she’d spied a Vamp close to sundown. Norms didn’t belong in the boroughs, they said. Norms were just a reminder of why the magical community lived in secret in the first place.

      But nobody would bother her today. Nobody messed with Brune. Not the Vamps, not the wraiths or shifters. Aspen bet even the all-powerful Mages would keep their distance.

      Nobody wanted trouble with a giant, not even a half one.

      They turned down another street. The cramped, balcony-studded houses were squeezed on either side of them like a set of mismatched teeth. The stone they were made of wasn’t like the rest of New York, built of metal and glass. This was older stuff, stained black and scuffed smooth by years of use. The magical boroughs were all built a little differently, but they were almost always the oldest part of any city.

      “Magical folk, different folk, were always congregating together, even in the early days,” her mother had said. “Before most anyone else, really. There’s safety in numbers, after all.”

      “Safety from what?” Aspen had asked. She knew that, as much as the different races distrusted each other, they distrusted humans more. “Norms can’t hurt them. They have magic and claws and stuff.”

      “We Norms have numbers,” her father said, tussling her hair. “Only a small number of us know of the supernatural world, but if word were to get out…Not even magic can stand up to so many weapons. Or our fear of the unknown. Those are enough to make even something as strong as a Mage or necromancer afraid.”

      But as much as the magical communities said they disliked Norms, Aspen noted that they sure did their best to copy them. As they crossed a wide, fountain-filled courtyard, she saw stores carrying Norm clothing lines—a few her parents had suggested they bring in—as well as espresso bars and electronic shops. Even taco trucks had been parked alongside the butchers and blacksmiths, both nestled within gothic-style buildings. It was as if the borough couldn’t make up its mind on what it wanted to be. It was a strange dynamic. One Aspen loved.

      What she did not love was being the odd one out.

      She heard laughing to her left. In the lip of the alleyway they’d passed was a small gang of kids a little older than her. Aspen tried to ignore them as she passed. She saw one of the girls whisper something to a boy. She pointed at Aspen and they both snickered. Another boy, one a little older with faint, claw-like tattoos running up the left side of his face, followed Aspen with his eyes as she passed. The girl said something to him too. He didn’t smile.

      Aspen jerked her head away, face flaming.

      “Are you all right?” Brune rumbled.

      “I’m fine.” She reached up to slip her hand in his.

      They finally found the ice cream shop just off the square, between an apothecary and a shop full of knick-knacks. Some sort of off-tune music was coming from inside the knick-knack shop. It made Aspen’s head hurt.

      “Look at the line!” she said despairingly when they stopped in front of the ice cream place. It seemed the entire population of Ember’s Landing had come for the grand opening. She saw Vamps, their hooded eyes and milk-white skin obscured by dark, long-sleeved clothing and sunglasses. Beside them was the magic shimmer of one of the Fae; even a djinn, though they didn’t wander from their own boroughs into another’s very often. This ice cream stuff must have been amazing.

      “We can wait,” Brune said patiently, taking a spot at the back of the line.

      “Why can’t they just go into the city and get it themselves?” Aspen demanded. “Mom and Dad take me all the time!”

      “Some of us can’t blend in as well as you can,” Brune said.

      Aspen gazed up at his towering figure. It nearly blocked out all the sunlight above her, casting her in shade.

      “Oh. Right.”

      “Besides, your parents worked hard to get things like this into Ember’s Landing.”

      Aspen kicked at a cigarette butt. “I guess...”

      A figure a few spots ahead turned back to them. Aspen shivered as its ice-blue eyes hit her. Its jaw hung limply from the rest of its skull, distended almost, able to unhinge to accommodate its monstrous appetite. She could see flecks of corrosive saliva in its rotting mouth as it gave her a toothy smile.

      “Would the little girl like my spot?” it rasped.

      The shade covering Aspen shifted as Brune stepped a little in front of her. She huddled behind the flaps of his jacket.

      “Back off, ghoul,” Brune growled.

      “Just a small taste of her life force,” the ghoul wheedled. “That’s all, just a tiny bit. She’s young and ripe…she’s got plenty.”

      “Ghoul…” Brune’s voice rose to a warning pitch. A couple of wolf-shifters nearby glanced over in alarm.

      “It’s okay, Brune.” Aspen gently tugged on his arm as the ghoul quickly swiveled back around. “It’s okay, really. It’s not going to hurt me.”

      But now others had noticed them. Noticed her. She could see their eyes narrow, lips curling into sneers. She could imagine their thoughts: Magic-less. Human. Weak. Prey.

      After an eternity, they reached the front of the line. Aspen ordered two scoops of mint-raspberry in a cone. Brune couldn’t decide so he got the same, the cone looking ridiculously tiny clutched in his sausage-like fingers. Aspen helped him retrieve some lumps of gold from his pocket to pay.

      “Only dollars now,” the bored clerk said, pushing the gold back toward them.

      Brune slowly blinked at him. “What?”

      “Dollars? Cents? Norm currency?” the clerk said, more warily this time, perhaps noting Brune’s agitation and realizing this customer wasn’t just some annoyed imp he could brush off.

      “Why?”

      “Ember’s Landing’s phasing out old payments. Gold, spells, debts, threats, the works. Mage Shimshar’s already done it with the Fae over in the Courts.” He held up his hands. “Not my policy, dude. Just the way things are going.”

      “My parents gave me money, Brune,” Aspen said. She handed him the dollars and helped him clumsily flatten out the crumpled bills and hand them to the clerk. The clerk exchanged them and handed the change back to Brune.

      “Thank you—”

      “We get more back,” Aspen insisted. She grabbed the money from Brune and counted it. “We get more.”

      “Whoops,” the clerk muttered. He hurriedly handed Brune the rest before Brune and Aspen shuffled back out to the street and took a seat on the curb near an alleyway.

      “Thanks,” Brune said. “The tiny numbers…I can’t see them very well…It’s not that I don’t know how to count…they’re tiny…”

      “No problem,” Aspen said. “I’ve got your back.”

      Brune beamed.

      They tried the ice cream. Aspen closed her eyes in delight as the cold treat filled her tongue. Sweet. Buttery, almost. It was heaven. It was perfect.

      “Aw…too little.” Brune was staring glumly at his empty fingers. Apparently one lick had been enough to finish his off. Aspen gave him the rest of hers. After another lick Brune stomped off to wash his hands in the square’s fountain. Aspen stood and brushed her pants off, trying to remember the taste of mint, the coolness of the ice cream, the—

      Someone shoved her.

      She hit the concrete hard, half her face splashing in a rancid puddle. Her palms stung where she’d scraped them.

      “It’s the Norm!” Someone cackled gleefully.

      Aspen picked herself up, wincing at her bleeding knee. They’d come from the alleyway and surrounded her, the boys and girls she’d seen before. She was trapped now, out of sight of the rest of the street. Angry eyes pinned her in place; clenched fists were held at the ready.

      “What are you doing here, Norm?” one of the gangly boys said. He pushed her as she stumbled up, but Aspen caught herself before she fell again. “What are you doing in our part of the city?”

      “I live here,” Aspen said.

      “Live here?” Another girl screeched. “You can’t live here!”

      “She means in the gutter,” another girl said. She kicked water at Aspen who brushed it off, determined not to cower from them.

      “Not in the gutter!” Aspen said. “My parents—”

      “Are Norms,” the gangly boy said. He pushed her again. As she hit the ground, Aspen saw the tattoo-faced boy from earlier. He was standing against the wall of the alleyway, partly in the shadows, arms crossed and watching her. Watching to see what she’d do next.

      “I’m just like you!” Aspen protested, standing and facing them again. “I live here too!”

      “You’re nothing like us,” one of the girls said. She held out her hand. “Can you do this?”

      A small, magic-powered flame flared to life in her hand. For a second, Aspen was mesmerized as it flickered back and forth. Magic. Real magic. She’d never envied any of the magical inhabitants for their natural abilities. Not their shifting or enhanced speed or glamour. She’d never cared. Never in her life. Except for those who could wield magic. She had always wanted to do that.

      “Well? Can you?” the girl demanded, thrusting the flame closer to Aspen so that she was forced to back away.

      “I…no. I can’t.”

      “Or this?” One of the boys shifted so that his face turned into a wolf’s.

      “No, but—”

      “Or this?” Leathery wings sprouted from another boy’s back.

      “No, I can’t do any of that, but—”

      “You’re useless.”

      A shove.

      “A nobody!”

      Another shove.

      “I’m not use—stop pushing me! Stop it—”

      Aspen whirled around, bringing her arm up. She felt her fist connect with the witch-girl’s face, felt the skin of her knuckles split over her cheekbone.

      The witch girl collapsed. The others—Aspen included—stood stunned for a moment, watching the witch girl pick herself up. Her face was blotched purple with rage and a worsening bruise. She summoned another ball of magic, and this time there was nothing mesmerizing about it.

      “You filthy little cockroach! How dare you touch me!”

      Aspen crouched, ready to defend herself. Her pulse thumped in her ears. Every ache and pain on her body was there, but sharp, focused.

      The witch girl pulled back her arm and started to throw. It jerked to a stop.

      “Enough, Eve,” the boy with the tattoo on his face said.

      “But—But she—” the witch girl said.

      The boy squeezed her wrist and she gasped. Her magic sputtered out.

      “I said enough. The giant’s coming back.”

      Sure enough, Aspen felt the rumbling beneath her feet at Brune’s approach. It sounded more frantic than normal. Maybe he’d heard the commotion? Maybe somebody else had seen them?

      The other kids scattered, all except the tattooed boy who lingered a moment longer. Aspen wiped the blood off her chin, feeling his gaze burning on her.

      “What are you looking at?” she spat, glaring at him. He didn’t flinch.

      “You should get out of here. Out of Ember’s Landing. You don’t belong.”

      “You can’t make me leave!”

      “I’m serious. You’ll end up dead. Or worse.”

      “Whatever.”

      She could still see the reflection of his eyes in the dark as they backed down the alleyway, before vanishing all together. Aspen wiped another smear of blood off her cheek and went back to the street. Brune nearly crashed into her as he came to a lumbering stop. He was panting, his eyes wild. He glanced down at her, his eyes barely skimming over her cuts, then said,

      “Fire! At your parents’ house!”

      He pointed over his shoulder. There, across the rooftops, right where she and her parents lived, thick smoke was rising.
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        * * *

      

      “Aspen, wait!”

      Even with her tiny legs, Aspen swiftly left Brune behind, sprinting as fast as she could, as fast as she ever had before. Her arms pumped. Her heart threatened to burst in her chest. Her feet practically flew over the concrete and cobblestone.

      Halfway there she took a shortcut through a little hole in the plywood on the side of a condemned building. She flew up the rickety staircase and onto some scaffolding. Here, she was able to tiptoe along the drain spouts and gutters at the edge of the roofs above.

      Aspen knew this route—knew dozens of routes like these—by heart. Hours of exploring in the winding back alleyways and secluded pockets of Ember’s Landing had given her a more intimate look at her home than someone who’d lived there three times as long.

      She’d just reached the edge of the next roof when the smoke hit her, forcing her to cover her eyes as it grew thick in the air. She shimmied down the nearest drain spout, scraping her knee again as she stumbled into the street. The brief pain was quickly masked by the stinging in her eyes. The smoke was thinner down here but already her head was hazy from breathing it in.

      She rounded the corner and halted, forced to shield her face from the intense heat.

      Her parents had been lucky enough to own their townhouse outright, purchasing one squeezed between a couple others like it on either side. It had been a narrow building, three floors, high ceilings, big glass-paned windows facing the front, which Aspen had loved sitting beside during rainstorms, watching drops dribbling down them.

      Now the heat from the fire had blown the glass out onto the street, scattering it like shards of ice. Almost the entire bottom floor of the house was enflamed, leaving only small gaps where she could see inside. The townhouses on either side of theirs had already caught and were quickly becoming engulfed. Fire spewed from the windows. Even from here her skin had begun to blister.

      Where was everybody? She couldn’t see anyone else running away or toward it. Where were the water witches and druids? She’d even take the Norm fire department right now, even if they’d never be allowed inside the borough.

      “Mom! Dad!” Aspen cried. A tremendous crack answered as something caved inside. “MOM! DAD!”

      Movement, through the space in the front door still untouched by flames. It had looked like a person running upstairs—running back into the fire.

      “Dad?”

      “Aspen!”

      Brune’s voice was still distant but growing closer. Aspen waited for the figure to emerge from the house. She was sure any moment her parents would burst out and hug her and assure her they were fine. Why didn’t they come out? Didn’t they hear her? Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe they were trapped. Maybe they’d die soon if she didn’t help.

      Before Brune could catch up, Aspen took a deep breath and rushed through the front door.

      The heat outside had been nothing compared to this. The sweat coating her skin sizzled away the second she entered. Her face was seared with heat, the moisture in her mouth shriveled to dry skin. Aspen kept low to the ground and made her way to the stairs where she’d seen the figure run up. She couldn’t risk yelling. She had trouble just breathing.

      She raced up the stairs to outrun the worst of the fire as it spread. Blackened walls and ash-covered floors greeted her at every turn. Aspen shuffled through smoldering carpets as she reached the second floor. Another flash of movement came from above her, up on the top floor. That was where her bedroom and her parents’ office were.

      Another monstrous crack made her look up just as one of the ceiling beams came crashing down. Aspen dove out of the way as it careened past and exploded on the ground. She scrambled to her feet and began half-crawling her way up the stairs before the bulk of the flames could reach her.

      Aspen’s bedroom door was open. Fire was licking its way in through the windows, peeling the posters off her wall, reducing the stuffed animals her dad had given her to nothing but beady marble eyes. Over the crackle of the rising flames below she heard movement in her parents’ office just across from her. She shoved her way inside.

      Just as an explosion took out the opposite wall.

      Aspen was tossed like a limp sack of flour, slamming into the bookcase on the other side of the room. Her back was in searing pain, her front prickling with heat. Thick smoke and more flames were consuming every inch of the office, inching their way toward her.

      Aspen forced herself to stand. Her parents’ filing cabinets were all charred, as was most of their books; years of work consumed in seconds. The entire opposite side of the wall was gone, leaving an opening to the outside. Aspen spied a pair of bodies on the floor just beneath it.

      Her breath was sucked from her lungs. Her legs froze in place, then crumpled until she was sitting in a heap in the middle of the carpet.

      No. No. It couldn’t be them. Her mind denied it even as her heart told her otherwise. Their bodies were so burned and blackened it was hard to tell, but Aspen knew. She knew even as her stomach lurched horribly and the tears falling from her eyes evaporated before they touched her cheeks.

      All sensation had left her body. She was only partially aware of a figure clambering through the hole the explosion had caused. It was hard to make him out in the growing smoke, but then the flames lurched, casting him in harsh light. He was young, the top of his head smooth, his face twisted in a snarl of rage. He whipped around as he entered and raised a hand. A couple sharp bolts of red magic shot from the tips of his fingers toward somebody she couldn’t see outside. Another explosion followed a moment later.

      The man finished pulling his leg through the hole and straightened up. He froze when he saw her.

      “What—?” It took him a moment to realize what he was seeing before his sharp, cruel face twisted into a sneer. “A child…? Yes…yes you must be the offspring.”

      He sneered again and, in the firelight, Aspen saw his eyes glitter with malice. He placed his hand against one of the desks that wasn’t completely consumed yet. It burst into flames.

      “You.” Aspen’s mouth was chalk dry as she spoke, her tongue shriveled to a husk. “You did this.” She stumbled to standing. “You killed them!”

      Before she could think about what she was doing, she was running right at the man, fists raised. He waved a hand. A sensation like an iron arm caught Aspen in the gut. She felt a rib snap. What remained of her breath was snatched away as she was thrown back into the center of the room.

      “Pathetic,” the man said as Aspen curled into a pained ball. He stood above her, the firelight painting his face orange and red. “You’re not even worth the effort it would take to kill you. I’ll let the fire do that. It will look more natural that way.”

      “I’ll—I’ll k-kill you,” Aspen wheezed. Her broken rib was stabbing into her lungs with every breath. “I-I’ll ki—”

      The man knelt. He twisted Aspen’s face toward him. “Such spirit. Maybe if you’d lived you would ha—”

      Another small explosion erupted over their heads. The man snarled a curse and spun away. A shimmering shield manifested in front of him, deflecting the next few blasts of magic that soared through the window. The man returned with a spell of his own and backed out of the office.

      Aspen blinked, trying to stay conscious. The smoke was thickening in her lungs. She could feel the fire growing closer. She could hear shouts now from outside. Other people had finally arrived.

      Don’t mind me, her fading mind said. Just let me die. Let me—

      A monstrous snap! came from overhead as another ceiling beam started to break. She could barely tilt her head to watch it careen toward her.

      She wasn’t sure what happened next.

      In an instant, the heat around her vanished; all noise ceased. She existed in a vacuum, like she’d been dunked completely into a deep, soothing pool. The outside world was nothing to her but a distant reality through a shimmering haze of magic. Shapes moved beyond it; the fire eating up everything around her; perhaps a shadowy smudge of movement. Maybe the shape of her parents’ murderer escaping. And then…and then…

      Aspen’s world went dark.
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      This stupid job was going to get her killed.

      “Are you serious? That’s the house Hugo wants me to break into?”

      Aspen drew back into cover, crouched in the alleyway across the street from the place they were supposed to hit. Then she took another peek, just to be sure she wasn’t overreacting.

      Nope. The house was way, way bigger than Hugo had made it sound. An estate more than a house. Front gate, terraces, Italian-style red-tiled roof that was almost as tall as the building next to it. The entire place was a zoning infraction officer’s dream come true. And even a magic-less Norm like her—even an idiot—could tell it was just bristling with magical safeguards.

      The kid Hugo had demanded she take along on this job kept twitching beside her. Aspen resisted the urge to reach over and slap him into stillness. He was named Snitch (a very, very poor choice of names right there), was four months past due on his last haircut, and had a serious allergy problem, judging by the amount of sniffling and snot dripping from his nose into the faint wisp of a mustache on his upper lip. If he didn’t have the pointed, sharp ears and delicate, almost beautiful bone structure that announced to the world he was an elf, then he could have been any other loser kid on the street.

      “Back. Back up.” Aspen ushered him farther into the small alleyway between the cell phone repair shop and Italian restaurant. This Manhattan street was less frequented than some, but she’d still sprinkled a touch of Fae dust on herself from Brune’s stash. The glamour it created meant nobody would even glance her direction, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      “What’s the problem?” Snitch said. He wiped his nose. It only managed to smear the snot.

      Aspen took a shallow breath, trying to calm her nerves. “The problem is Hugo didn’t specify that this was the place he wanted me to break you into. It looks like a fortress!”

      Snitch’s lip twitched into a sneer. “I thought you were good.”

      “I am good.” One of the best, if she wasn’t feeling particularly humble. But…

      She rotated Snitch around and pointed. “What on earth does Hugo need in there so badly? And in the Norm world, too?”

      Snitch shrugged his bony shoulders. “Not sure. S’not my job to ask questions, just to do as I’m told.”

      “He didn’t tell you anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      “Look, Hugo just wants something in there,” Snitch said, his voice rising to a whine. “You know the Norm world and can get us in. So just do it already.”

      Aspen eyed him for a half-minute, until the shifty little elf looked away.

      “Okay. But I’m getting paid double.”

      Snitch coughed like he’d choked on his snot. “Double? Hugo will never—”

      “He will if he wants you in there.”

      Aspen could see Snitch weighing his options: come back empty-handed (not really an option) or come back with what Hugo wanted and a slightly higher price tag. Also, he’d get to keep all his limbs intact.

      While the elf debated, Aspen slumped nonchalantly against the brick, trying not to let her anxiety show, trying not to fidget. She could do this. She knew she could. But bluffing with the only job and only money they might get for a while was risky. Brune’s rent was due and Aspen knew for a fact he didn’t have the cash to cover it. Again.

      Snitch continued muttering to himself.

      “Going once,” Aspen said.

      “Just give me a min—”

      “Going twice.”

      “Yes! Yes, I’ll do it. Just get me inside.”

      “Smart boy,” Aspen said, patting him on the shoulder. “Follow me. Stay inconspicuous, stay quiet.”

      Even with the Fae dust, Aspen pulled up the hood of her leather jacket and crossed the street. That was just being extra cautious. Nobody in this snazzy part of town would even spare a glance her way. Not a Norm, not a Supernatural. The soles of her ratty Converse had almost come loose, her socks had holes, the seams of her jeans and shirt were frayed. Even the jacket was a size too big and smelled like stale sweat and cigarettes. But it was hers. Technically. She’d stolen all of it from Goodwill (she still wasn’t sure if that was stealing or not) because she didn’t want to take any more equipment from Brune’s meager supply. Most of the clothes he stocked wouldn’t fit her anyway. He outfitted magic users, sometimes even bounty hunters and mercenaries passing through NYC on a job, all of which meant he didn’t usually stock clothes for overly skinny seventeen-year-old girls.

      The only thing that would stand out about her was her hair, silver as a full moon. The one thing that (occasionally) saved her from the ridicule of the Supes. Plenty of Supe races had silver hair. Well, some, anyway, and she knew she wasn’t any of them. Unfortunately, so did most of the Supes where she lived. She’d had the color since she was born, had no idea why it was that way, and didn’t particularly care. She was who she was. She wasn’t going to let anyone tell her different.

      They reached the other side of the street and kept walking past the house’s front gate. If Aspen hadn’t lived in the boroughs her entire life she might not have even noticed it. Norms couldn’t get into the magical boroughs without help, but there were still plenty of supernatural beings living on their own out in the city. That meant strict rules on when they could use magic, and how best to hide themselves. It had taken years to subtly merge the Norm and supernatural until they were parallel. But unless you knew where to look, you’d never know the difference.

      Aspen scanned for a way they could get in.

      “Where are the other two chumps Hugo sent with you?” she said.

      “They’re around,” Snitch said. “Keeping lookout.”

      Aspen snorted. “You mean being useless.”

      “You know, the house was back ther—”

      “This way.”

      She took a sharp left, through a narrow opening between the outer wall of the house and the next building over. They shimmied between them until Aspen found a wider place to crouch. She immediately pulled out her iPod and working gloves.

      “What are you doing?” Snitch said.

      “My job.” Aspen scrolled to ‘Start Me Up’ on the iPod, pressed play, and set it on the ground. She pulled back her jacket and double-checked that all her gear was accounted for. Her knife was in its sheath, powders, pastes, and grappling gun secured, guns all loaded.

      “This place probably has alarm charms,” Snitch was saying. “Aren’t you going to do a countercharm?”

      Aspen slipped on the gloves and then cocked an eyebrow up at him. “I would if I could.”

      “If you could…” Snitch’s eyes widened in realization. “Wait, you can’t use magic?”

      “Have you ever heard of me?”

      “I—of course I have! Tons of people have. But—”

      “And have you heard I’m good?”

      “Yes, but you can’t use—are you a Norm? You—Gah!”

      Snitch leapt back as the iPod twitched. Eight needle-like metal legs sprouted from the back. The front screen broke apart and re-formed to make compound eyes and a single tiny camera where the bottom port had been. Music filtered out of its grainy speakers, each lyric cobbled together to say,

      “Lady…Aspen…You look…lovely as…always.”

      “Stop it, I’m blushing.” Aspen jerked her head up to the top of the wall. “Check out their defenses, Charlotte.”

      The spider, Charlotte, immediately leapt onto the wall, its tiny legs digging into the stone, and scuttled up. Snitch watched it with revulsion until Aspen stood.

      “If you’re scared I can’t do what I’m good at you can cancel the job. I’ll still get paid my share, so it doesn’t bother me.”

      The pointy tips of Snitch’s ears flamed. “No. I just—Hugo didn’t mention what you were…”

      “I don’t exactly go spreading that I’m a magic-less Norm around everywhere.”

      Snitch continued staring at her for a little longer, then dropped his gaze. His reaction was milder than most. As she’d grown older, those in the magical boroughs—or in Ember’s Landing, at least—had treated her with something like grudging acceptance. She was here, and she wasn’t going anywhere. That didn’t mean they had to like it. Didn’t mean they had to treat her well. But at least most didn’t actively try to kill, maim, or steal her soul on sight.

      Most.

      “Lady…Aspen.”

      Aspen held her arm out and Charlotte lowered herself onto it by a thin cable wire. It tilted its ‘abdomen’ up until Aspen could see the screen. A single runic symbol popped up. Three chalk-like markings sketched into an interlocking pattern.

      “Huh. Pretty basic alarm charm for a place like that. Thanks, Char. Once the charms go down, get the back door unlocked for us.”

      The spider bobbed an affirmation and leapt back onto the wall. Aspen held up her right hand. A wheel of different runic symbols similar to the one Charlotte had shown her were etched onto a thin sheet of magical conductive metal. Just another of her modified designs. The metal, like most of the parts for the things Aspen assembled, had been a pain in the butt to scrounge, build, or steal. But in the end, she’d wound up with an arsenal of thieving equipment even the top-trained mercenaries would be salivating to get their hands on.

      Aspen turned the wheel until the symbol for the counter-charm was facing front. She did the same for the other hand and then placed them both against the wall. With no innate magical power of her own, she’d had to make sure the gloves had been charged with enough magic. But this should do it…

      There was a sharp pulse of magic, shoving its way into the wall. A snap like a firecracker. The air filled with the acrid, charged stench of a broken charm. The faint shimmer of magic over the top of the wall faded.

      “Go,” Aspen said to Charlotte.

      The spider scuttled up the brick and vanished over the other side.

      “Did you…make those yourself?” Snitch asked.

      “Yes,” Aspen said. “We need to hurry. Chances are that won’t be the only charm this guy has and we need to be out before he gets back.”

      Aspen easily vaulted the wall then crouched on the other side to wait and scan their surroundings while Snitch clumsily clambered after. The back garden was an insane amount of luxury space for the city. It would have been unheard of even within a magical borough. She imagined whoever this was had used some sort of expansion charm. No easy feat. It meant he was rich enough to pay for it.

      Or powerful enough.

      “We clear?” Snitch whispered beside her. Aspen made another visual sweep of the yard. Trimmed hedges, ornate fountains, pool full of crystal blue water. She didn’t see the telltale shimmer of magic. Despite the lack of any magical talent of her own, she’d never had trouble feeling or spotting it.

      “We’re good,” she said. “Charlotte should be almost done.”

      They kept low and snuck around the outside of the hedges. Aspen scanned the ground for any other signs that there was something she’d missed. With a house this luxurious, the security was surprisingly light. Maybe they had a less subtle form of security: guard gremlins; nasty green suckers with sharp teeth you could keep in line with the promise of fresh meat. Maybe even a hellhound. Aspen shuddered as they reached the back porch. She hoped not a hellhound. She’d run into one on a job. One had been bad enough.

      Charlotte had jimmied the back door open without Aspen’s help. Aspen held her hand up to keep Snitch back, then stepped forward.

      “Proximity charms?”

      “Negative,” Charlotte answered.

      “Contractual guardians?”

      “Unknown.”

      Aspen sighed. She loved the little machine, but it did have its limitations.

      “Guess we’ll find out.” She crouched and Charlotte leapt into her hand, folding back into an iPod. She slipped it into one of the many pockets in her jacket and motioned for Snitch.

      “There, you’re in. Can’t guarantee there won’t be any lovely surprises your mystery man left inside, but I’ve done my part for Hugo.”

      Snitch hesitated before nodding. Then he slipped around her and slunk through the door. Aspen carefully folded up her gloves, stowed them away, and followed. She usually hung back on jobs like these, but this person—whoever they were with their ridiculous house and lack of any prior info—intrigued her.

      The inside was just as immaculate as she’d imagined. Full, glass-paned windows ringed a central rotunda of white marble, an enormous skylight at the very top. An immense crystal chandelier hung directly above her. Not one, not two, but three freaking spiral staircases led from where she stood to the second-floor landing. Aspen counted half a dozen rooms just on the ground floor.

      She’d been in a lot of places to steal a lot of stuff, but this was by far the most elegant. Extravagance had been almost tossed around carelessly; gold gilded bannisters, crystal adornments on the doors, elegant paintings of Chinese dragons snaking across the walls and encircling the ground floor, marble friezes depicting mythical battles. The classiness made Aspen want to puke. Most of the other magical boroughs weren’t exactly poor, but they were nothing compared to this.

      As she finished taking it all in, another twinge of nervousness festered in her gut. This was lifestyles of the rich and famous material right here. Who, exactly, was Hugo stealing from?

      While Snitch was busy rifling around in another room, Aspen took the stairs two at a time. Most of the rooms on the second floor were empty or filled with useless junk; books and dusty scrolls and artifacts that looked like they’d hold no real value if she tried to sell them on the black market. But Aspen could understand being a collector of stuff. Brune did it. Tinkering with all the mundane and magical knickknacks he brought back was how she’d learned to build most of her gear.

      A loud crash came from the first floor. Aspen ran back to the balcony. Snitch was kicking pieces of a shattered vase into a corner. He glanced sheepishly up at her.

      “My bad.”

      “Idiot. Better find what Hugo wants fast. I leave in five.”

      “What? But…But can’t you check if there are any more safeguards I need to watch out for?”

      “I haven’t foun—”

      Aspen jerked her head up. Above her was just the chandelier and the continuation of the rotunda, another balcony bannister ringing it. She thought she’d seen a shimmer of magic, a flicker of movement. She took another look at her surroundings. Everything else seemed normal. Except…hadn’t the Chinese dragon paintings been on the ground floor?

      No, she was going crazy. They were quite intricate, though, with their yellow peering eyes and snarling mouths. Quite life-like.

      “I haven’t found any other charms,” she said to Snitch. “Five minutes. Then I’m out.”

      She left a groaning Snitch behind and returned to the previous corridor, throwing one last look over her shoulder. She hadn’t seen anything just then, but instinct told her not to dismiss it. This was no ordinary job, or victim’s house.

      Aspen rounded the next corner and paused. Here was a broad, white-tiled hallway. The air shimmered in front of a single door.

      Aspen triple-checked there was nothing immediately obvious that would kill her, then pulled out her gloves and slipped them on.

      “Hello, lovely.”

      Sure enough, the door had a severe locking charm on it. She could break it, but it’d probably drain the remaining magic her gloves had stored.

      “You’d better be worth it,” Aspen muttered. She turned the circle on her gloves to the right countercharm and placed them against the door.

      Searing pain raced up her arms. Aspen yelped and leapt back. The ends of her gloves were singed. She yanked them off and furiously rubbed her raw, tender fingertips. “Why you—”

      The doors clicked open.

      Something rustled in the hallway behind her.

      Aspen whirled, pulling her Dakri knife, the rarest and most prized possession she owned. She’d nearly gotten herself killed stealing it from a Fae’s shop. Forged in the heart of a dying volcano, the blade was cursed, making anyone it cut bleed continuously until Aspen pressed a button on the hilt. It needed a constant supply of blood to keep the blade from rusting.

      There was a chance that blood was coming soon.

      Aspen flicked her eyes left and right, trying to pick out any anomalies around her. The knife would hopefully be enough against anything here. She wouldn’t use her guns except if absolutely necessary. Magic bullets weren’t cheap.

      Keeping her eyes on the corridor, Aspen backed through the now-open doors. She swore she heard movement on the ceiling, but there was nothing there except lights and more of those eerie dragon paintings. She hurried inside the new room and paused.

      “Whoa.”

      More immaculate than the others, it was also filled with floor to ceiling bookshelves stuffed with metal devices and leather-bound books. This was the one room that actually looked somewhat used. Three broad tables were set in a fan before large-paned windows facing the garden. Delicate instruments had been set on the center table beside writing tools: Spell sealing dust, pens, bottles of ink, open notebooks with blotches and scribbles messily scrawled on the inside.

      Aspen slowed as she trailed her hand along the left table. She thought she’d heard the rustle of a page across the room; maybe the slither of scales on paper. But that wasn’t the only thing that’d made her stop.

      In the middle of the center table was a device she’d never seen before. And that was saying something. With the amount of magical materials moving in and out of Brune’s shop, she’d seen a whole lot.

      This device was made completely of silver. It was pill-shaped, and almost entirely smooth, the body no bigger than a football. A faint blue glow emanated from the surface. When Aspen leaned closer, she could see the shimmer of magic; hear it humming, almost like a computer fan on overdrive.

      There was a symbol etched on the top: claws reaching up from either side to encompass a single blood red dot in the very center. Something else she’d never seen before. Maybe this trip wouldn’t be so fruitless after all—

      Her hand accidentally brushed the metal. Aspen felt her fingers pulled onto the surface, then violently shoved away. A force like a punch to the gut hurled her into the nearest bookshelf, slamming her head against the spines.

      “Hex it all!” Aspen wheezed, pushing herself up to a crouch. Her muscles shook as the excess magic ran up and down her skin. Moments later, it dissipated. It always did. She’d been hit with more magical attacks, safeguards, and counterspells than she cared (or dared) to admit. None of them ever lasted too long. She never knew why but she was willing to take whatever small mercy had been thrown her way. She couldn’t use magic, but at least she could take a hit better than others in her line of work.

      The silver pill thing hadn’t moved. It continued glowing blue, looking completely innocent, as if it hadn’t just launched her like an errant bottle rocket.

      Aspen slowly froze as she stood, dread filling her. She’d knocked some items off the bookshelf when she’d hit. One of them, a scroll, had unfurled, revealing a deep, golden seal. A symbol she did recognize.

      A Mage’s seal. Hugo had asked her to help steal from a freaking Mage’s house.

      Aspen jerked as the sound of sharp claws scuttled on the ceiling. From way back in the rotunda, Aspen heard Snitch cry out in shock. Her stomach dropped.

      Then she was sprinting out the door, yelling, “Snitch! Snitch, we’re getting out of—”

      Something hit her from behind, sending her tumbling into the hallway. Aspen rolled as she fell, avoiding the cleaving claws that pierced the ground where she would have landed. She sprang to a crouch to find herself face to face with the Chinese dragon paintings—one on either side of the hallway walls, both peering at her with glowing yellow eyes.

      “Aw, troll piss,” she muttered as the pair of them lunged.
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      Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. That’s what this whole thing had been from the start. That was what she’d been for not trusting her instincts and ditching this job the first time her gut had told her to.

      The dragon painting to her right peeled off the wall and rocketed toward her. Aspen rolled aside and swiped with her knife. The blade carved a neat slice through the canvas of the dragon’s side as it skimmed past before it reattached itself onto the wall, becoming two-dimensional once more.

      Aspen flipped back and forced her breathing to slow. Analyze. Understand. Counter. She’d faced magic hundreds of times before. It always had a weakness. Some shortfall she could exploit. Magic might have been power, but even power had limitations.

      She just needed time to figure out what it was.

      The dragons slithered up the walls on either side of the hallway. Their glowing eyes refocused on her. They curled their long, scaled bodies back to attack.

      Aspen drew her hand from her pocket and threw the last of her shadow powder. A plume of darkness exploded in the middle of the hallway and she used the cover to make her escape, tearing back toward the rotunda. She hit the spiral staircase and practically flew down it. Her feet slapped on the bottom floor just as Snitch came barreling out from another room. His eyes widened on her.

      “Behind you!”

      Aspen instinctively ducked. One of the dragons soared overhead and stuck onto a marble pillar on one side of the door where it circled around, waiting for her.

      Limitation: Clearly the Mage had used an animation spell on the décor. Stealthy, but they had to be grounded to something or they’d cease to work. In this case, that something was a fixture of the house.

      The other dragon had slithered down from the second floor. Another two dragons had appeared along the wall from one of the other ground floor rooms. Snitch’s eyes grew even wider.

      “I’m so out of here!”

      “Snitch!” Aspen said as she backed up, not willing to risk taking her eyes off the dragons. “Snitch, don’t you dare leave m—”

      Snitch took off, his long elvish legs eating up the space to the door in a second before he was out and gone.

      All the dragons turned on Aspen.

      “Snitch, I swear if I don’t die I’ll make sure you do!” Aspen bellowed. She readied her knife. Four opponents and she was in the center of the rotunda, completely exposed.

      Screwed.

      The first dragon attacked. Aspen leapt over it and brought her knife down but it had already slipped past. Searing pain lit up her left arm as another dragon’s claws raked across it. She swiped at that one but the next had already attacked. Another blossom of pain on her leg. Her back. Her stomach.

      Aspen managed to retreat toward the center again. The dragons had paused in their assault and Aspen took the reprieve to reassess. Her blood loss wasn’t bad. The situation was worse. Clearly these things weren’t trained to hold back on intruders. There’d be no keeping her here until the authorities arrived.

      Which meant she was a dead girl.

      Options, she needed options. Buy herself a little time to make a break for the open door.

      Then she saw the chandelier.

      It hung directly over her head; hundreds of pounds of extravagant, gloriously shatter-able crystal with a nice big hole right over where she stood.

      Aspen drew her gun, cocked the hammer, and aimed up.

      “Man I hope this works.”

      She fired. The shot was surprisingly perfect, the bullet severing the chain holding the chandelier. Time stopped as it hung suspended in midair.

      Then the whole thing came crashing down on her. Metal screamed as it slammed into the marble floor. Crystal shattered, spraying shards of fractured reflections every which way. She’d judged her placement correctly, putting herself in the dead center, surrounded by the metal arms and what intact crystals remained.

      The dragons growled.

      “Try to get me now,” Aspen muttered.

      She waved her arms and a thousand reflections mimicked her. More crystal shattered as one of the dragons lunged and missed. Then another. Aspen kept waving, hoping these things weren’t smart enough to figure out which one was the real her.

      A crystal shattered just on her left. Too close. She needed to beat a hasty retreat.

      The dragons growled as she broke free from the chandelier and sprinted straight for the door. She could feel them at her back, feel them closing in, feel their claws and teeth reaching to tear into her.

      Just…a little…further…

      The dragons lunged.

      Aspen dropped to the floor and slid the rest of the way out the door, rolling to a stop in the grass at the edge of the pool. From the corner of her eye, she saw the dragons slam against an invisible barrier at the doorframe.

      No time to rest. Who knew what other extra security measures she’d already triggered?

      A few seconds later, Aspen vaulted the house’s outer wall and slumped against the other side to catch her breath. The more she calmed down, the more her mind replayed what had just happened. A Mage. What had Hugo been thinking? What had she been thinking? They needed the money bad, but not that bad. Not bad enough to deal with a partner that’d ditch her at the first sign of trouble. Not bad enough to try stealing from a Mage, some of the most powerful magical figures in all of the boroughs. In all the world.

      She stood. She double-checked she hadn’t dropped anything during her escape and that most of her blood was out of sight. Then she turned back to the street.

      “Time to go murder someone.”
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      Getting back into Ember’s Landing was the easy part. Each magical borough had their own special mode of entry: the Jade Palace borough, where most djinn and low-level demons resided, was through some mystical gates. The Fae of the Courts borough was through a couple magical pathways in Central Park. The Necropolis, the borough of the undead, was accessed by some kind of cemetery entryway she didn’t know too much about and wanted to keep that way.

      Aspen pulled the collar of her jacket up to hide the worst of her injuries and joined the flow of passersby heading to wherever. Nobody spared her a second glance. She reveled in the anonymity. She’d lived long enough in Ember’s Landing that most of the comments and dirty looks she got barely affected her anymore. With the hair, most newcomers to the borough couldn’t tell. Most couldn’t tell which magical being someone was until they showed their fangs or magic.

      Aspen let the dull hum of traffic wash over her, before skirting around a taxi to cross the street. There was the distinct, intermittent honks of cars, like the cries of exotic birds through a jungle of steel and glass. She shoved through another crowd until she could walk freely again.

      She could understand why most Supes didn’t want to venture out here. The normal world was chaotic. The normal world was unpredictable. Within the boroughs you might run into a dozen deadly magical beings but there were rules in place. Ancient rules. And the Mages—as corrupt and useless as they were at being head of the boroughs—usually enforced them.

      Aspen finally reached the corner of Broadway and Columbus. The Lincoln Center sat directly across from her, but instead of heading there she walked a little farther along until she reached the sliver of an alley between a second-hand electronics store and a Chinese nail salon. The salon was a farce. Aspen knew the succubus inside who ran it was just there to make sure anything too unusual didn’t try to enter Ember’s Landing this way.

      Aspen nodded through the window and walked into the alleyway. In seconds, she was swallowed by the narrow, high walls. The sound of traffic slowly faded away.

      Aspen cut left, into another alleyway that veered directly off, almost invisible if you weren’t looking for it. This led to another dim alley. She took another left, down a third.

      Right. Right. Left. Right. The pattern was so ingrained in her she could do it even when being chased. Which she had. Multiple times. The charmed, maze-like alley entryway had ferried her to safety more times than she could count, while spitting any pursuers who didn’t know the pattern back onto the streets.

      Eventually, the bare walls around her began to change. Rough brick transitioned to smooth, which then filled with windowsills and crawling vines. Gargoyle-headed water spouts craned above her. Street signs were tagged with graffitied words no normal human could have read.

      Aspen emerged on one of the main streets of Ember’s Landing and immediately turned right. Night had begun to fall, but she still had a bone to pick with Hugo and his sucktastic choice of places to hit. She knew exactly where Snitch would be going to meet him.

      Aspen’s breathing was harsh in her throat, her heart still thudding way too fast. She’d been scared back there. She hadn’t been scared like that for a while. Whenever jobs went south she could usually keep calm and not lose her cool. That was how she’d survived this long. But this time…this time had been too close. Why had Hugo wanted to steal from a Mage of all people? What could have been important enough for him to risk her going there?

      Aspen kept her head down and took the narrow bridge across the river (an offshoot of the Hudson, magically hidden in Ember’s Landing, of course) and continued to the concourse where most of the borough’s nightlife was just starting up. The licensed casinos and clubs had their neon lights on already. Those with less savory goods were already taking up their spots on the street corner. Aspen nodded to a few of them she knew, then put her head down again. The night Supes would be on the prowl soon. Ghouls didn’t usually come into Ember’s Landing, but the Vamps whose turn it was to feed would be passing through on their way to the Norm world. She didn’t want to be out when they did.

      Another ten minutes’ walk brought her to the market. Aspen slipped into a tucked-away courtyard, lit up by the haze of a street lamp. She faced a single darkened store front she knew well.

      “’Bout time you got here,” said a boy.

      He slipped from the shadows, trailed by a couple more of Hugo’s crew, all a little younger than Aspen.

      “Would have gotten here a lot sooner if I hadn’t been ditched,” Aspen said. “Where’s Snitch?”

      “Where’s what I asked for?” said a deep voice from the darkness, making Aspen jolt. Her skin prickled as a wisp of smoke drifted from behind and solidified before her. As a djinn, Hugo’s physical appearance—a gruff, bearded, slightly overweight man wearing scrappy work clothes—always appeared a little hazy, a little halfway there.

      What wasn’t halfway there was his power.

      “A Mage’s house, Hugo?” Aspen said, refusing to show how nervous she was. “Really? Do you know how stupid that is?”

      “I thought you were the best.”

      “I am the best!”

      Hugo shrugged as if it were that simple. “I needed something from it. So I asked for it.”

      “What could you possibly need from a Mage?”

      Hugo rubbed two of his fingers together, the movement causing sparks to dance from the tips and spill onto the ground. “That’s none of your concern. Your job was to get Snitch inside and ensure he got what I wanted.”

      “My job was the get him inside. Nothing more. Then he scampered off!”

      “You were doing fine on your own,” came Snitch’s meek voice from inside the shop. A couple of the other kids snickered.

      “Come out here and see just how fine I am.” Aspen tried storming forward but Hugo held up an arm. His eyes glittered.

      “Careful, careful. He’s my responsibility. I can’t go letting him get hurt.”

      Aspen’s hands tightened on the blade beneath her coat, but she managed to stop herself. Barely. Most djinn had control of elemental magic, something Aspen hadn’t had much experience dealing with. And in such close proximity, this wasn’t a fight she was betting on winning.

      She took a step back. “Just give me my payment, Hugo. And next time you want me on a job, no Mages.”

      Hugo’s face split into a wide, malicious grin. “Who said anything about payment?”

      Aspen’s insides went cold. “Don’t screw me on this, Hugo. You hired me to get that brat inside and I did. Not my fault he bungled it after.”

      Hugo leaned in until Aspen could practically taste whatever it was he’d eaten last.

      “I didn’t get what I wanted. Therefore you don’t get what you want.”

      This time Aspen pulled her knife, the tip of the blade hovering inches from Hugo’s throat. There was a scuffle as the other kids drew their own weapons. Hugo laughed. He pushed her knife away and straightened up. “I see you have a problem with that!”

      “I need that money, Hugo.” Already she was imagining what she’d have to do to make up for it. An entire day, wasted. She’d have to find another job—any job—and fast.

      Hugo waved her plea away like an annoying fly. “And I needed what Snitch couldn’t deliver. So…”

      His eyebrow cocked at Aspen’s fierce expression. “Are you really going to fight me, Aspen? A Norm, taking on one of the Supes. I know, perhaps you ought to bring it up with the Mages, since you’re so well acquainted.”

      He laughed again and suddenly Aspen saw nothing but red. She didn’t care that he was a djinn and she was just a Norm. She didn’t care she was outnumbered and nobody in the borough would come to help her. That money was all they had and now it was gone.

      Her blade managed to shave off the bottom part of Hugo’s beard before he reacted. Aspen was already swinging again, knife up, when he brought his hands together like a thunderclap. A blast of wind pummeled Aspen to the concrete. The air was shoved from her lungs.

      “I should kill you right here,” Hugo’s voice hissed in her ear. “Do this whole borough a favor. You know, more Norms have started living in Ember’s Landing ever since your filthy parents showed up. Some have married into it. They’re breeding. Can you believe that? It’s disgusting. And it’s your fault.”

      Aspen tried to reach for her knife, but Hugo’s hazy body hovered over her, making her limbs heavy.

      “Your usefulness only extends so far, girl. Remember that.” He raised one finger. Fire flared to life at its tip. He brought it down to her face, to her cheek. “Maybe I should give you a different kind of reminder. One you won’t so quickly forget—”

      “Aspen!”

      The ground rumbled as lumbering footsteps pounded her way. Hugo’s crushing weight left her and Aspen, wheezing, scrambled up as Brune came into view. His massive head swung between them. He was carrying a sack of supplies. That’s right, Aspen vaguely remembered. Tonight had been trade night.

      Brune’s beady eyes settled on Hugo. “What’s going on?” He demanded.

      Hugo jerked his head. “Run along, run along, little girl.”

      “Aspen, what—”

      Aspen scooped up her knife and tugged on Brune’s sleeve until he reluctantly followed her. “Forget it. Come on. Come on.” She insisted as Brune started to turn back toward Hugo. “Just forget him.”

      Easier said than done for her. Not with the memory of Hugo’s leering face printed onto her brain. Not when she could feel Hugo’s malicious gaze burning into the back of her head as she and Brune walked toward home.
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      Aspen couldn’t look at Brune. She couldn’t bear to see the disappointment she knew would be there. That’d be the perfectly horrible bookend to this perfectly horrible day.

      After a few minutes of only their footsteps in the silent street, Brune said, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “What were they—”

      “Nothing. They were doing nothing.”

      “You weren’t…stealing again? Were you?”

      “Of course not.” The lie tasted bitter in her mouth, but if Brune knew she was still thieving after she’d promised to stop, the confession would break his tender heart.

      “Okay…good,” Brune said, sounding satisfied. “Because you don’t need to steal. I told you I can take care of us. See? Look what I got tonight!”

      Aspen peered into the bag he lowered to show her. Her spirits sunk. Most of it was junk. Again. And he’d probably traded much more valuable pieces for it. Once the other traders in the borough got wind that Brune could be suckered it had almost become a game to them.

      “That’s great, Brune. Good job.”

      “Oh, I need something here.”

      They ducked into a supermarket that was still open. Once they got everything they needed and Aspen threatened to skewer the cashier when the girl tried to shortchange Brune, they left, more dirty looks following after. Aspen knew she was letting her anger get the best of her. But she couldn’t shake the negative thoughts cycling through her head.

      That money. That’d been all they had. They’d needed it. Badly. More badly than Brune could know. They wouldn’t starve. She could steal what they needed, whether Brune liked it or not. But the rent…and the shop…that was all Brune had. He loved running that shop almost as much as he loved her.

      “I got your favorite,” Brune said. He pulled out a quart of mint-raspberry ice cream. Still her favorite, even after that day…bittersweet. That’s what it was. She loved it. And hated it.

      “Thanks a lot, Brune.” Aspen said. Brune finally managed to get his fingers around the lip and pried the lid open. They took turns dipping their fingers in and licking them.

      “I hope you feel better,” Brune said. “I should have stopped those bad people from hurting you. I should have been there.” His voice was growing thick with emotion, precursor to a sobbing cry.

      “No, you did nothing wrong, Brune. It was just a misunderstanding.”

      Brune wiped his eyes. “Really?”

      “Really. They thought I was someone else. I would have been fine.”

      Brune gave her a watery, trusting smile and Aspen’s heart twisted with guilt again. It had been doing that ever since Brune had found her mysteriously untouched in the burned-out wreckage of her parents’ house. She never knew how she’d survived. Never questioned it too much, simply letting the hurt of her parents’ death mask anything else from that day.

      Brune had immediately taken her in. Normally there was a process of guardianship in the magical community; each race took care of their own with some exceptions. But nobody cared if an unwanted half giant took care of an equally unwanted Norm. For all they cared, the undesirables could stick together.

      They passed a row of houses, a few lit up so brightly that a yellowish glow spilled onto the sidewalk as they passed. Aspen could make out the figures inside one of the living rooms: shifters of some kind. Maybe wolf.

      Inside, she could see a couple children leaping around, laughing. She heard the booming voice of the father and the two of them scurried out of sight. Aspen turned away and trotted to catch up with Brune.

      They reached their small shop. Like most of the houses in the neighborhood, it looked squashed. Two more homes had been jammed in not-too-neatly on either side, making it look even more slender than it really was. The brick was worn. The shutters and bars over the windows needed replacing about ten years before, and Aspen could barely make out the faint shimmer of the low-grade alarm charm she’d hired a witch to cast a few years back. Something they definitely didn’t have money for now.

      The sign above the door—Brune’s Magical Surplus: Trinkets for All Types!—had long faded. It was a good thing Brune had a somewhat steady supply of regulars. They wouldn’t be attracting anyone new anytime soon.

      “Home sweet home!” Brune chortled as he always did. He unlocked the door and they walked into a room crammed to the brim with supplies. Blunt weapons hung against one wall, armor on the other. Powders, salts, casting chalk, herbs, all of it organized by Aspen over many long, slow afternoons, were stored in bins in the center. Behind them, traps, nets, bombs, and excess silver. Probably why the wolf-shifters weren’t their biggest fans.

      Brune set his bags behind the counter and began slowly putting things away. Aspen lingered in the doorway, just staring. How many hours had she spent in here? Squirreled away beneath the tables listening in on Brune’s discussions with potential customers. Hours she’d spent familiarizing herself with all the weapons and traps in the times Brune had asked her to watch the shop while he went to run an errand.

      She kicked aside the stack of bills and notices that had spilled out of the mail slot. PAST DUE was stamped on the front of most.

      “I’m going to bed,” Aspen said wearily.

      “Don’t you want dinner?” Brune held up a store roast chicken, his face expectant.

      “I’m…not really hungry. Go ahead.” She knew Brune could eat one of those by himself. Easily.

      Brune’s face fell. “Are you sure those bad people didn’t hurt y—”

      “I’m fine, Brune!” Aspen snapped. “I’m just tired.”

      She refused to look at him as she threaded through the shop and stomped up the rickety wooden stairs to the second floor. There was even less space up here. A single room, bathroom, and a kitchenette that only Aspen could actually fit in well enough to do any cooking. Her room was one more flight up.

      She climbed a ladder and pushed open the trap door to emerge in the attic. Here was only her bed, a dresser, and a mirror. It was cramped, but it was private.

      Also, it was perfect for sneaking out whenever she wanted.

      Aspen glanced out the lone window. Night was fully settled now. The undead—the few there were in Ember’s Landing—would be out. Most of the night, Supes were rightly feared in boroughs outside their own. There were strict magical laws governing how, what, and when they could feed, but Aspen knew from experience if the Mage in charge of the borough didn’t enforce it then the rules went lax.

      Aspen went over to one of the boards in her wall that jutted out a bit more than the others. She pounded on it twice. It popped open and she pulled her suitcase full of supplies onto the bed. The shadow powder was the first to be refilled, followed by the single bullet she’d fired (‘Always keep ‘em full’ a grizzled bounty hunter had warned her). Next, she dipped her finger in the vial of blood (her own, painfully collected) and coated the Dakri knife so it wouldn’t rust. She had, on past jobs, been forced to wound supernatural beings. Even kill. It wasn’t something she was proud of, not something she wanted to continue doing, but it had kept her alive. More than once.

      She sheathed the knife. Anything else that needed stocking was methodically replaced. The shadow powder was almost out. That sucked. Brune didn’t stock it like most of the other stuff she’d smuggled up here, and it was a pain to get. Aspen sighed. Nothing to do about it now.

      She replaced the suitcase behind the board and flopped back onto her bed. Brune still thumped around two floors below, his footsteps making the house gently tremble.

      Aspen’s thoughts whirled erratically. Hugo—the sleazy sack of filth. Another job. Their house. Brune. Another job.

      She turned over. She needed money, needed it now. Perhaps if she’d been able to find out what Hugo had wanted so desperately from the Mage’s house she could have pawned it off for herself. But there was no way she was going back to his place, or the house, now. As it was, it would take her another couple days to find a new gig, assuming there even was one. Hugo could have slandered her name all across the Landing. He had connections like that. Which meant, for the time being, she’d need to resort to something more crude: Petty theft.

      She hadn’t done it in a long while but knew it could be lucrative if you had a clue what you were doing, especially at night. The succubi, ghouls, and most of the undead spirits didn’t have anything worth taking.

      But the Vamps and the Fae…

      Not that she relished trying to rob either one. She’d gotten caught trying to nick from a Court Fae back when she was younger and stupider. She’d barely escaped, but the resulting battle had caused a massive explosion outside Battery Park. The NYPD had blamed it on a gas leak (didn’t they always?) but Aspen had been forced to keep her head low for weeks after.

      Still…it wasn’t like she had any other options.

      Aspen swung her legs off the bed. She unlocked her window, letting the cool air in. The ledge would allow her to shimmy to the next rooftop and make her way down from there.

      She paused, ready to leave. There was the agonized creak of the stairs as Brune maneuvered his bulk up to his loft.

      “Aspen?”

      Aspen made sure all her weapons were safely tucked out of sight beneath her jacket and opened the trap door to peer down. Brune stood hunched at the foot of the stairs. His bright, round eyes glittered in the darkness.

      “I am sorry,” he rumbled. “Did I wake you?”

      “No,” Aspen said, throwing in a fake yawn for good measure. “Just heading to bed.”

      “I know it’s hard right now.” Brune looked down at his massive hands. “I know I am not good at many things—”

      “Brune, stop—”

      “But I will make it better. And I am glad you are here. I am glad you are safe.”

      It was like he was driving a stake of guilt straight through her heart. “You’re not bad at many things. You’re amazing. There’s no one else I’d rather have than you.”

      Brune wiped his damp eyes. Aspen hoped he didn’t start crying again. That meant she might start crying.

      “I love you,” Brune said.

      The stake plunged deeper.

      “Love you too. ‘Night.”

      Then Aspen closed the trap door and scurried out the window before her heart could finish bleeding out.
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        * * *

      

      What a total waste of a night.

      She’d gone to every place that usually held potential targets. Meyers Street—filled with bars and night clubs—normally had some drunken shifters or idiot wandering out alone. But it was quiet. She nodded casually at the bouncer and then hurried away before he could get a good look at her face. The Bottoms, a backwashed part of the river that ran through Ember’s Landing, was usually where the younger Vamps hung out. Normally not a good place to pick up anyone but maybe one of them had cash from mommy or daddy.

      If there had been any-freaking-one there.

      Riverwalk. No. Shopping district. No. The few who were out were some of the undead or huddled in protective clusters. Not easy to pick one off. And the undead weren’t even Vamps. Ghouls—disgusting creeps—phantoms too. Aspen wasn’t sure if see-through specters carried cash. She wasn’t willing to try.

      She slumped, defeated, at the edge of the fountain in the center square. A few wayward spirits wandered aimlessly about, human and otherwise. Aspen chucked chips of rocks at them as they passed. It’d be morning in a few hours and she had nothing. She needed to be back soon so that Brune wouldn’t suspect. And after that…after that…

      Movement caught her eye. At the corner of the square, a man—at least she thought it was a man—paused to readjust something he was carrying, then kept walking, disappearing into one of the side streets leading back down to the river’s edge.

      It took Aspen all of one second to mull over what to do: sit here, wallow in self-pity, or check out Mr. Suspicious and hope he was carrying something shiny.

      Aspen took off after him.

      The man was harder to track than she’d thought. This part of Ember’s Landing was more working class, snarls of clotheslines overhead and dive bars cut into brickwork, rusted equipment and barred doors. The man hurried by them all and Aspen followed just close enough behind.

      Every so often he’d readjust his cloak—an actual, ridiculous-looking cloak. That was interesting. Supernatural beings or not, very few dressed the part. Things like jeans and tank tops were infinitely more comfortable than anything considered ‘classic.’

      But the fact that he was being so jittery was good. Meant he was nervous. Probably meant he was hiding something. Maybe something valuable.

      They were nearing the Canals, a network of pressed together boat slips at the edge of the river. It was by far the most maze-like, congested area of Ember’s Landing, coming out somewhere near Times Square. If she lost him there she’d probably never find him again. She needed to strike now.

      The man paused at the top of the street to get his bearings.

      Keeping her steps light, Aspen snuck until she was less than ten feet from him. She took a pinch of the last bit of darkness powder but kept her knife sheathed. No need for this to get any more violent than it had to.

      Just as the man began to move, Aspen threw the powder. All the light around him was immediately swallowed up. Aspen rushed in, hands reaching for where she’d memorized the man’s belt had been. She’d have less than twenty seconds to—

      The street was suddenly bright again.

      Aspen stumbled in the sudden change in lighting. She blinked. How was that possible? How had he—

      She grasped for his cloak anyway but the man spun away, almost seeming to float above the ground. Aspen used her momentum to whip around. No thinking, just reaction. Hit him hard and fast and get out of—

      Her punch went wide as the man easily ducked. He was fast. Too fast to be just some nobody wandering the streets. Her stomach dropped. A Vamp, maybe? An incubus?

      She lashed out with a kick but the man lifted one cloaked arm and blocked it. She could see beneath the cloak now; see he had nothing there but casual street clothes and a ring-covered hand. Some kind of sorcerer.

      Aw, hex it all.

      “I have to say, I’m quite impressed,” the man said. His voice was light and lilting. Almost playful. Like this was some big joke to him.

      Aspen struck again but he lazily dodged. “If I hadn’t cast my extra sensory charm I may not have heard you. Guess the guilds are stepping up their thieving game.”

      “I’m not in a guild!” Aspen snarled. She considered running this guy through with her knife. Or just running. He probably didn’t have anything. But an unsuccessful night and her frustration from the earlier job failure meant she wanted to hurt something.

      She dropped to the ground, using the slapping of her hands on the concrete to cover the faint snap! of her grapple firing into the wall beside her. Another sweep of her legs drove the man towards the tripwire she’d created. His ankle touched it…

      “Okay, enough of this.”

      The wire snapped like thread. The man raised his hand. Before Aspen had time to react, a searing force slammed into her chest and pushed her against the wall.

      She couldn’t move. Couldn’t even blink. Her thoughts ran through all the possible countermeasures she could do but all of them came up blank. The most she could manage was to wait until whatever spell he’d hit her with wore off.

      She tried to move her hands. Her fingers twitched.

      Which would be soon. Then this jerk would pay.

      “You’re lucky that was a light stun spell,” the man said. “I’m not in a good mood, but you almost cheered me up. Consider this a warning. You’ll wake up in a few hours with a pretty nasty headache but that’s nobody’s fault but yours.”

      He swept his cloak around to leave. Aspen’s entire body began to tingle as her feeling returned. His back was to her.

      Bad move.

      Aspen was up and charging him before she could completely feel her legs. The man just barely turned in surprise.

      “What the h—”

      Her arms wrapped around him and together they went tumbling. Aspen’s fingers grasped for a bag, a wallet, anything, shoving his ridiculous cloak in his face to buy her time as they tried to untangle.

      “Okay, that’s enough!”

      Aspen felt herself lifted off the ground and hurled into a stack of boxes at the side of the river. Another stunning spell followed. Her limbs went limp again, but this time they began to tingle almost immediately. The man brushed himself off. He stared at her in wary disbelief.

      “You…how did you do that?”

      She’d knocked his hood back. He was about thirty or so, with thick, sooty lashes, skin as pale as a Vamp’s. Both hands outstretched warily towards her were covered in golden rings the same color as his cluster of earrings. His honey-colored hair was short but fine, bangs falling almost elegantly over his eyes like he’d styled them that way.

      “Gonna have to hit harder than that, pretty boy,” Aspen said. She propped one arm and managed to stand. “Looks like your spells don’t work on me.”

      She faced him, expecting to see a confused, horrified look.

      Instead he was grinning. Freaking grinning.

      “I do believe,” he said, “that you’re the answer to all my problems.”

      Aspen didn’t like the sound of that.

      She didn’t like the sound of that at all.
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      Aspen leapt for him again.

      Slow. Waaaaay too slow. His spells might not have worked like they should, but they’d still done something to her.

      The man casually stepped aside. His cloak fluttered as Aspen went stumbling into its folds.

      There was a sudden jerk around her midsection, like a hook had caught through her spine and yanked backwards. Her entire world spun, as if she was falling farther and farther down a rabbit hole, unable to tell which way was up or down.

      Then everything jerked to a stop.

      Aspen rolled out of his cloak and onto a patch of grass. She breathed in the earthy scent, reassuring herself that this was real, she was still alive. For now.

      “You don’t make it easy to jump from one place to the next,” the man said. He snapped his cloak and small particles of magic wafted off. “It’s hard enough doing it alone, but all that struggling took a lot more out of me than usual.”

      Aspen stood on wobbly legs. The few stars above that the city lights hadn’t washed out spun in her vision. The ground beneath her wouldn’t stay in one place. “You…” she slurred.

      “Aw, hex it all.” He sounded somewhat concerned now. “That’s right, this was probably your first time traveling by Farcast magic, wasn’t it—”

      Aspen rushed him. It was like running through water, everything slow and muddled and dulled. The man sighed and stuck out a foot as she barreled past. She found herself face first on the ground again.

      “Seriously? Points for persistence, but it’s getting a little old. And I’m sure you’re feeling pretty sick right about—”

      Aspen rolled over and vomited.

      “Ah. There we go. Just as I predicted. Get it all out, you’ll feel better, I promise. Same thing I did when I Farcasted for the first time. Not a fan of it anyway, but I saw no other way to get you here without one of us killing the other…”

      Did he ever shut up?  His voice was only making her more ill.

      Aspen heaved until the little she’d had in her stomach was gone and she was pushing up clear liquid. She didn’t feel any better.

      “There,” the man said. “That should help—”

      Aspen went for one of her guns.

      “Oh no you don’t!”

      An invisible force jerked the gun out of her hand as she drew it. She fumbled for her knife, next, but no sooner had she grabbed the hilt than it too went flying. The man raised a finger and the rest of the items she’d had tucked away came loose and soared out of reach. Her grapple, powders, small explosives, even Charlotte. The man’s eyes widened as the pile of gear beside him grew to a respectable size.

      “By the ancients, what are you carrying, an armory?”

      Aspen could only roll over in defeat. She could feel her mind going, feel the darkness creeping in. This was it. This was how she died. At the hands of the world’s most annoying magic user.

      “I think it’s time to…oh, you’re passing out? All right, then, makes my job easier. Just don’t die on me, please,” she heard him say.

      Aspen caught a glimpse of the enormous red gates they’d landed in front of before she knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      Aspen’s thoughts flickered in and out of reality. One second, she swore she was awake, lying on a comfy cot on some floor. Then she’d blink back to darkness and realize she’d dreamed that. Or had she? She certainly remembered the feel of the cot, the shape of the room. But then she’d wake up again and realize she’d been asleep without realizing it, stuck in the twilight between awake and asleep.

      One of the times she was awake (or was she?), a girl was leaning over her, dabbing her forehead with a wet cloth.

      “Don’t you think you overdid it a little?” The girl said, her voice sharp with condescension. “Two stunning spells, Lucien? On a Norm? Really?”

      “You don’t understand, Tana,” the man from earlier, Lucien, said. “They hardly affected her. At all.”

      “Oh, good, so the second one was just to prove yourself right?”

      Lucien grumbled something inaudible. “She kept attacking me. What was I supposed to do?”

      Tana dabbed Aspen’s forehead again. Through her hazy vision, Aspen thought she could see her smirk. “You probably deserved it. And I know someone else who wants to attack you…Nina came by while you were gone…”

      “You didn’t let her in, did you?” Lucien said quickly. “She could have left a trap, or a hex, or…”

      Tana rolled her eyes. “No, Caretaker politely declined. Lucky for you. Whatever she sees in you…” Tana added at a mumble, so low that only Aspen could hear.

      Lucien relaxed. “Excellent. She’s a problem for another day. Preferably doomsday.”

      Tana was peering closer at Aspen’s arms. Her dabbing had slowed.

      “No, Tana,” Lucien said firmly. “No feeding.”

      “But her veins…” Tana’s voice was transfixed. “Look at them pop. Look how blue they are. They’re practically begging to be free…”

      “I said no. You know what that will do to you. And I need her strong. She’s my ticket out of this mess.”

      He turned with a flurry of his cloak. “I’ll be back later. I have to announce this new development to the Council.”

      There was a pause.

      “Tana!”

      “All right! All right!” Tana said, jerking her face away from Aspen’s arms. “No feeding, sheesh!”

      Aspen’s consciousness faded again.

      She thought of Brune. He’d probably be worried. She was sure he could get by without her for a short time, but she shouldn’t have left him. What if he got his head stuck in the fridge again? Or went racing through the streets, looking for her? They’d had a good thing going, she realized. They could have figured things out without her getting into this mess.

      Her thoughts turned. She could taste smoke on her tongue. Feel heat on her skin. She saw her parents’ house being consumed by flames. Their charred bodies. Her parents’ murderer making his escape. Then her thoughts changed to the house she’d broken into and the smooth, magic-filled cylinder. Memories sluiced through her brain like a speedboat through water. Something within her stirred. Aspen didn’t know what it was. A feeling of something coming; of inevitability, of a long-dormant potential being awakened. It was as if a boulder had been dislodged on a mountainside and started rolling downhill, gathering speed as it went, faster and faster and faster—
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        * * *

      

      Aspen snapped awake. She sat up and immediately regretted it. Her head felt full of needles, all prickling the inside of her skull. The bright sunlight from outside was like ice picks to her eyes.

      She stood anyway, her previous instincts demanding she assess her situation. Weaponless. In a foreign place. She remembered voices. Names. Lucien. Tana. But neither one was near her now. She felt a momentary surge of absolute panic and helplessness, but took a deep breath and managed to squelch it.

      Assess, analyze, plan.

      She was in a small, open room. Japanese style, Aspen realized. She’d seen it in books and cartoons. Her blanket-covered cot had been spread across a tatami floor. The sunlight from outside cut through some fusuma panels pulled halfway open to let the breeze in. If she stopped long enough to listen, she could make out faint, atrocious opera singing coming from some other part of wherever she was.

      Aspen stood straighter and kicked aside the last of the blankets. Something moved beneath them. When she peered closer, small, dust-like creatures vanished between the floorboards. Dust sprites. She jerked around as a translucent, murky shape vanished into the far wall. Great, this place had spirits, too.

      Aspen padded over to one of the fusuma panels. She was barefoot. And in new clothes. Somebody had changed her. She shuddered. Hopefully not that sorcerer guy. Maybe the girl she’d heard talking—

      Remembering something, Aspen quickly brought her forearms up and checked the veins. They were unmarked. No small puncture wounds or bruising. Whoever had wanted to feed hadn’t.

      Slowly, so it wouldn’t make any noise, Aspen slid aside one of the panels. She nearly gasped.

      Her room faced an inner courtyard easily the size of a small parking lot, filled with rows of maples bursting with fiery orange and red leaves. Un-lit lanterns had been hung on hooks around the perimeter.

      Aspen slowly stepped into the outdoor corridor that wrapped around to her left, bypassing more fusuma, probably covering more rooms. It was an entire Japanese manor. In the middle of New York.

      If she even was in New York anymore. Who knew how far that Lucien guy had teleported her last night.

      Aspen took another tender step out, feeling her jaw drop, almost not noticing she didn’t have any shoes on. Through her haze of disbelief, she vaguely remembered the Lucien guy had taken all her weapons. She should search for them, but…

      Her eyes wandered to the right, to the far end of the courtyard. The rooms of the house closed in on three sides like a horseshoe, leaving the fourth for an immense gate, ten feet tall, with blood-red doors. A stone wall just as high branched off on either side, encircling, Aspen assumed, the entirety of the house.

      Aspen stood in place, gaping at everything. It was a complete contrast to what she was used to living in. Everything was bright and colorful. Nothing looked in disrepair. The air was sweet and thick with the pleasant buzz of magic and…

      Okay, stop. She could fangirl later. First objective: get out and regroup. She could retrieve her gear later.

      Aspen hurried across the courtyard, feet slapping on fallen leaves, thinking any second that some sort of alarm charm would go off, or someone would spot her. It was oddly quiet. As before, the house seemed almost vacant. Minus the spirits, of course.

      She reached the gate and pulled at one of the iron knockers. It stuck but, with a couple more tugs, eventually swung open. On the other side was a small yard of grass, and then a narrow alley leading to a window of light. She could hear the comforting sounds of traffic not too far away. Relief flooded through her. Maybe not New York, but still in the city. Still in somewhat-known territory.

      Aspen took a step forward—

      And ended up in the exact same place. She stumbled, blinking in confusion. She knew she’d stepped through the door, yet here she was, back where she’d started.

      She tried again. And again. With each successive time she began to become aware of the faint buzz of magic on her skin whenever she stepped through. A charm. A charm to keep her trapped here.

      Growling to herself, Aspen took a second to think. Charms were spells cast on primarily stationary objects to make them do certain things. Alarms, barriers, keeping her captive…

      But most stationary charms had a limited area they covered and only covered that area. So if the caster wasn’t meticulous…

      Aspen looked over at the walls.

      …then they might only put a charm on the door and not bother covering anywhere else.

      Even without her shoes and the rest of her gear she was easily able to find handholds in the worn brick. She scrambled up the side until her fingers were digging into the top. Easy. All she had to do was pull herself the rest of the way up and find a soft place to land on the other side and she was home fr—

      Her skin buzzed.

      Before Aspen knew it, she was blasted from the top of the wall and thrown against the not-too-soft cobblestones below.

      “Son of a flippin’ little—”

      “Are you okay?”

      Aspen craned her head up. A girl about her age sat perched at the top of the wall. She was peering down with a mixture of admiration, curiosity, and concern. Aspen peered right back, trying not to show her sudden surprise at finding her there.

      “Lucien’s right,” the girl said, “you’re really good. You figured it out quick. I mean, not the stun charm at the top but the spell across the doors. And you climbed it so easily! That’s amazing!”

      Aspen got agonizingly to her feet. “You’re Tana.”

      The girl’s face lit up. “Yeah! You were awake when I was helping you?”

      “I need out of here, Tana. This guy, Lucien, he kidnapped me.”

      Tana leapt from the wall. Aspen expected her to land hard on the stones, but instead it was as if a sudden gust of air rushed beneath her and gently lowered her to the ground. She wore sweat pants and a sweater that were both three sizes too big and hung baggy over her slender frame. Her hair was unkempt and stringy, part of it covering half her face, giving the impression that she was peering out at the world from a hiding place.

      She approached Aspen, her yellow-gold eyes filled with concern. Her nails were chewed to the ends, the veins of her arms sea-blue as she brought her fingers up to bite the ends.

      “You can keep trying if you want, but the charm’s pretty strong and Lucien will be back soon. He wanted to talk to you.”

      Lucien…Lucien…why did that name keep sounding so familiar?

      “I bet he does,” Aspen said warily. “Listen, if you help me out…”

      “I can’t, Aspen.”

      Aspen paused. “How do you know my name?”

      Tana blushed. On her pale skin it was like her face had caught fire. “Oh, uh…I might have…looked at your things…”

      Aspen turned back to the house. Her stuff was here. If she could get her charm gloves and Charlotte she could maybe figure out a way to escape.

      “Aspen, hold on just a second!”

      Tana planted herself firmly in front of her and placed two strong hands on her shoulders. Aspen bristled, resisting the urge to throw her off.

      “Just…I know you tried to steal from him, but he’s not mad, I promise,” Tana said.

      “Good, I’m going to keep it that way—”

      “You’re probably still a little tired. I can show you where you can clean up and then you’ll feel so much better. Then if you still want to leave, I’ll get your things and…well, yeah, you can go.”

      Aspen brushed Tana’s hands off and crossed her arms. “And what about Lucien?”

      “I’ll think of something to tell him. It’s not like he wouldn’t be able to find you again…”

      Aspen snorted. Once she was gone, there was no way some half-rate magic user could pin her down. She had a dozen hiding spots she’d prepped over the years, spread all over the city. Granted, she hadn’t checked on them for a while. Or even knew if they were still safe…

      But she was still a little tired. Whatever magic Lucien had used on her must have taken more out of her than she thought. And an actual bath…

      “Five minutes,” she said and Tana beamed. “Then I’m out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Tana led her back inside the house and toward the source of the singing Aspen had heard earlier. Aspen’s mind warred with itself the entire time.

      This was stupid. She was bigger than Tana and it didn’t look like anyone else lived here. She could overpower her, demand she tell her where the rest of her gear was, then split.

      But it was just five more minutes, and she’d been sleeping for who knew how long. And Tana had been the first person in a long time other than Brune who had treated her like an actual person, not just some Norm to be scorned or ridiculed. It was…nice.

      They took the wraparound corridor past more large, empty rooms, the fusuma panels all slid back. Aspen had to admit, the place was beautiful.

      “What’s up with the architecture?” she asked.

      “Lucien really likes it,” Tana said simply. “Doesn’t exactly fit, but whatever.”

      She pulled back one of the fusuma panels and led her across the room to a large pane of frosted glass in the back: the bathroom. It was already occupied. Aspen could see the outline of a figure splashing in the tub, belting that horrendous opera even louder.

      “Hey!” Tana pounded on the sliding door. “Get out! And don’t come back for at least an hour!”

      The singing cut off just as the light inside went out, plunging the bathroom into darkness. Tana pulled back the door and flicked it on again to reveal toilets, towel racks, and an enormous sunken wooden tub in the center. The entire place was already filled with steam and pleasantly warm.

      “That was just one of the ghosts,” Tana said like it was no big deal. “He likes the bathroom the most so if you catch him in here while you’re bathing just throw something at him. It’s what I always do. I don’t mind Lucien letting all these spirits live here, but there’s a line, you know?”

      “Uh…”

      “Anyway, I’ll grab your clothes. Go ahead.”

      The second Aspen sank into the warm water, all her earlier worries faded away—immediately replaced by new ones. Brune, for one. Probably realizing she hadn’t gone out early to grab breakfast or something. But mostly…

      “Who’s this Lucien guy?” Aspen said when Tana slid back the door just enough to place Aspen’s clothes inside. No weapons. Or gear. Of course.

      “He’s…the owner of this house,” Tana said. The door slid shut. Aspen could see her silhouette lean against the glass.

      “Yeah, I got that. I mean who is he? Has to be pretty important to get a place this big in the boroughs.”

      A horrible thought struck her. “We are still in New York, aren’t we? I heard the traffic earlier but...”

      Tana laughed. “Yes, on the edge of Ember’s Landing. It’s kind of his territory.”

      Territory? Aspen filed that little tidbit away for later. Tana was clearly reluctant to share much about this guy. Was he a shifter, maybe? Wolf-shifters had territories. As did Vamps. Orcs did too—not that the guy she’d seen last night was an orc. Maybe an Incubus? But none of those could use magic like Lucien had, except for Orc shamans. Shifters could change and gain enhanced speed and strength like the Vamps, and Incubus had more subtle powers; they could incite intense desire and wanting in their victims, even manipulate their perceptions to a certain extent; whatever they needed to get their prey.

      Aspen shuddered. Still, none of that looked like the kind of magic Lucien had used.

      “So who is Lucien to you?” she asked, trying a different tactic. “He your boss or something?”

      “Um, no,” Tana said. “He gave me a place to stay. Most people…it’s not easy for me to find lodging. Anywhere, really. I help out around here along with Caretaker. You’ll meet him later.”

      Okay. More points for this Lucien guy in the non-existent game in Aspen’s head. He let spirits and needy people stay at his place. He could still be a total creep, but a nice total creep.

      Aspen washed the dirt and blood out of her hair until the water ran rust-colored. She let out an involuntary sigh of relief as she sank into the warmth. Hugo’s job seemed like a lifetime ago. Through the steam, she spied a pair of ghostly eyes peering at her from the corner. She threw a bar of soap at them and they vanished.

      “Is it true magic doesn’t affect you?” Tana blurted out.

      Aspen’s fingers slowed as they finished untangling the last of the knots. “Is that what Lucien told you?”

      “He said his stunning spells barely worked. And he’s, like, one of the strongest Mages—”

      Aspen dropped the second bar of soap. There was dead silence for a full half minute. Any sense of calm she’d had vanished in an instant.

      “What did you just say, Tana?”

      “Are you all done?” Tana said quickly, her silhouette leaping up. “I put your clothes inside—”

      “What is Lucien’s full name?”

      “Was the water warm enough? Sometimes it takes a few minutes to get the right temperature—”

      Aspen was already out of the tub, yanking the towel off the nearby rack. “What. Is. His. Name. Tana?”

      A pause. “Lucien Dunadine,” Tana said in a small voice.

      Aspen laughed. She couldn’t help it. That figured. Everything had gone so wrong so fast. A Mage. Another flippin’ Mage. No wonder he had this crazy big house and knew so much magic. No wonder his name had been familiar. Everybody had heard of Lucien Dunadine, the Council of Mage’s youngest member, the one who presided over the supernatural races of Ember’s Landing. He was supposed to be arrogant. Check. And powerful. Double check. Not that Aspen was going to stick around to figure out exactly how powerful.

      “Aspen?” Tana said, worry in her voice, as if she’d scared Aspen into silence with her answer.  “Are you all right in there?”

      Tana tried the door but Aspen had locked it before hurriedly pulling her clothes on.

      “Aspen, I’m sorry, I should have told you sooner. Lucien just wants to talk, and he thought—well, I thought—you’d be scared if you knew who he was…”

      “You think?”

      The door rattled again. Aspen slipped on the familiar weight of her jacket. Her shoes were last. Then it was time to blow this popsicle stand.

      “But I was afraid if I told you…well, you’d do this.” Another rattle. “He’s a really good person, and he just wants to talk—”

      “Well I don’t,” Aspen said. “I’m the last person who wants to see a Mage. Especially that one.”

      Exit. She needed an exit. Like the rest of the rooms in the house, each one was broken apart by more sliding panels that could be rearranged to open and close to redefine the space in each room. Aspen slid open the nearest one, leading into an empty room beside the bathroom.

      “Aspen!” Tana’s voice was nearly frantic now. “I can break down the door but can you please, please open it?”

      Aspen stole across the room, keeping her steps silent. She felt only a little guilty. Tana did seem nice. She’d been kind, taken care of her, even washed her clothes.

      But a Mage? No way. No, no way. Mages were bad news whichever way you looked at it. And with her less-than-stellar record, running into Lucien would be a one-way ticket to lockup.

      As silently as she could, Aspen snuck through another room, then out into the wraparound corridor to the courtyard. She didn’t have time to search for the rest of her gear; her spell gloves would have come in handy right about now. But she’d have to try the front gate again. No time to find another way out. With any luck, the one who cast the charm hadn’t covered the entire wall. Perhaps there was a charm-less space she could squeeze through.

      Not a chance, if a Mage is the one who cast it, a voice in her head said.

      Shut it, Aspen answered.

      She sprinted for the gate, slowing only a brief moment to check whether there was any part of the wall lacking a shimmer; any weakness she could make her way through.

      “Aspen!”

      Aspen glanced back to see Tana running towards her, frantically waving at her to stop.

      Aspen took a step back. Think! She needed to get out. Where—

      Tana had almost reached her. She looked terrified. With some confusion, Aspen realized she wasn’t looking at her. She was looking behind her.

      “Watch out!”

      Aspen spun.

      A massive hand gripped her throat, lifting her feet off the ground.

      “Hello, little snack,” a rough voice crackled. Rank breath made her choke. Or maybe that was the fingers closing around her windpipe.

      A ghoul. Aspen couldn’t believe it as she met his ice-cold eyes. They were pretty universally hated and rarely ventured out of the Necropolis, especially during the daytime. If their watery, pockmarked gray skin and horrendous stench wasn’t enough, then their taste for flesh and bad attitude was.

      The ghoul drew her close. His tongue was missing bloody chunks. “She’s a pretty one.” He sniffed. “And a Norm! Not a lick of magic on her! Bet that’ll make her taste even better…”

      “Drop her!”

      Tana charged in, hands swiping. Her jagged fingernails caught the ghoul in the arm, splattering blue blood on the ground. Before she could attack again, two more ghouls surrounded her. Tana moved again—she was fast, faster than Aspen had expected—and flipped out of their reach. Her teeth had grown sharp, her fingers curled in, almost like claws. When one of the ghouls tried to grab her, Tana brought her fangs down on his shoulder. The ghouls roared.

      Aspen used the distraction to slam her fists down on the crux of her ghoul’s elbow. He dropped her with a grunt and, before Aspen could take a breath, she kicked as hard as she could against the side of the ghoul’s knee, making it give way with a sickening crack!

      “Grab her! Grab her, you idiot!” the ghoul howled.

      Aspen rolled beneath the lumbering ghoul’s grasp and connected another kick to the back of his other knee. One enemy was partially incapacitated, but she felt practically naked without her weapons or gear. If Tana wasn’t here, she’d be seriously considering retreating.

      She whirled as the second ghoul launched itself at her, jaw unhinged and flapping. Aspen let it hit her, then used its momentum to roll over and kick it off. Tana launched herself after him, shredding the arm put up to block before sinking her teeth into his other shoulder. The ghoul yelled and gripped her with one spider-like hand, slamming her to the concrete.

      “Filthy little half breed! I’ll teach you to—”

      Tana squirmed from his grip but the second ghoul raised her up and slammed her again, pinning her to the ground. Before Aspen could help, the third ghoul wrenched her hair back into his cold chest. He caressed a single claw over her throat.

      “I can smell your blood, human. I can spill it all right here and lick it up slowly…”

      “That’s enough,” a curt voice commanded.

      The ghoul snapped its head up, back toward someone Aspen couldn’t see.

      “Aw, come on. We was just having a bit of fun—”

      A bolt of magic slammed into the ghoul’s back, throwing him away from Aspen. She scrambled up, expecting to see Lucien returned from whatever errand he’d run. Instead, a boy her age stood there, a half-amused smirk on his face. For a second, the battle seemed to pause.

      He was handsome in a rugged, rough sort of way. Maybe the kind of fashion model that’d be showing off all-weather outdoor gear instead of the latest city trends. He was only a little taller than her, but broad-shouldered, his chest filling out a black T-shirt as raven dark as the hair that slashed across his eyes. His arms looked hard as a golem’s. A sharp, jagged, claw-like tattoo swooped from the left side of his forehead, ran down his cheek, his neck, then vanished beneath his shirt collar. Tattoos she knew she’d seen somewhere before.

      And then it hit her: he had been there the day her parents were killed. He was the boy in the alleyway, the one whose shadowed eyes watched her, who had finally stopped the others from hitting her.

      The boys’ eyes brushed over her as he stood there, commanding, confident, hands casually resting at his sides as though it had been no big deal blasting that ghoul away.

      Tana began to choke as the ghoul over her stepped down harder on her chest.

      “I said enough,” the boy said, attention snapping back to the fight. But Aspen had already taken a running leap and planted both feet into the ghoul’s side, sending him stumbling off.

      “T-thanks,” Tana gasped as they both faced the newcomer. For a moment, he appeared uncertain at what to do. Then he began to slow clap.

      “Fancy moves. I can almost see why he picked you. But this.” He gestured to his ugly sidekicks who were limping to his side. “This was just a message. A message to stay out of where you don’t belong.”

      “News flash, I’m not the one who came here looking for a butt-kicking,” Aspen spat. “But you look like you could really use one.”

      The boy frowned. “I’m trying to help you, idiot.” He pointed at her and Tana tensed as magic sparked from the tip of his finger. “You can’t even beat these three morons without using magic. What makes you think you have a chance against me?”

      “I feel like I’m missing something,” Aspen whispered to Tana.

      “Yeah…about that,” Tana said. Aspen glanced over at her.

      “Am I missing something?”

      “It’s what Lucien is supposed to talk to you about. Actually, he’s what Lucien is supposed to talk to you about.”

      Aspen glanced at handsome-yet-annoying dude.

      “Why?”

      “Consider this a friendly warning,” the boy said. He dropped his hand. “Enter the competition and I will beat you. There will be no place you can hide. No place you can run.”

      “Before you do that, why don’t you try making a bit of sense?” Aspen said. “Or is all you can do threaten girls and grunt out riddles?”

      The boy’s face twisted in anger. He planted one foot in front, his hand thrusting towards her. Aspen saw the jagged lines of a runic symbol flare to life beneath him. He was a druid. A user of earth magic, one of the oldest of the arcane arts, adept in healing and natural charms.

      A bolt of fiery orange sizzled just over her head.

      And apparently attack spells.

      Aspen rolled aside as the guy launched another bolt. Without her guns she was down to close range. She ducked in beside him, swiping one arm across in a right hook that he blocked with his muscled forearm.

      Crap that hurt.

      But Aspen didn’t slow, delivering punch after kick, driving him back. As they exchanged blows, the guy’s face grew more and more confused.

      “Attack!” he demanded. “Why don’t you attack?”

      Aspen’s next punch barely missed his oh-so-punchable face by an inch.

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “Where’s your magic? Show it to me!”

      He crouched and pounded a fist into the ground. The cobblestone beneath Aspen’s feet split, throwing her off balance. Before she could recover, a bolt of stunning magic slammed into her chest. She dropped, body twitching.

      “Aspen!” Tana cried.

      This time hadn’t hurt nearly as badly as the other two Lucien had hit her with. As sad as it was, maybe she was getting used to punishment. She could already feel her arms.

      The boy knelt beside her. He brushed her hair from her eyes, almost tenderly, so she could see him better. “I’m doing you a favor. Keeping you from getting yourself killed. When Lucien gets back, tell him that Xavier suggests picking somebody actually worth his time—”

      Aspen snapped her palm into his nose, feeling the satisfying crunch of cartilage giving way.

      “There’s my magic,” Aspen said, rolling up.

      The guy caught himself as he stumbled back, one hand holding back the gush of blood. He poked at his nose. Then looked at his bloody hand.

      Then he laughed. The ghouls exchanged worried glances and even Aspen frowned. Clearly she’d done some brain damage.

      “It’s been a long time since somebody’s managed to hit me,” the guy said. “I’d almost forgotten what it’s like.”

      “Really? I’d be glad to do it more if you want.”

      There it was again, that infuriating smirk. “I’ll pass. It’s a shame, it would have been a treat to beat you.”

      “Again, no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “What’s going on here?”

      Faster than a blink, Lucien appeared between them, brushing his cloak aside. His cool eyes shifted from Aspen and Tana before resting on the guy and his ugly companions.

      “I don’t believe I gave any of you an invitation to be here,” Lucien said, his voice light, as if he was talking to them over drinks. “Would you like me to show you the way out? Painfully?”

      The ghouls practically tripped over themselves as they scurried out the gates. The guy simply sauntered backwards, one hand still clutching his nose.

      “Just a friendly reminder from Xavier,” he said.

      “Guess Xavier’s down to sending errand boys.”

      “This isn’t fair to her, Lucien, you know that. She enters, she loses.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      The guy’s forehead wrinkled. “I can’t guarantee she won’t get hurt.”

      This time it was Lucien’s turn to smirk. “From the looks of your face, I’d worry more about you than her.”

      “It was a lucky shot.”

      “I have a feeling it wasn’t. Now leave. And if I catch you here again uninvited, I’ll kill you,” he added cheerfully.

      The guy shot Aspen one final dirty look before disappearing out the gate. Lucien waved his hand and the doors slammed shut.

      “I hope that nose hurts him as much as it looks like it does,” Tana said.

      Lucien let out a sigh. He turned to them. Despite her hazy memory from their first encounter, he looked the same as she remembered: almost too good looking, and well aware of it. His every movement was dipped in exaggerated grace, every expression something he might have practiced in a mirror for hours.

      “So, couldn’t stay put, could you?” Lucien said, almost approvingly. “Barely awake and beating people up. Why am I not surprised?”

      “What was that about?” Aspen demanded. “And what did you do with my gear? What am I doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” Lucien looked put off, but elegantly so. “Didn’t Tana tell you? You’re here to be my apprentice.”
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      “Be your what?”

      Lucien flicked his hand again and the study doors behind them slammed shut. He’d led her from the main gates, through the large courtyard, to another, smaller, courtyard deeper in the house. This one wasn’t quite so extravagant, with only a small garden bursting with lilies, and a pond with a miniature wooden bridge leading to a center island. The island was empty, save for a deep black marble orb the size of a basketball placed atop a pedestal.

      He’d taken her past this without an explanation and led her into his study. It appeared this was where all the clutter that the rest of the house lacked resided. The room was small and square and had dark wood tones. Aspen was struck by, though it was smaller, how similar his study was to the Mage’s study in the job she’d botched; bookcases haphazardly strewn with leather-bound texts and scrolls and small metal busts. Stray pieces of parchment coating the floor like fallen leaves. Cabinets full of unorganized armillary spheres, astrolabes, and a strange, wooden Russian nesting doll looking thing she’d never seen before. Tools only magic users ever cared about, their use a mystery to Aspen.

      Lucien was currently in the process of clearing off his oak desk—by placing an arm at one end and sweeping everything onto the floor in one smooth motion. Satisfied, he dropped his cloak to the floor, which immediately picked itself up and swooped to hang on a peg beside the door.

      “You need to explain what the heck is going on,” Aspen demanded. “You can’t just—are you all right, Tana?”

      “Me?” Tana, who had followed them, took a limping step back, hands up in a placating gesture. “Oh, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me—”

      “You’re limping.”

      “She’s fine, Aspen,” Lucien said. “Tana’s stronger than she looks.”

      “She bit a ghoul. Isn’t that, like, bad for her?”

      Lucien paused. “Ah, yes that does change things. Tana.” He waved a hand for Tana to come over to him. Tana rolled her eyes and approached his side.

      “I’m fine, Lucien.”

      “That’s for me to decide.”

      Tana rolled her eyes again and held out her arms. Lucien checked them over, then pulled back her teeth.

      “I din dink any,” Tana said as he prodded her gums. “I dust bid him.”

      After some more inspection, Lucien seemed satisfied. “Very well. Go make sure Aspen’s room’s ready.”

      “My ro—Hold up, I’m not staying here,” Aspen protested as Tana left. She stabbed her fingers into the desk. “You need to start explaining right now.”

      Lucien didn’t. Instead, he placed his head atop his folded hands and gave her a dazzling smile. “By all means, if you want to leave, be my guest.”

      Aspen immediately cycled through the numerous ways this could be a trick. Maybe he’d put another charm on the door and was just waiting to watch her get zapped again. He seemed like the kind of guy who’d find that funny.

      “I need my things first,” Aspen said.

      “I’ll have Caretaker get them.”

      Aspen took another step towards the door. Lucien kicked his feet up on his desk, still smiling.

      Apprehension pinged in the back of Aspen’s mind, but she ignored it. Screw this game. She was gone. She put her hand on the doorknob.

      “Something funny happened to me the other night,” Lucien said, almost to himself. “Strangest thing. I was walking alone, enjoying the night air and deep, contemplative thoughts, when I was jumped by a skinny little thief.”

      Aspen froze, dread filling her gut. Lucien picked at a nail, looking extraordinarily relaxed.

      “Which is weird, because no idiot in New York would be dumb enough to try to attack a Mage from the Council.” He looked right at Aspen. “That’d be a capital offense, Aspen Rivest of 19 Conor’s Street, Ember’s Landing.”

      Aspen felt the blood drain from her face.

      “You’re blackmailing me.”

      “Nope, simply stating fact. And giving you options.”

      “Options? Like what? Like if I walk out I’ll be hunted down and if I stay here…” She gestured in the direction of the main courtyard. “A posse of goons will show up and try to kill me? And for what? Because they think I’m your apprentice, which I’m not.”

      Lucien simply stared at her for a long moment, until Aspen wanted to throw something at his oh-so-perfect face.

      “How much do you know about the Council of Mages?” he finally said.

      “I know enough. They’re the most powerful magic users in New York, probably the whole country. Maybe the whole world. There’s seven of them, and each one rules over a different borough.”

      “’Rules’ sounds so medieval—”

      “And,” Aspen added, her eyes narrowing, “they’re super corrupt and complete jerks. Nobody likes them.”

      Lucien chuckled, which definitely wasn’t the reaction she was hoping for. “The last observation is pretty much true on all accounts. And it’s soon to be eight.”

      “Eight what?”

      “Mages. The Council is adding another one.”

      Aspen’s jaw dropped. That had happened in the history of…well, never. From what little she knew of the members on the Council, they had to train for years, then be selected by committee to join. It wasn’t just a show-up-job-interview kind of position.

      “It is weird,” Lucien agreed, reading the look on her face. He stood and walked over to a drawer set in the wall, pulling it open to reveal a tray of rings. He began exchanging those in the drawer for the dull ones on his hand, methodically slipping them on and off. “Mages are keepers of the peace between the boroughs, on top of running off any threats to the city and ensuring the protective wards stay up.”

      “Protective wards?”

      Lucien glanced at her. “The ancient protective wards that surround New York? The ones that keep the really bad stuff out? What, you thought we lazily lorded over everything and reaped the rewards of our position without doing any actual work?”

      “Only me and a ton of other people, yeah. What does this open spot have to do with me? You’re not…”

      A horrible thought struck her. Apprentice. Open spot. The two clicked together as harmoniously as an exposed wire in a swimming pool. “You’re not going to try to make me take the place as the new Mage, are you? Because I know even you aren’t that stupid. That’d be insane. Suicide.”

      Lucien finished exchanging rings. He closed the drawer. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      Aspen took a step back. “No. No way—”

      “You owe me, Aspen. Believe me, I’d rather not do it either.” He smiled grimly. “But the Council thought it’d be an amazing idea to let the two youngest Mages—me and that complete tool named Xavier, Mage of the giants and ogres of Brindle’s Spire—have our apprentices compete for the spot. You already met Xavier’s apprentice.”

      Aspen thought for a second. “You mean broken nose boy?”

      “That was a good hit. Yes, him. And since I don’t have an apprentice, you’ll have to do.”

      “Why don’t you have an apprentice?”

      Lucien tapped the desk. “I just don’t.”

      Aspen knew enough about people to know when someone was clearly not going to give her an answer. “What about Tana?”

      Lucien’s face crinkled in confusion. “What about her?”

      “Why can’t she do it? Why can’t she be your apprentice or champion or whatever?”

      “Tana’s my ward. And she’s a Vampee. Her kind aren’t exactly liked around here. Or anywhere, really.”

      Aspen had no idea what a Vampee was, but it wasn’t the most pressing issue in her mind. “Oh, and my kind is? You might not have noticed last night when you were pummeling me, but I don’t have any magic. None. Zip. Zilch.”

      Lucien sat there, unmoving.

      “I’m a Norm, Lucien. Does that mean anything to you? You really think the Council that rules over all the supernatural boroughs, the same boroughs that don’t want me in the first place, want a magic-less Norm on it?”

      “Let me handle that,” Lucien said, as if it settled the matter.

      It was as if every argument, every reason that this whole entire thing was absolutely insane, was just a minor inconvenience to him. Just a blip on his radar. Didn’t he see what a problem this could be? How could she, a girl who barely fit in her own home, expect to take a Mage’s spot?

      She wasn’t. Plain and simple.

      “He’ll kill me,” she said matter-of-factly. “Xavier’s apprentice will kill me.”

      “Who, Isak? No, he won’t. I’ve seen the boy. He’s dark and brooding and probably thick as a brick, but he’s not as vicious as his master. Besides, it’s not a gladiatorial contest. The Council will have you do a challenge of some kind.”

      “I’ll lose any challenge they’ll have us do.”

      “Exactly.”

      Aspen must have misheard. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Lucien stood beside a world globe, spinning it idly while looking out the window. “I said: you’re going to lose.”

      “Oh, good. I was worried you were starting to sound rational.”

      “Do you want to win?”

      “Do I—? No! But…but why would you pick someone you knew was going to lose?”

      “I don’t want the spot. And even if it’s my apprentice in the position, it’d still technically be mine, just not in title. It’d mean someone else I’d have to deal with and train and watch over to make sure they’re not off blowing themselves up. If I wanted to put up with that I would have gotten a real apprentice. So no. You’re going to lose. That’s exactly how I planned it.”

      Aspen let that sink in. Her head was spinning and she couldn’t seem to get it to stop. “And if we have to fight?”

      “Then I think you might actually do well. You’re not half bad. If they have you fight, it won’t be to the death, if that’s what you’re worried about. They got rid of that rule a while ago.”

      Aspen stared at him, her legs growing weak. Lucien continued mindlessly spinning the globe. It was clear he was extraordinarily unconcerned with this entire conversation. He was extraordinarily unconcerned about her. He was just like all the other Mages she’d heard about: So focused on their own special lives that anyone beneath them wasn’t worth bothering with. Who cared if she lost? Then he’d get what he wanted. Who cared if she was hurt? Oh well, at least he wouldn’t charge her with a crime. Consider the punishment fulfilled.

      “No,” Aspen said firmly.

      Lucien stopped spinning the globe. “No what?”

      “I won’t do it.”

      “Did you forget what I said literally five minutes ago? I could charge you with a capital offense. You have to do it.”

      “Oh, I heard.” Aspen walked up to him, sticking a finger in his surprised face. “Let me tell you a little something: You might think you can push me around, force me to do whatever you want. But you can’t. You Mages are all the same: you have no idea what the rest of us go through. What I’ve been through. When my parents were killed, where were the Mages then? Did they help find the murderer? No, they dismissed them as just a couple Norms who shouldn’t have been in Ember’s Landing in the first place.”

      “Your parents?”

      “The townhouse fire, down near the Shopping District. Ten years ago. Probably so insignificant you don’t remember.”

      Lucien’s face went pale. “No, I remember.”

      “Then you’ll also remember the Mages did nothing. They always do nothing. So, no, sorry. I won’t be your little toy for this one. You can lock me up, punish me, whatever. It’s a no.”

      Aspen managed to pull herself away before she let her emotions get the best of her. To her shock, she found her cheeks were wet. She never cried. Hadn’t since the day of the fire, as if the flames had dried up all her tears.

      “I’m sorry,” Lucien said after a moment. “I wasn’t a Mage back then, and I can’t excuse them now, but…”

      When Aspen glanced back, she found he was composing himself, as though her outburst had actually affected him. Why was he so bothered? “Look, this is crappy for both of us. I wish I didn’t have to do it.”

      “Then don’t. Let the Isak guy win. Easy.”

      Lucien offered a wry smile. “Oh, how I wish I could. Just snub them. The Council would love that. Problem is, I might have a slight problem with insubordination and obstinance among the Council. Some members didn’t even want to vote me on when I was elected to the seat.”

      “Shocker.”

      “I know,” Lucien said, oblivious to her sarcasm. “So as much as I want to shove this back in their face, I’m treading a fine line. The Mages are stuffy, self-important, power hungry, corrupt. But they have a lot of weight around the boroughs, and the strength to make real change. I can’t give a position like that up. I’ll do their little demand. But…it doesn’t mean I’ll do it exactly how they want.”

      “I said I’m not helping you.”

      Lucien looked at her then, and for the first time since she’d met him Aspen felt he was really seeing her. Like he actually cared about her say in this.

      “I promise I’ll keep you safe, Aspen. We go in to the Mages, you lose whatever contrived contest or assessment they have, and you’ll never have to see me again. You’ll be free by the end of the week.

      “And…” Lucien added, almost as an afterthought, “I can compensate you for your time.”

      “I don’t need your charity,” Aspen snapped, even as her heart leapt at the prospect. That was tempting…far more tempting than she could let Lucien know. For all her bluff, she was a cat backed in a corner, all hiss and spit but with no real way out.

      “Clearly you don’t need my charity, which was why you weren’t trying to steal from me,” Lucien shot back. “And if you won’t take it I won’t force you to.”

      “You’ll just force me to do the contest.”

      “Yep!” Lucien said without an ounce of shame.

      Aspen continued glaring at him while Lucien resumed his place behind his desk. Despite her earlier protests, she could practically feel her wall of opposition crumbling beneath the prospect of payment. As a Mage, Lucien probably had deep pockets. It was pretty well known all the Mages did. Whether they’d acquired it legally was another matter.

      “How much?”

      “Enough that you won’t have to steal. Ever again.”

      Aspen thought about that, keeping her expression neutral. Part of her wanted to continue protesting. Part of her knew she’d lost this fight. As Lucien had so gracefully reminded her, it wasn’t like she had a choice. And even if she loathed to take Lucien’s money, she felt she needed to, for Brune’s sake at least. After all he’d given her, he deserved to live without the worry of where next month’s rent would come from. Without the fear that she wouldn’t come home at night because her luck finally ran out on a job.

      “I’m going to need my gear back,” Aspen said.

      “Not all of it,” Lucien replied, not missing a beat, like there was never any question what her answer would be. “I’m thinking the weapons are a little too much to trust you with, not with our newly budding relationship.”

      “One that’ll be dead and gone by the end of the week,” Aspen reminded him. “At least give me my knife.”

      Lucien toyed with a ream of paper on his desk, mulling over just how dangerous one knife could be in her hands.

      “Fine, your knife, though I promise you won’t need it.”

      Aspen stuck out a hand. Lucien eyed it before shaking. His hand was warm, his rings smooth against her palm.

      “Don’t screw me on this,” Aspen said.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Lucien replied with a blinding smile, one that probably worked on all the ladies. “It’s settled. Tomorrow, we see the Council of Mages.”
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      Aspen felt as though her head had hardly touched the pillow before she was being shaken awake.

      She leapt up, her fist hurtling toward whoever had touched her.

      Tana’s wide, golden eyes stared back, having just barely moved aside to avoid the blow.

      “Geez. High-strung much?”

      Aspen groaned as she lurched to sitting and rubbed her face. She’d slept in her clothes, and her hair would probably be looking like a dream house for New York’s resident rat population.

      “Sorry. I’m not used to somebody waking me up.”

      “Not even at your old place?”

      Old place. Like it wasn’t her home anymore.

      Aspen imagined Brune gingerly navigating his massive frame up those tiny, rickety stairs to her loft, then daintily poking her until she woke. Her heart lurched as she thought of him. She’d been so caught up in everything that had happened with Lucien she hadn’t even tried to contact him. He’d be worried sick.

      “No, nobody woke me at my old place,” she finally answered. She rubbed her face again. “Sorry. Didn’t sleep much.”

      “Nervous?”

      Aspen gave her a confused look.

      “About the Mage’s assessment?” Tana said. “I…kind of listened in. Lucien’s cool about letting me stay here, but I don’t really leave the house much. You’re the most exciting thing to happen in, like, a long time.”

      She brushed her stringy hair back so that both her eyes were showing, almost hypnotizing. Her nails were still jagged, teeth a little pointed. Despite this, Aspen found that she liked this girl. Which was weird. Normally, she had an automatic aversion to people. As in, she hated them. It was only natural when the magical community didn’t care much for you either.

      But Tana seemed beyond all the normal bluffing and false friendships. She seemed real. Honest. Perhaps a bit sheltered.

      Or maybe not, Aspen thought, remembering the girl’s vicious bite during the fight against Isak’s thugs.

      “You don’t leave or you’re not allowed to?”

      Tana nibbled her bottom lip. “Don’t.”

      Aspen stood and walked into the bathroom. She splashed water on her face until she felt halfway human again. When she emerged, Tana was holding out a brush. Aspen gratefully took it and began unsnarling her hair.

      “Lucien said you were a Vampee,” Aspen said.

      “A half-breed,” Tana said darkly. “Half vampire, half banshee.” Aspen caught her glancing at her veins, and she subtly pulled down the sleeves of her jacket.

      “Sorry,” Tana said, shaking herself. “I’m not usually like this. I don’t need blood to survive like full vampires, but it’s still tempting, you know?”

      “Not really. I mean, I understand the concept, but I’ll take your word for it. And what’s wrong with being a half-breed?”

      “Would you like them?”

      “My best friend’s a half-giant and I love the guy. There’s nothing wrong with them.”

      “Thanks,” Tana muttered. “But then you’d know there’s a reason you don’t see more of us. Most supernatural beings like their own kind only. Most people probably won’t mess with a half-giant. But if they see me coming…I’ve had a couple close calls, that’s all. I was lucky I found Lucien.”

      “And you and Lucien…are you…together?”

      Tana gave her a shocked look. Then she giggled. “Together? Oh, gross! I mean, yeah, he’s handsome—because have you seen the guy? But he’s…no, just no. He’s like a big brother to me. Found me when he was visiting Scandinavia on Mage business. One of his houses is there.”

      Of course it was.

      “Right. Had to ask, you know.” Aspen spied some of her gear sitting by the door and her day instantly improved. She rushed over and began slotting everything back into its rightful place. True to his word, Lucien had given back almost everything, save for her guns. But she did have her knife. It glittered as Aspen slipped it into its sheath beneath her jacket. Tana eyed it warily.

      “Don’t worry, I made a deal with Lucien and I plan to follow through with it.” Aspen grinned. “And if I get to give Isak a little payback while I’m at it…”

      Tana matched her grin. Aspen finished with the last adjustments to her gear.

      “Fantastic. Now, please tell me why I’m up so early.”

      Tana’s eyes widened in sudden realization. “Oh, dragon spit! You’re going to be late for the Council!”

      “What?” Aspen was immediately at the door. “Where’s Lucien?”

      Tana poked her index fingers together, looking sheepish.

      “He’s…still asleep. He can be kind of grumpy in the mornings. I’m…scared to wake him.”

      Aspen set her jaw. “Show me where he is.”

      Tana led her across the courtyard to another wing of the sprawling house (just how big was this place?) and to a narrow outdoor corridor of more closed panels.

      “He’s in there.” Tana pointed to one. The inside was still dark.

      Aspen stomped over to the door, fist raised to pound on it. “Lucien!”

      “Allow me.”

      Aspen jerked in surprise, stumbling away from the door. The woman had appeared out of nowhere, breezing past Aspen and making her wonder, as all-powerful as Lucien supposedly was, if he’d ever heard of the concept of locks. It seemed anybody could stroll into the house whenever they pleased.

      The woman’s skin was caramel brown, hair pinned back in an elaborately braided pattern. She was rocking some patterned tights with a loose silken robe thrown over it; one not nearly as ridiculously pompous as Lucien’s, but form-fitting. Fashionable, even, with patterns of birds and plants covering it. Intricate mehndi tattoos ran down from her right elbow, stopping at a wicked pair of folded scythe-knives tucked onto the underside of her wrist.

      She gave Aspen a semi-approving once-over, then a smile.

      “So you’re it. He said he’d found somebody, but, girl, you must owe this idiot big time to get roped into this.”

      Aspen finally got over her shock enough to say, “Believe me, I’d rather not be here. And you are…?”

      “Nina Ashmir. One of the other Mages on the Council you’re going to be late to.” She jerked her head towards the room. “Also his ex. Don’t let him tell you otherwise. Now…”

      With a powerful tug, she threw the screen open. “Shall we rise and shine?”

      Nina shook her arm and a cluster of small metal charms slid to her wrists, clacking together as they stopped. Summoning charms, Aspen realized. A summoner. She had the ability to reach magical beings on different planes and call them to help her. Aspen had never seen anybody who could do that. Not only did it tend to be a more eastern practice of magic, just having the ability was rare.

      Nina pinched one of the small blue charms and it glowed. A circle of ground directly in front of her fell away into darkness, and from it popped a small blue nymph. With translucent wings, baby-blue skin, and large, doe-like eyes, it almost looked angelic. Almost. But Aspen had seen what an infestation of them could do.

      Nina pointed at Lucien’s sleeping form. “Wake him up. Without hurting him.”

      The nymph cackled. It raised its arms, drawing together a large, condensed ball of water overhead. Then it moved it over Lucien’s head.

      The result was just as glorious as Aspen imagined. Sputtering, Lucien tried to sit up, but only managed to get tangled in the wet sheets. He finally freed himself, swiping his dripping hair out of his eyes, peering at all of them furiously.

      “What do you think you’re—”

      His eyes landed on Nina. A slow smile curled over his face. He propped his head on one elbow, somehow instantly appearing nonplussed, even half naked and soaking wet.

      “Nina, my love. Just couldn’t stay away, could you?”

      Nina chuckled, crossing her arms. “Hardly. I’m just here to save your sorry butt from yourself. The Council convenes in twenty. If you aren’t there, they’ll see it as another snub.” Her voice softened. “You don’t have many strikes left, Lucien. I can’t talk them out of punishing you forever.”

      “So let them be disappointed.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time you disappointed someone on the Council,” Nina said, her eyes flashing.

      For a second, Lucien almost looked nervous. Then his suave smile returned. “Low blow there, love. We’ll get there in our own time, and the Council won’t do anything. They’re just a bunch of blowhards.”

      “Then why did you join?” Aspen said, exasperated.

      “Because I was young and idealistic once. And stupid.”

      “Debatable how many of those you still are,” Nina said. “Still, I highly recommend you don’t be late.”

      “We had a deal, Lucien,” Aspen said.

      “And what’s she got to do with this?” Nina said, thumbing at Aspen.

      Lucien sighed. “Normally I’d love being verbally whipped by you, Nina, but…” he rolled over and stood, whipping the bed sheets off him as he did and ending up completely dry and in full dress and robe like he’d worn yesterday. The rings had found their way back to his fingers. He straightened them before checking himself in one of the mirrors. He brushed his hair back and forth, then gave his reflection a cheeky grin.

      Tana poked her head in. “Is he dress—oh, good. Lucien, Caretaker needs you.”

      Lucien swept past Aspen and Nina. They followed him to the main courtyard where a man as skinny as a sapling stood rigidly, hands clasped in front of him. He was dressed in an impeccably trimmed suit, like a butler, hair immaculately combed, face sharp. It was impossible to tell his age; one second, he looked no older than Lucien, but the next, when he turned to peer at Aspen, she saw in his eyes a glimpse of an aged, infinite, powerful being.

      Aspen’s senses were immediately on alert, a deep, primal fear stirring within her. She was positive his aura was a demon of some kind. She’d never had much interaction with the most dangerous and ancient of supernatural beings. But just ten seconds of meeting Caretaker and she was sure she never wanted to.

      “What’s the problem, Caretaker?” Lucien said, adjusting the cuffs at the end of his robe. “Seems like you’re letting everybody in nowadays. First the ones yesterday, now my…” He glanced at Nina, “…good friend.”

      “Apologies, Lucien.” Caretaker gave a brief bow to Nina. “Mistress Nina, a pleasure, as always. You’ll recall, sir, I was indisposed buying your groceries yesterday during the incident.”

      “Ah, right. Remind me not to do that again.”

      “Indeed. As for today, I thought letting Mistress Nina inside was in your best interest. And I was…otherwise occupied.”

      “With what?”

      “Distracting our newest guest. Now that you’re up, perhaps you will do me the kindness of talking some sense into him. He appears to be under the impression that Mistress Aspen is with him—”

      The front gates burst open behind Caretaker and Brune charged in.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Aspen cried as Lucien immediately raised a hand. “He’s my friend!”

      Brune had no such reservations. In three quick, booming strides, he’d crossed to them and swept Lucien up in one meaty fist.

      “Brune, no! Down! Put him down!” Aspen demanded.

      “Aspen!” Brune’s face lit up, his child-like joy dampened slightly by Lucien still struggling in his grip. “I found you! I heard you were here and I found you!”

      “Yes you did. Good job—”

      “Hooray for everybody! Now put me down!” Lucien commanded, his face beginning to take on a slightly purplish tinge. “I said—Agh!”

      He winced as Brune squeezed harder, his expression furious as he turned back to him.

      “Brune, drop him,” Aspen said, as calmly as she could.

      Lucien struggled a bit more. “Please do as she—No, Caretaker.”

      Aspen turned to see Caretaker, who a second ago had been standing behind them, now rippling with dark magic. His eyes had taken on a dangerous red tint. Tendrils of darkness leaked from his skin and curled at his feet, ready to do his bidding. Demon-kin. Aspen had never seen one; they were incredibly powerful beings that could host a demon inside their bodies. In exchange for allowing them on the humans’ plane of existence, the demon granted the host long life, and access to some of its powers—powers that even Brune, resistant to magic as he was, probably wouldn’t survive against.

      “Please put him down,” Aspen repeated, forcing her voice calm. “He’s with me.”

      “But you didn’t come home,” Brune said, confused.

      “I know. I can explain.”

      Slowly, Brune uncurled his fingers one by one, until Lucien dropped unceremoniously to the cobblestone. He put up a hand to wave off Caretaker who drew back, his eyes returning to normal once more.

      “You failed to mention you roomed with a half-giant,” Lucien wheezed, still catching his breath.

      “There wasn’t time since you kidnapped me,” Aspen said.

      Brune swelled with anger. He reached for Lucien again. “Kidnapped?”

      “No! No, Brune. Give me a second to explain,” Aspen said to Lucien. “He can get a bit overprotective.”

      Lucien rubbed his side, pulling back some of the shirt at his waist to reveal where fingerprint-shaped bruises were forming. “No kidding?”

      “What are you doing, Aspen?” Brune said as Aspen led him a little ways from the group. Aspen made sure they were far enough away to not cause another scene. Caretaker still seemed ready to jump in and attack at any moment, and even Tana was gazing at Brune warily.

      “Did he kidnap you?” Brune said.

      Aspen sighed. This entire thing was too complicated for him to understand, but she had to break it down the best way she could. She just didn’t like it. And neither would he.

      “I…took another job.”

      “Job?”

      “As a thief.”

      It was almost physically painful to watch the hurt fill Brune’s face. “But you said—”

      “I know what I said. I lied. Listen, it’s just one more. That’s it.”

      “You said that before.”

      “Well, I mean it now. If I do this, Lucien—the guy you were strangling—will pay me. Hopefully enough so that we won’t have to worry about money for a while.”

      “But you don’t have to worry about money! I said I would—”

      “Don’t, Brune. Just don’t. I’m not a kid anymore. I know things are bad for us.”

      His response was to give her a long, mournful look. “But if you get hurt…your parents…”

      “Are dead,” Aspen said savagely. “Me doing this isn’t going to change that.”

      “But what about me?”

      “You need to go, Brune. I’ll come home after I’m done.”

      “But, Aspen…”

      “Go, Brune.”

      She turned away from him, effectively cutting off the conversation, but mostly so he couldn’t see her getting choked up.

      She focused on nothing but the leaves brushing against her feet until Brune’s booming footsteps faded away. She heaved a big breath. Then another. What was she going to do with him? She couldn’t keep this up forever, even after getting the money from Lucien. Being torn between the safe life he wanted for her, and the dangerous one she led for sake of necessity was going to destroy her eventually.

      “You finished with your tender moment?” Lucien said when she returned to them.

      “Lucien…” Nina warned.

      Aspen stuck a finger in Lucien’s face, glaring. “When I’m done with this, condemn me all you want, but you better pay up for him.”

      Lucien took a long moment before nodding. “Was there ever a doubt?”

      “Don’t make me answer that. Now let’s go before this morning can get any more screwed up.”
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      They left Ember’s Landing through one of the numerous exits and were soon absorbed into the foot traffic on Broadway, heading away from the Lincoln Center and towards Times Square. Despite their lateness, Lucien didn’t seem at all in a rush to meet the Council, spending most of his time gazing around or staring at the ground for extended periods of time, nearly getting himself run over by taxis and angry cyclists at the crosswalks. He was starting to attract looks.

      “Is he always like this?” Aspen asked the third time Nina pulled Lucien out of the way of an oncoming bus. “Completely and utterly oblivious, I mean?”

      “It’s the city,” Nina said. “It’s teeming with magic. And he feels it more than most. It’ll take him a bit to adjust, then he’ll be fine.”

      Aspen did a double take at her surroundings. She’d spent plenty of time outside the borough and among the Norms; much more than she was sure a majority of those in Ember’s Landing had. She couldn’t say she felt any magic, but there was something there; something she was sure everyone could sense. A buzz. A hum. Electric. Dangerous. Enticing. The tight streets leading to broad avenues. The constant movement and energy. The cars, the people, lifeblood in the stream of veins that powered the behemoth that was New York.

      And the magic. Old magic. Ancient magic humming just beneath its skin. Mingling with the lives of everyone, whether they were aware of it or not. Someone had once told Aspen that New York was one of the oldest magical cities, second only to a couple in Europe. There were buried secrets here. Things found, and even more things lost.

      She loved it.

      Nina let out an exasperated noise. “Lucien, no, we don’t have ti—”

      But Lucien cut across the street, leaving them behind. He held up a ‘just a sec’ finger and entered a restaurant, a long line snaking out the front door.

      “Unbelievable,” Nina muttered. She crossed her arms, glaring at the front of the store like that would make him come out faster. Eventually her eyes flicked to Aspen.

      “He never mentioned anything to me about you. How long have you been Lucien’s apprentice?”

      Aspen scrambled to think of an answer. Not because she respected Lucien enough to want to salvage his reputation, but it was probably safer if the nature of their agreement was kept under wraps.

      “I’ve been training with him for a couple months.”

      “Liar.”

      Aspen forced her gaze to stay forward, even as her heart rate sped up.

      “Why would I be lying?”

      “Lucien would never take an apprentice. I know that for a fact. How long, really?”

      Aspen warred with herself, before saying, “Couple days.”

      “That sounds more like it. And how’d you get involved with him?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It always is with Lucien.”

      “That sounds foreboding.”

      Nina sighed. “Lucien and I…How to explain it? I care for him, but he’s a tough man to love. He makes it tough. It’s why it never worked out between us. My advice? Whatever deal you’ve got with him, get out of it as soon as you can.”

      “Believe me, I’m trying to.”

      This drew an arched eyebrow from Nina. “You don’t want to be here, yet he asked you to be his ‘apprentice’ for the Council?”

      Aspen shuffled her feet, actually wishing Lucien would reappear and save her from Nina’s prying questions, which were striking a little too close to home.

      “Yeah. Weird, I guess.”

      “What kind of magic do you use?”

      “It’s…a surprise.” Aspen smiled weakly, right as Nina took a step closer to her, closing the space between them to millimeters. Aspen felt the buzz of magic emanating from the woman’s skin, could see the shimmer of it as a faint outline around Nina’s body. She peered closer at Aspen.

      “I can’t sense what kind of magic you use, and Mages almost always can.”

      Aspen forced her voice to stay calm. “Told you it was a surprise.”

      “I’m sure it will be.” Then, softer, almost to herself, “What are you up to, Lucien?”

      Just then, Lucien re-emerged from the shop and jogged back over, carrying a bagel and a cup of what looked like milk. “Can’t face the firing squad without some fuel. I know the chef. Makes the best lox bagel sandwiches you’ve ever had.” He took a long sip and let out a satisfied sigh.

      “Is that…pure creamer?” Aspen said.

      “Let’s go or we’re going to be late,” Lucien said in answer. He glanced at Aspen as they started walking again. “Where’s your cloak? Like mine? I left it with your clothes.”

      “I don’t do cloaks.”

      Lucien gave his a flourish. “They’re traditional. And useful.”

      “Not to me they’re not. And Isak didn’t have one.”

      “Isak’s a tool, just like his master.”

      Aspen snorted as they cut diagonally into Times Square. “Master? Kinky much?”

      “Also traditional terminology. Master. Apprentice. Don’t make it weird.”

      “Don’t need to. It already is.”

      “Technically I’m your master.”

      “Enough,” Nina cut in. “I’d almost believe she was actually your apprentice with the way you’re both going at it.”

      Lucien grinned and forged ahead through the crowds.

      In minutes, they’d threaded their way through Times Square and past the Museum of Modern Art. More than once, Aspen entertained the idea of making a break for it whenever Lucien and Nina weren’t looking, but each time her promise to Brune came back. And she also didn’t believe Lucien was as ditzy as he acted. There was a cleverness to him; a sharp edge hidden just beneath the goofy façade. She doubted she’d get very far before he caught her again.

      The Chrysler building came into view and Lucien steered them across Park Avenue and into Grand Central Terminal.

      “This is where the Mages meet?” Aspen asked as they made their way inside the rail station. “For real?”

      Nina shrugged. “It’s central, inconspicuous, and classy. Not much more you can ask for. We used to have Council meetings beneath the public library, but we had an incident with some dragon-kin that forced us to move a couple years ago. So here we are.”

      Aspen couldn’t argue with that logic. Though part of her had expected…more from the most powerful magic users in New York. A private palace. A floating castle. Heaven knew she’d want a floating castle.

      Inside the terminal, the wide-open main atrium and massive-paned windows at either end made the place feel bright. Streams of people flooded in and out of each track’s gate like race horses from the starting line, rushing on to the next place while the time boards above dictated their movements.

      They descended a staircase down to the main floor. Lucien approached a female attendant at the info kiosk in the very center, beneath a four-faced analog clock. Despite the numerous people in line to speak to the other attendants, nobody seemed to notice this woman was there.

      “Lucien…” the woman purred as he approached.

      “Sibyll,” Lucien said. He practically oozed charm as he leaned casually on the counter. “How’s my favorite dhampir?”

      Sibyll smiled wider. “You’re late. They’re pissed.”

      Lucien, to his credit, kept grinning. “Of course they are. I’d love to stay and chat, my dear, but with an ominous greeting like that you’d better let us in.”

      Sibyll flicked a couple switches on her desk. There was a loud ding and the departure board hanging over one of the access tunnels to their left changed to:

      
        
        Access: Mage Lucien Dunadine

        Mage Nina Ashmir

        Guest

      

      

      “Good luck,” Sibyll cooed. “Hope they don’t punish you too badly. I like your face pretty.”

      Lucien gave her an amused chuckle and the three of them walked beneath the arches of the departure gate. Aspen glanced back, but no one seemed to notice that an entirely new gate had appeared. She was used to this subtle blending of the Norm and magic world, but this was pretty blatant.

      “You’ll need an explanation,” Nina was saying.

      “I’ve got it under control,” Lucien said.

      “Lucien, you can’t bluff your way out of this one. It’s not fair to her. They expect—”

      “I know what they expect.”

      “Then I hope you’re ready for it.”

      Aspen looked between them, trying not to show her rising panic as the Norm world faded behind them. Her stomach was twisting itself in knots with every passing second. This was suddenly beginning to seem like a very, very bad idea. What had she been thinking, agreeing to do something with the Mages? Who was to say they’d even let her participate in their crazy assessment? Or wouldn’t kill her on the spot?

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you’re okay,” Nina muttered to her as they took a turn down another passageway. She glared at Lucien’s back.

      “Thanks,” Aspen managed, throat dry.

      Aspen had explored a lot of Ember’s Landing, but never much of the underground, which, with the prevalent gothic arches and oddly sporadic lighting, seemed to be where they were. Regardless of borough borders, the underground tended to be the home of the undead, rogue trolls, old dwarven families, low-level demons, even some sects of the Coven, though the official Coven in Brooklyn wouldn’t acknowledge them. In all, it was usually a place best avoided.

      “I need to know what I’m dealing with, Lucien,” Aspen said after another bout of silence. She wished her voice didn’t sound so pleading. “What are they going to expect me to do?”

      “Just be ready for anything,” Lucien said unhelpfully. “At least try to be more respectful to them than you are to me. That’s pretty much it.”

      So she was flying blind, with no idea what the council would do if things went south. She glanced at Nina for any more help, but she just gave a helpless shrug.

      “Can’t add much more. I’ve only been on the Council a couple years. Never for something like this.”

      The knot in Aspen’s stomach tightened.

      At last they ducked beneath a low stone archway and straightened up on the other side. Aspen felt the air shift as the earlier enclosed passageway broadened into an immense cavern.

      Well, she’d been partly right: she supposed there was sort of a castle down here.

      A stone structure rested on the cavern floor beneath them, its spires reaching to the ceiling and seeming to meld with the stalactites above. The main structure was a cacophony of rooms and stone columns carved from the rock, alternating layers of windows, crumbling edifices, and sprawling walls. Perhaps in the past, the fortress-like monstrosity might have held off assault, but now the place in the front where the drawbridge and moat might have been had been scooped out into a smoothed auditorium-style chamber. Seven stone seats, a few of them occupied, had been placed, half circling the open space. A dozen or so people dressed in all manner of clothing—from street dress to robes even hokier than Lucien’s—mingled in front of the seats.

      All eyes swiveled to them as Aspen, Lucien, and Nina stepped into the open chamber, and Aspen resisted the urge to immediately go running right back out. She had never been so scrutinized before. This was the part where she was supposed to be ducking and hiding, not striding through them in plain sight.

      Aspen saw the broad, dark form of Isak standing expectantly in front of the Mages’ seats. Her pulse quickened. She caught his eye, and he gave her a condescending smirk.

      Ignoring the glares from the other attendees, Lucien put on a blazing smile of his own. “Glad you’re all here. Shall we get started?”

      No one smiled back.

      “Late, Lucien,” one of the men in the Mage’s seat said.

      “Again,” a woman added.

      “It’s almost as if,” said a deadly soft voice directly beside them, “almost as if you purposefully scorn us.”

      The voice cut through her mind, piercing through years’ worth of memories until it struck her heart. Before Aspen could see who’d spoken, a rough hand grabbed her chin and forced her to twist around. She reached for her knife but froze when her eyes fell on who’d grabbed her.

      He was bald, the top of his head crisscrossed with vicious, pulpy scars. His face seemed frozen in a permanent sneer, his strong hands buzzing with magic. But it was his eyes that held her. Cruel and familiar. Eyes that had looked at her like this once before.

      For a moment, Aspen felt her body shrink down to that of a child. She was seven years old again, the smell of smoke and death and fear thick in her nose. She saw the dance of firelight around his figure as he’d raised his hand and casually left her to die.

      The man who’d killed her parents.

      The man she’d sworn to kill in return.
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      “What’s this, Lucien?” The man continued in that same deadly-soft voice, so unfit for someone so imposing. “Isak told me you’d picked up another stray, but I didn’t think this one would be quite so…pathetic.”

      Aspen’s survival instincts returned along with a wave of rage, but before she could finish reaching for her knife, Lucien stepped between them. He casually shoved Aspen away from the man as the air filled with the taste of charged magic.

      “Your errand boy stopped by my place yesterday, Xavier,” Lucien said brightly. “Good to see he has all the charm and good looks of his master. Oh, wait.”

      Aspen went for her knife again, but Lucien, behind his back, sent a zap of magic coursing through her, strong enough that she was momentarily struck immobile. Still she struggled, trying to move. Isak cocked an eyebrow as she twitched in place. Some of the bystanders were starting to stare and mutter to one another.

      “Your, ah…apprentice, seems eager to lose,” Xavier said. “Perhaps you should learn to tame her before you let her loose in public.”

      “Excuse us for one moment.” Lucien gave an abrupt nod to those seated in the Mages’ chairs before swirling away. One strong hand gripped Aspen’s forearm and tugged her from Nina’s concerned gaze, down the steps into a slightly more secluded area below where the rocky overhang of the chamber above covered them.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Lucien demanded the moment they were alone. The paralyzing magic had almost worn off her. Aspen tried to tug her knife out again but Lucien’s hand caught her wrist. His rings dug into her skin.

      “In case you’d forgotten, you want to lose, not have the Mages lock you in a mental asylum!”

      “He killed them. He killed them!” Aspen hissed.

      “Who killed—would you stop it with the knife?”

      Lucien shoved her farther below the rocky outcropping. “Don’t make me stun you again.”

      “Like you could!”

      “I could knock you out if I wanted to. Now just stop and talk to me.”

      The brief surge of madness that had overtaken her began to trickle away as she met his eyes. They weren’t concerned—not for her, she didn’t think—but they were frightened. Now, reason was helping her see why and she felt horrified. The Mages; she had almost attacked the Mages. Right here, right now, she was in the presence of the most powerful magic users on earth and she had nearly tried attacking one. It was laughable. She would have been dead before her knife had left its sheath.

      “The fire at the Shopping District,” Aspen managed to say. “He was the one who started it. He was the one who killed my parents.”

      Lucien’s face drained of color. “That’s not possible.”

      “I know what I saw! It was him!”

      “You were, what? Six? Eight? You had to have seen it wrong.”

      “I didn’t. I know it was him. And I’m going to make him pay for it.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Lucien cut her off with a sharp slice of his hand. “For once, stop running your mouth and think. You’re not an idiot. You’re not going to try to kill a Mage in here, based off what you think you saw as a child ten years ago.”

      “Then I’ll kill him after this!”

      “The Council would hunt you down in a heartbeat. It’d be easy to find out who you were, since I’d have to help them do it. Bah!” He threw up his hands. “Xavier…he wasn’t even a Mage then!”

      “I. Know. What. I. Saw.”

      Lucien leveled a gaze at her and let out a deep breath. Aspen tried to let out one of her own, but all her anger seemed stoppered between her chest and throat, as if it had bottled up for ten years, waiting for this moment. The emotions from that day were coming back now, stronger than ever, rage filling her to the very brim. She was no longer a scared, weak child. She was strong. She was a fighter. Perhaps, subconsciously, this had been what she’d been training for ever since that day. To survive what her life had become after, yes. But in the back of her mind, the purpose had never strayed, a chant that had repeated continuously ever since: revenge, revenge, revenge…

      But just as quickly as this thought arrived, so did her rationality, crash-landing to spoil the party. Surprisingly, she found herself agreeing with Lucien. She’d almost overplayed her hand. Xavier didn’t appear to recognize her. Of course, he was arrogant enough to assume the brat he’d left to die was nothing but charred ashes now in the rubble of a house. That was her one big advantage. She could wait to strike. Bide her time a little longer. Wait to kill him when he least expected it.

      And then…Then the Mages would get her. She saw no way around that.

      “Okay…” Lucien let out another breath. “Okay, okay, okay. Let’s think about this.”

      “Mage Lucien!” called a sharp voice from above.

      “A moment!” Lucien said. He turned to Aspen, his face set. “Look, I’m not saying you’re right about Xavier—”

      “Has he killed people before?”

      Lucien hesitated. That was answer enough.

      “He’s capable of it, isn’t he?”

      “Capable or not doesn’t matter!” Lucien let out a long stream of air through his teeth, angrily brushing back his bangs. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Then listen to me: Forget about it for now. Let me look into it. If I find out you’re telling the truth then I can bring charges against him.”

      “I thought you said there was no proof.”

      “I said if I find any I’ll bring charges.”

      “And then I’ll watch as the Council lets him off with a slap on the wrist,” Aspen scoffed. “No thanks.”

      “Mage Lucien!”

      “Then you’ll be signing your own death warrant,” Lucien shot back, just as harshly. “You go after him without the Council’s approval or being under the terms of a Mage’s Duel—”

      Aspen jerked her eyes up to meet his, which were slowly widening with apprehension.

      “A Mage’s Duel?” Aspen finished. “Let me guess, where someone challenges a Mage in a duel to the death?”

      “It’ll be your death!” Lucien said, frantic now. “And only a Mage can challenge another Mage to a—”

      Aspen slowly smiled. Well, that was convenient. “Then I guess it’s a good thing somebody asked me to be his apprentice.”

      “Aspen, no, you can’t—you don’t want that, trust me—”

      “Mage Lucien!”

      Aspen pushed past him and took the stairs up. The small crowd parted as she stepped through them and took her place beside Isak, stoically standing before the seated Council, hands clasped behind his back. The air beside him bristled with magic. He seemed bigger than he had yesterday. He scowled, as though annoyed she hadn’t scampered off like a beaten dog. A large bandage covered his nose and Aspen felt a note of satisfaction. It had been a good hit.

      “I hope that still hurts,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth. “Hurts just looking at it, but honestly, your face was like that before.”

      “You’re hilarious,” he whispered back. “Do you write all your own jokes?”

      “With you, they practically write themselves.”

      Aspen was rewarded with a deeper scowl. The Mage directly in front of her scooted forward to the edge of his chair. He had skin the color of dark chocolate and a bright red fez perched atop his head that matched the shade of his luxurious robes. Aspen was shocked to see a slight glamour of Fae magic around him. He was part Fae, at least. Had to be.

      “And where is your master, girl?” the man asked in a deep baritone.

      As an answer, Lucien swept past her and took his seat at the right end of the chairs. He was smiling, looking completely unperturbed about their earlier conversation, like he had a secret he couldn’t wait to share.

      That made Aspen nervous. She focused on keeping her eyes forward, her chin high, not letting her emotions show. Though her desire to be a Mage had only originated within the last two minutes, she could already see him screwing that up for her, too.

      So how was he going to ruin it?

      “Lucien,” the man with the baritone voice said. “So nice of you to finally join us.”

      “Always a pleasure to spend time with you all,” Lucien said.

      “We’ll discuss your insubordination—again—at a later time,” the man continued.

      “I’m sure we will, Mage Simshar, I’m sure we will.” Lucien crossed his legs and leaned lazily back in his chair.

      Mage Simshar stared at him a moment longer before Nina said, “We should get started.”

      “Of course,” Simshar said. “We’ve been delayed long enough. I assume you both understand why you’re here?” he said, addressing Aspen and Isak. They both nodded.

      “Who is this?” An orc, Mage Gurk, on Simshar’s right pointed at Aspen. She’d seen a few orcs on the couple jobs she’d done in Rivendell, the borough in the Bronx where the orcs, elves, and dwarves lived. This one looked the same as them; massive body, big enough to make his stone chair appear tiny. His skin was slightly tinted green and covered with faint white scars and blue-inked tattoos. A single jagged tooth jutted from his lower jaw, a golden ring hanging from it.

      “I’ve never seen her before,” the orc continued.

      “None of us have ever seen her before,” Xavier said coolly. “Would you care to enlighten the Council as to when you started taking apprentices, Lucien? We weren’t aware you’d made a request to do so.”

      “I’d love to,” Lucien said lightly, “but I noticed Mages Etienne and Don Jones aren’t here, and I’d hate to have them miss—”

      “Lucien,” Simshar rumbled and the room seemed to squeeze in on them, pressure bearing down on Aspen’s lungs. Beside her, Isak shifted uncomfortably.

      “The missing Council members will be informed of the proceedings. They have given me the power to vote in their place. Now answer.”

      Lucien’s lazy smile stayed on his face. “Very well. She is a…recent apprentice. I think she has some potential, and since the Council insisted I put up an apprentice of my own for the new seat…”

      “An apprentice you should have acquired months ago,” Gurk added.

      “I have an apprentice,” Lucien insisted. “She’s standing right in front of you. If you don’t like my choice then we can call this off and I can find another. Though it may take some time…”

      Years, Aspen thought. He’d drag out the next selection process as long as he could. It was a wonder he hadn’t already, though the Council had probably anticipated that.

      The other Mage’s expressions told her she’d guessed right. The edges of Nina’s mouth were shaped in an almost-smile. Like she was shocked—or impressed—at what Lucien was doing.

      “If she’s your choice, then we accept her,” Simshar said eventually.

      “Fantastic,” Lucien said, not sounding like it was fantastic at all. But he still held that dazzling smile.

      “When do we begin?” Aspen said. “The test, I mean.”

      “You’re that eager to lose?” Isak chuckled.

      Aspen shot him a dark look. “If by lose you mean kick your sorry butt halfway across New York, then yeah.”

      “There won’t be any butt-kicking,” Nina interjected as Isak chuckled again. “That’s not how the spot for a Mage position works anymore.”

      “You have both been selected to compete for the newly created eighth seat on the Council of Mages,” Gurk said. “Normally, a spot is filled when a Mage dies or retires, and their apprentice takes over. Since we need a new position—”

      “Why?” Aspen said.

      “Lucien, does your ‘apprentice’ know when to hold her tongue?” Gurk snapped. “Or have you not taught her that particular trick yet?”

      Lucien was covering a grin while pretending to look thoughtful. “How careless of me.” He waggled a finger at Aspen. “Bad apprentice. No more interrupting.”

      Gurk lurched from his seat, stopped only by Nina pulling on his arm.

      “Your mockery of the Council goes too far, Lucien!” Gurk warned, one thick hand pounding his armrest. “You may have power and ability, but both are squandered on you. You are a disgrace to the Mages—”

      “Enough, Gurk,” Simshar said in a bored voice. Apparently, these sorts of outbursts were common. “Girl, hold your tongue. Lucien, just…stop being yourself. Continue, Gurk.”

      Gurk readjusted his girth in his seat while Nina perched apprehensively at the edge of her chair, waiting for him to spring up again.

      “As any competent master should have informed you prior, the new Mage position is necessary to keep the protective wards up around the city, as well as to assist in maintaining peace between the magical boroughs.”

      Peace. Right. If these Mages had actually stepped even a foot into the boroughs they lorded over, they’d have learned that there was very little ‘peace.’ Mostly grudging acceptance, mixed with a healthy dose of seething and fear directed at the Mages who were supposed to be making their lives better.

      “With respect, Mage Gurk,” Isak spoke up, “the wards around the city seem strong.”

      There was some uncomfortable shifting among the Council. Lucien and Nina exchanged a significant look.

      “We wish to keep it that way,” Simshar finally said. “And we need help to do so, which is why the eighth position is necessary. There are…tensions in some communities. Many beings outside the city, dark forces, wish us ill. We need help to cope with this new demand.”

      Another uncomfortable pause. Aspen pieced it together.

      “There’s something happening right now, isn’t there? Something that’s threatening the wards.”

      “That’s not your concern,” Nina said. “You are here to complete the assignment we set before you and prove yourself worthy to be a Mage.”

      “I wonder…” Xavier finally spoke, causing Isak to straighten up. Aspen noticed Xavier had been brooding silently in his seat, his piercing gaze lingering on her and causing her skin to prickle. “What kind of magic does she possess? Is she a druid? A witch? Surely, she is in control of some sort of elemental magic, or has an ability for spellslinging? Only the strongest apprentice for our meticulously selective Lucien.”

      All eyes turned to Lucien. Aspen held her breath.

      “She’s a spellslinger, like me,” Lucien said easily.

      Aspen watched Nina’s eyes narrow almost as fast as her stomach plummeted. Gurk grunted. Xavier didn’t react, save for a small smile playing on his lips. “Is that right?”

      “Strange, I didn’t sense the power of a spellslinger from her,” Simshar said.

      “Lucien—” Aspen started but Gurk growled her into silence.

      “Her potential will be made clear in the assignment,” Simshar said. “Your task, apprentices, will test not only your magical ability, but your fitness to take the seat of a Mage. Be warned, just because you do better than your opponent in the assessment does not mean the Council has to vote you into the new position.”

      He glanced at Aspen as if to say, ‘definitely not.’

      “For your assessment, you will go to each of the seven boroughs. There, you will seek out and confer with one of the leaders of that borough. You must use magical skill and intelligence not only to find the borough and make your way into it, but convince the Heads to give you one of these.”

      He held up a flat, bronze token shaped like a large coin. “The leaders of each borough will only give you one if they think you’re worthy enough to receive it. On top of this, each borough may issue their own challenge to prove yourself to them. Only when you have collected all seven tokens will you come back here and we will assess your performance.”

      “You’re having us play fetch?” Aspen said.

      “By the ancients, is she just as mouthy as you, Lucien?” Nina said, aghast.

      Gurk had stood, his warning growl growing to a full, angry roar. Lucien was trying not to laugh, though he was failing miserably. “Yep, looks like I chose well after all.”

      “You will—Gurk, sit down,” Simshar demanded. “You will collect these tokens,” he went on firmly. “Your masters will not help. You cannot interfere with your competition—”

      “Does threatening me to make me drop out count as interference—”

      “You will hold your tongue!” Gurk exploded. There was a bright flash of light and a ball of yellow magic slammed into Aspen. It was a stunning spell just like what Lucien had used before. But this time—for better or worse—Aspen was ready for it. Even by the time she hit the ground she could already feel her arms tingling as they regained feeling.

      “I will not tolerate this impertinence!” Gurk was fuming. “She’s worse than him—and you.” He thrust a green hand at Lucien. “It’s always one thing or another with you, Lucien. If you’re not actively disobeying our commands then you’re undermining them behind our backs. Don’t think we weren’t aware! You treat this entire Council as a joke! You always have.”

      “If that’s how you feel then by all means, disqualify her,” Lucien drawled.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I knew from the moment we foolishly voted you on this Council that you were lazy, insolent, reckless—”

      Aspen pulled herself to her feet. Those behind her let out a little gasp. Isak’s eyes widened, his mouth going slack.

      “Well, well,” Xavier said in a dangerously soft voice. “Now what do we have here?”

      Everyone on the Council turned to look at Aspen.

      “What…what is this?” Gurk said. “That stunning spell…that should have taken her out for hours!”

      “Oops,” Aspen said. “I can lie back down if it’ll make you feel better.”

      Nina turned on Lucien. “Care to explain?”

      Lucien looked delighted. “I may have…stretched the truth about her powers.”

      “Why don’t you explain to us what those are in greater detail,” Simshar said.

      “Of course. She’s a Null.”

      There was a long silence. Aspen felt the tension in the room rising. Isak was looking at her like she had three heads. “That explains a lot,” he muttered.

      “Is this a joke?” Nina said.

      “You dare bring her in here?” Gurk said.

      “Are you sure of what she is, Lucien?” Simshar said. “There has not been a Null in many years.” He gave Lucien a level gaze. “You know why.”

      Lucien folded his hands, looking like he was truly enjoying watching Gurk turn a deeper and deeper shade of green. “As you saw, she has an incredibly high magical metabolism. And she adapts to the magic presented to her. Each time I hit her with a stunning spell like that she recovers faster.”

      “And anything stronger than a stunning spell?” Nina said.

      “Haven’t tried it yet.”

      “Why don’t we try it now?” Gurk said, his palm glowing again. Aspen began slowly reaching for her knife, knowing it would be worse than useless.

      “Gurk, I’m sorry you don’t approve,” Lucien said with mocking sincerity.

      “There’s a reason Nulls aren’t allowed in the boroughs anymore, and you know it,” Gurk spat.

      “Oh, well. You said to choose a person with magical potential and I have. If you don’t like it…” Lucien held his hands up, as if reaching the only possible conclusion. “Then I guess she can’t take part in the assessment. I can have her kicked out of Ember’s Landing immediately—”

      “What?” Aspen started.

      “—and I’ll begin my search for a new apprentice right away. With the Council’s blessing this time, of course. I wouldn’t want any other unfortunate mishaps.”

      Aspen bit her tongue. Oh, he was good, she had to give him that. Toeing the line of obedience and condescension as skillfully as a tightrope walker. She could see the other Mages muttering amongst themselves as Lucien looked on, a smug smile on his face, so sure he’d won. Aspen could practically see her short-lived dream of becoming the next Mage shattering before her. See Xavier getting away with his crimes again, as he’d done so long ago.

      “Is it true?” Isak muttered while Nina, Gurk, and Simshar discussed in low voices. “That’s what you are?”

      “I have no idea what I am,” Aspen answered honestly.

      “How can you not know?”

      “Because I don’t have a habit of making myself a magical punching bag, that’s why.”

      Isak fixed his gaze straight ahead again. Aspen noticed Xavier—the slimeball—wasn’t participating in the discussion. If anything, he looked…nervous?

      But almost as quickly that emotion flickered away, replaced by cold calculation. He glanced between her and the arguing Council members.

      “So…what’s a Null?” Aspen said.

      She heard Isak’s deep chuckle. “You’ve lived in the boroughs for how long? A Null is technically considered a magical being. Though they’re usually…” his eyes swept over her. “Usually a Norm.”

      Aspen felt heat rising in her face. “Got a problem with that?”

      “Never said I did. Just stating fact.”

      “Maybe state it a little less condescendingly.”

      “Maybe toughen up.” Isak went silent for a moment. “You’ll never survive this assessment. Drop out. Please.” He almost sounded sincere. “For your own safety.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Because it’s not something you’ll need to know when you leave the borough. Drop out.”

      “I think,” Aspen said, “I’ll stay right where I am.”

      Isak scowled. Aspen loved it. Norm or not—Null or not—it didn’t matter. She would win this. She would become a Mage.

      If the Council would allow her…

      The Council members’ voices rose. Gurk was gesturing wildly to Aspen, then to Lucien lounging comfortably in his chair. He seemed content. And why not? As the seconds passed, it was looking more and more like Nina and Simshar were siding with Gurk to exile her. Aspen’s spirits sank. After all this, after all she’d gone through, it seemed like they were going to dismiss her back on the street. Just another Norm to not bother with.

      “Let her join.”

      Xavier’s soft voice cut through the arguing voices.

      “Excuse me?” Lucien said.

      “I said, let her join,” Xavier repeated.

      “Xavier, it’s not a matter of potential, but principle,” Simshar said. “To let a Norm, a Null of all things, take part in an assessment of Mages…”

      “I’m advocating for principle,” Xavier said as he stood. He drew closer to Aspen, those cold eyes peering at her. “Clearly Mage Lucien is not taking the sanctity of this Council’s position seriously. He’s chosen a Null, even knowing what that means, even knowing why they’re no longer allowed among us. He’s scorned our clear directions time and time again. As his selection to this prestigious position, he chooses a nobody off the streets. A nobody who has no business sharing the ground we walk on,” Xavier went on, voice lowered so that only Aspen could hear. Aspen refused to drop her gaze from his. After a moment Xavier smirked and went on, louder, “I myself have offered my hand-picked apprentice, one I’ve trained since he was a boy. This is a game to Lucien, a game I say we indulge him in.”

      “You’re sure about this, Xavier?” Gurk said.

      “Very sure. After all, if my apprentice cannot beat an untrained, unskilled opponent, it would undermine all that we stand for: tradition, skill, power. The Mages are the pinnacle of magical achievement, and my apprentice will prove that.”

      “If that is your wish,” Gurk said.

      “Are you serious?” Lucien protested. “A second ago all of you were against it!”

      “Xavier brings up some good points,” Simshar said. “Very well. Those who wish to allow Aspen to take part in the assessment…”

      Gurk, Simshar, and Xavier raised their hands. Aspen’s spirits soared.

      Lucien flopped back in the chair, defeated. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “The assessment, as unorthodox as this one is, will continue,” Simshar said. “Starting tomorrow, you two will be on your own. Remember, no masters, no interference.”

      “Yes, sir,” Isak said.

      “Of course,” Aspen said happily, already thinking of a number of extremely uncomfortable traps she could leave for Isak.

      “Then you are dismissed,” Simshar said. “May luck and fortune guide you.”

      Gurk was still glaring at Aspen as she turned away, but Aspen didn’t care. She was in! Nothing, not even a pissed off orc, could dampen her spirits now—

      “Oh, I do have one last proposition,” Xavier said.

      “What is it now?” Lucien growled.

      “In light of these…unusual events, I suggest we…implement the old rules.”

      “Absolutely not!” Nina said immediately, at the same time Lucien’s face paled.

      “What are the old rules?” Aspen demanded, but Isak remained stone-faced. “Isak? What are the—”

      “It only seems prudent,” Xavier went on. “The position of Mage is nothing to joke about, as Mage Lucien clearly has. The old rules would ensure each apprentice tries their best to compete. Or suffer the consequences.”

      In a flash of insight, Aspen got the alarming feeling she knew what these ‘old rules’ meant. Simshar and Gurk continued pondering Xavier’s words. Nina still looked horrified.

      “You can’t seriously agree with him!” she protested. “There’s a reason we got rid of those rules.”

      “And a reason they should be put back in place,” Xavier said. “To keep the lineage of Mages strong and ensure no one less-than-worthy gets through.”

      “I agree,” Gurk said.

      “As do I,” Simshar said.

      “Absolutely not,” Nina said.

      Lucien remained silent.

      “It is decided then,” Xavier said triumphantly, turning to Aspen and Isak. “Whoever loses this assessment will die.”
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      Xavier knew. How he knew, Aspen wasn’t sure. But judging by the wicked glint in his eye, the way he so casually announced his intent to ensure her death, told her he’d somehow recognized who she was. It was the only explanation. This wasn’t to punish Lucien, whom Xavier knew would have little to no attachment to her, or to uphold some arcane traditions none of them cared about. She’d lose. They all knew it. At the end of this, he’d get what he wanted: her out of the way. For good. Why he hated her so much was anyone’s guess, but if that was his plan, she wasn’t going to simply curl up and die.

      She was going to fight him for it.

      “That’s fine,” Aspen said.

      “Fine?” Nina scoffed.

      “You have no idea what you’re saying,” Isak said. “If you lose—when you lose—that’s it. No more second chances.”

      “I’m aware of how death works, thanks,” Aspen snapped, pushing aside the small voice in her head that said maybe what she was agreeing to wasn’t such a good idea. “I’m sure your experience with it is so much more superior to mine.”

      “More than most. I don’t…You’re my opponent. Don’t you understand that? Either I kill you or you kill me. That’s it.”

      Lucien straightened in his chair, still looking as impassive as ever. “I formally withdraw Aspen from the assessment. I misjudged my selection of apprentice and see now she is woefully underprepared for the task ahead. I’ll make a full apology to the Council and accept my punishment.”

      “Too late, Lucien,” Gurk said, almost cheerfully. “The vote’s been cast. The girl’s accepted.”

      Aspen met Xavier’s eyes. His bore back into hers, taunting. Just wait, she thought, I’ll be the last one standing.

      “We must create the Bond,” Simshar said.

      Nina threw up her hands, disgusted, and stomped away through the crowd behind them. Lucien hadn’t moved in his seat except to tilt his face away, as if he couldn’t bear to watch.

      “Apprentices, clasp your hands together,” Simshar said.

      Isak’s stony expression was impossible to read as Aspen faced him and shook. His palm was warm, his fingertips calloused. She squeezed his bones together hard enough to make most people grimace, but he didn’t even wince.

      Simshar approached and ran his hands over theirs, muttering ancient words under his breath. A glowing thread of red magic unraveled from the tips of his fingers and wound around their wrists, trailing down to their fingers. The thread hovered in mid-air for a breath before settling on their skin. Aspen nearly gasped with the sudden burning pain, but bit her tongue as the thread finished and faded away. Where it’d been was a small, dark mark in the pattern the thread had wound.

      “The Bond is complete. Should one of you break it, either by forfeiting the assessment, trying to escape, or attempting to remove it by magical means, you will die. At the end of the assessment, once the winner is determined, the spell will kill the loser.”

      He glanced at Aspen, as if he knew exactly who that would be. “Good luck.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucien managed to make it back into his private courtyard before exploding.

      “Curse Xavier!” He made a violent thrust with his arm and a blast of magic ripped apart a section of the wall nearby. Aspen stayed back, waiting for him to calm down. “The whole time he was just waiting to do that! Waiting to rub my failure in my face!”

      Another spell followed and another section of the wall went down. Tendrils of fire-white magic surrounded him now, curling around his body, lifting his hair in airy wisps. “And you,” he snarled at Aspen. “Why did you accept the Bonding? Why did you agree?”

      “Only Mages can challenge other Mages,” Aspen said calmly.

      Lucien let out another roar of anger and rocketed a final spell into the sky where it exploded with the force of a firework. Aspen continued staring at him, trying to act unfazed. Lucien stayed turned away, his shoulders heaving with the effort of his outbursts. After a moment, he straightened up, tugging his robes into place. His magic faded away.

      “This is on you,” he said, facing her. “I never agreed to the Bonding, or to your death.”

      “Just to putting me in harm’s way,” Aspen said drily.

      “You would have been fine if you’d just listened to me and kept your mouth shut!”

      “You mean like you did?”

      Lucien swore and turned away again.

      “Xavier knows,” Aspen said after a beat. “He knows I survived the fire. That’s why he’s doing this. He thinks I’ll lose and then he’ll be rid of me for good.”

      “He can’t possibly remember you,” Lucien said. “He’s doing this because he’s sadistic and wants to hurt me through you.”

      “How would hurting me hurt you?”

      Lucien ignored her. “Now you have to win.”

      “That was already the plan.”

      “You can’t. There’s no way you can. Xavier will make sure of it.”

      Anger swelled within Aspen. Isak seeing her as a complete joke was one thing, but Lucien had seen what she could do. “I’m not an idiot, and I’m not helpless. I can win this, even if he’s against me.”

      Lucien gave her the kind of look that he might a poor, doomed cow about to be sent off to slaughter. He went to kneel beside the pond and splashed water on his face. Out of the corner of her eye, Aspen saw Tana peek through the doors and give her an apprehensive look.

      “You okay?” she mouthed.

      Though she wasn’t entirely sure, Aspen gave her a thumbs up and Tana slowly retreated.

      Aspen pushed off the pillar she’d leaned against and walked over to Lucien. His head was hung over the water, hair dripping and creating ripples. He splashed more water on his face. If Aspen didn’t know any better, she’d say he almost appeared…concerned.

      “You’re…taking this harder than me,” she said.

      “Because you don’t know any better. This is just a game to you.”

      “No, this was your game,” Aspen corrected. “I’m just the one who has to finish it.”

      “You’re right,” Lucien said. “But not alone you won’t.”

      “The Mages will know if you help me.”

      “No they won’t. And I won’t, not directly. You can be sure Xavier will be doing the same. They expect it. It’s almost tradition,” he added, irony thick in his voice.

      “I can win this, Lucien. Xavier’s mine. I’m going to pay him back for what he did to me. Alone.”

      “No, you won’t. And you’re too stupid to be scared.”

      In truth, she was terrified. The feeling had started the moment they’d left the chamber and began their journey back; the moment she had a chance to step back and really think about what she’d agreed to.

      But now terror was sharpening her resolve into a finely-honed weapon. It brought about a glorious sense of purpose, a goal she’d been sorely lacking these last ten years. Beat Isak. Become a Mage. Challenge Xavier. Kill him. With that goal in mind, nothing scared her, because nothing was scarier than having nothing to live for.

      “What if you lose?” Lucien said.

      “Then I’ll take one last shot at Xavier before I go.”

      “Spoken like a true teenager. No understanding of the weight of your consequences.”

      Aspen ignored that jab. “And you’ll make sure Brune is taken care of.”

      Lucien grunted.

      “You called me a Null,” Aspen said, drawing their conversation away from the high potential for her imminent death. “What is that? Why aren’t they allowed in the boroughs anymore?”

      Lucien sighed. He rolled over to a sitting position, elegantly sweeping his hand through his hair so that it came out as golden and dry as before.

      “Technically a Null’s not a magical being, it’s a magical ability, which means that either Norms or magical beings can have it. It allows your body to break down any magic used against it. Like I said before, a high magical metabolism.”

      Aspen thought back to the few times before meeting Lucien that she’d been affected by magic. Jobs that had gone awry, attack spells and wild hexes that had managed to hit her. More than once during those instances she’d been with others. The spells had never affected her as much as it had them, though she’d never really thought about it before now.

      “Okay…that’s great. I’m immune to magic.”

      “You’re not immune, just less susceptible. Any magic can still affect you, and certain spells can still kill you. If your body can’t handle the amount of magic, or it can’t break it down fast enough. Then it’s lights out.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why they aren’t allowed in the boroughs.”

      “There aren’t a lot of Nulls in existence, period. Even if there were, most go undiscovered. Or into hiding.”

      “And that’s because…”

      Lucien gave her a serious look. “Two reasons, primarily. One, Nulls are a level playing field. As much as supernatural beings try to hide, we all know who’d win in a one-on-one with a Norm. The Supe, every time. But a Norm who also happens to be a Null? Suddenly magic and spells don’t matter since the Null can just absorb them. You’re back to the basics. The Supes, understandably, aren’t comfortable with that.

      “The second reason is because breaking down magic isn’t the only thing a Null can do. A Null has no magic of their own, but if trained properly, if they survive long enough, a Null can absorb magic. Absorb it, and maybe even use it. See a problem with that?”

      She did. The boroughs could pretend they were at peace all they wanted—and for the most part they were; peace, as in not waging all-out war against one another—but each race was always trying to gain the upper hand over the other, trying to expand their territory within New York, trying to exert their dominance through any means possible.

      “They think I’m a weapon,” Aspen said. “Or at least they’ll try to use me like one.”

      “Yes,” Lucien said, tone grim, “So essentially, when word gets out about what you are, and word always gets out, you’re going to be the number one target in New York City.”
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        * * *

      

      Aspen’s trap awakened her at midnight.

      The second she heard the faint click of her stun powder trap springing on the intruder, she rolled off the other side of the bed. She retrieved the knife she’d kept beneath her pillow and peered into the darkness, hoping her thumping heart couldn’t be heard in the silence.

      After speaking with Lucien, she’d moved to a more secluded part of the house, into one of the few second story lofts that almost made her feel like she was back at Brune’s. Lucien’s earlier warning about the boroughs wanting her had left her understandably shaken. She’d set her normal proximity traps in case Vamps or shifters decided to pay a visit, or Xavier didn’t want to waste time waiting for her to get herself killed.

      Aspen continued staring into the darkness, ignoring her pounding headache. A side effect, Lucien had told her, of absorbing too much magic.

      When nothing moved for a full minute, she stood. She carefully approached the window, knife ready. Often her traps consisted of wires attached to some sort of neutralizing powder. The metal twine on this one had been snapped. The paralyzing powder was cast across the shingles below. There wasn’t any sign that someone had been there.

      Aspen felt the presence behind her a moment too late. A strong arm pulled her against a hard chest. A hand clamped over her mouth.

      “I thought you were better than this,” Isak whispered in her ear.

      Aspen threw her head back, feeling it connect with his still-tender nose. She whirled out of his grasp and put the bed between them, aiming the knife at his heart. “Don’t worry, I am.”

      Isak grimaced and gingerly touched his face. He seemed to be warring between anger and grudging acceptance of her ability to outmaneuver him. “I’ve been in more pain since meeting you than I have been in the last year.”

      “It’s about to continue. What do you want?”

      “To talk.”

      “Do all your talks start with assaulting a girl in her bedroom?”

      “Only when said girl could stick a knife between my eyes, yeah.” Isak held up his hands to show they were empty. “I just want to talk.”

      “How did you get past Lucien’s safeguards?”

      “Lucien’s grown lazy. He hasn’t put any new ones up. They were easy enough to slip through.”

      Aspen made a mental note to remind Lucien of that later. If she survived this.

      Isak continued holding his hands up. “We good?”

      “Just because your hands are empty doesn’t mean you can’t cast magic.”

      “Yet I haven’t. And I won’t. Trust me now?”

      Aspen kept the knife leveled at him. “Not a bit. How’d you get around my trap?”

      Isak rolled his eyes. “I was expecting it. Anybody who’s been around you longer than a minute can tell you’re paranoid.”

      “Cautious.”

      “That’s just semantics.”

      “Caution tends to come with what I do, or I wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “I didn’t say it as an insult.”

      “Funny, it came out that way.”

      Isak sighed. “Can you put that adorable knife down and listen? I’m sure we both know I could just cast a spell and take it from you anyway.”

      The air stirred at his feet, the faintest crackling wisps of magic beginning to trail from the floorboards up his body toward his hands. Aspen tried to remember all she knew about druid magic. It was earth based. That meant the higher away from the ground he was, the less powerful his spells were.

      Not that he needed to know that she knew that. Surprise was her biggest weapon.

      Aspen slowly lowered the knife, and Isak dropped his hands, dispelling the magic. “Just so you know,” she said, “there are other traps in here I can spring on your sorry butt if you try anything else.”

      He smiled. Not a smirk this time, but an actual smile. “I’m sure there are. So far you haven’t ceased to surprise me.”

      There was a faint flutter in Aspen’s chest. What did he mean by that?

      “Say what you need to and get out.”

      Isak leaned casually against her dresser, getting annoyingly comfortable. He seemed to mull over how best to begin. “You need to drop out of the assessment.”

      Aspen let out a harsh laugh. “I guess you weren’t at the same Council meeting I was. They bound us to finish it, remember?” She held up her hand with the now-dim line wrapping around her wrist. “Does ‘the loser dies’ ring any bells?”

      “I can have them break the Bond.”

      Aspen blinked. She hadn’t known that was possible, not without getting herself killed. For a brief moment, a flicker of desire surged within her—she could leave, slip back into the cracks of the city, start over and try to forget about the Mages and this entire mess. Things had been bad before, but they were a predictable sort of bad. She could handle that.

      Then Xavier’s sneering face rushed back into her vision and her resolve hardened once more.

      “Hate to disappoint, but no.”

      Isak let out a frustrated breath. “You’re being stupid—”

      “That’s probably the nicest thing you’ve said to me—”

      “You’ll die!” Isak said. He was standing now, filling her tiny space with his presence. “Look at you, a nobody, a Null. You think you have any chance of beating me? I could have ended you a minute ago. Would have saved me a lot of trouble.”

      “You would have tried,” Aspen said, fingering her knife again. “You wouldn’t have made it very far. And my answer’s still no, pretty boy.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why do you even care? I’m nobody to you. You should be glad Lucien picked someone so weak. It’ll make beating me so much easier for you, right?”

      “If that’s what you think then you don’t know me at all.”

      “You’re right, I don’t. Let’s keep it that way.”

      The two of them stood there, in the darkness, glaring daggers at each other.

      “Why are you really doing this?” Isak said. “You probably couldn’t care less about the law or the Mages, not to mention becoming one yourself.”

      “Why don’t you ask your master?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Ask him what he’s done.”

      “All I know is what he’s done for me.”

      “And that’s enough, is it?”

      Isak hesitated. “That’s all I can ask for. Xavier is ten times the Mage Lucien will ever be.”

      “Oh whoop de freakin’ do. Those two can go flex their magical muscles all they want. I just want my spot on the Council.”

      Isak ran a frustrated hand through his hair. Aspen hated how her eyes lingered on it longer than necessary. “But why?” he demanded.

      “I said, ask your master.”

      That only made Isak scowl deeper. “I don’t want to kill you, and I don’t want you to die,” he said, his voice almost pleading. “Whatever it is between you and Lucien, whatever reason you’re doing this, I can help.”

      He took a step closer. In the slant of moonlight streaming through her window, his face was mired by concern. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      Yep, she almost believed he cared about her. He was a good actor. She could respect that.

      He took another step. The space between them was heating up, causing the tips of Aspen’s fingers to tingle. “Please?”

      “No. It’s too late,” Aspen said, finally finding her voice.

      “Just. Drop. Out.”

      He was a foot away from her now.

      “No,” Aspen said.

      Isak stood tense a moment longer before his shoulders slumped in defeat. “Your choice, then. I’m not responsible for whatever happens.”

      “How sweet of you.”

      There it was again, that almost-smile that softened his entire face before flickering away. The two of them stood in silence a moment longer, Aspen feeling the heat and buzz of magic emanating off his skin, almost wanting to reach out and run her fingers across his chest—

      “I’m still waiting for you to spring those traps on me,” Isak said.

      “Out. Get out.”

      In two strides, Isak was at the window. He paused with one foot on the sill. “Sleep well. Tomorrow, the contest begins. Tomorrow, we’re enemies.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t forget.”

      Then he was gone. She glanced out the window in time to see him gently slide down to the cobblestone. He glanced one last time up to her window, the moon lighting up his smirk, then slipped into the night.

      It took Aspen a half hour for her heart to calm down, and she couldn’t understand why.
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        * * *

      

      Going back to sleep was impossible.

      She tossed and turned in her bed, her thoughts shifting between the Council, the contest, Isak and his almost-not-quite kindness. Selfishness, she reminded herself, not kindness. He wasn’t the victim here, and he wasn’t doing it out of the goodness of his heart. If she dropped out it’d be a straight shot to Mage-dom for him. That was all he cared about.

      No, Isak and his infuriating smirks could drink dragon spit. She had a contest to win.

      With zero extra sleep and the faintest tinge of dawn blushing over the walls, Aspen was up and moving. She checked and triple-checked her gear—all the powders she had remaining were there, along with her grapple. Lucien still hadn’t returned her guns so her knife would have to do. She brushed the curious dirt sprites from beneath her clothes, kicked the bathroom ghost out so she could clean up, and ten minutes later was strapping on the last of her things. That finished, she fastened her latest acquisition around her neck. It was a necklace of deep jade carved into a circle, secured on a hemp string.

      “It’ll absorb some of any magic you get hit with,” Lucien had told her when he’d removed it from his cabinet and handed it over. Aspen had turned it in her hands, marveling at the deep color, at the smooth, clean lines and shape.

      “I thought I could already absorb magic. If you’ll remember, that’s reason number fifty-four on the list of why everybody hates me,” Aspen had said.

      Lucien hadn’t acknowledged that last part. “You can absorb magic. But remember, too much will kill even you. Wear it.”

      She still blamed Lucien for…well, all of her present problems and plenty that were soon to come, but she wasn’t going to turn down help of any kind, even if it came from him.

      Now, she thought of telling him she was leaving as she stepped out of her room, descended the outer steps, and crossed the main courtyard, hands stuffed deeply in the pockets of her jacket to ward off the morning chill. He’d seemed adamant about helping her in whatever way he could, and he’d almost certainly want to come along, rules or not.

      Well, he’d ‘helped’ enough already. And a Mage would only attract more attention. Especially a Mage like him. That was the last thing she needed right now. Stealth would be her main ally.

      Her plan to start was simple: go to the nearest borough—Ember’s Landing, of course—and get the first token from the Heads who held council there. The Mages might have ruled over the boroughs as a whole, but most of the collective day-to-day enforcement of the law were carried out by the Heads of each. Heads, Aspen knew, much like everybody else she’d encountered, that didn’t like the Mages very much. Hated them, even, and anybody who was associated with them.

      Oh, this was going to be fun.

      She swung into the Norm world first. Even with the early hour, people still crowded the sidewalks. Aspen wasted time in line to grab coffee, then sipped it outside the shop, watching everyone pass by. It was the first time she’d been alone, first time she felt the return of her old freedom, in a while. The thoughts of running off she’d entertained when Lucien had first taken her were in the back of her mind, quiet now. She had a new purpose, one that didn’t involve scurrying away to hide.

      A shimmer of magic at the entrance to Central Park across the street caught her eye. Aspen squinted and was just able to make out blurry shapes before they vanished into the greenery. Fae, probably. The Day and Night Courts in Central Park were their turf.

      Aspen drained her coffee and kept moving. She’d have to go to the Courts eventually to get a token, but she wasn’t looking forward to it. Most Fae were arrogant, dangerous, and way, way, too obsessed with how they looked.

      Aspen trailed around the outer edge of Central Park until she saw the alleyway she was looking for and ducked in. This one had the same pattern of turns as all the others and a couple minutes later she came out at another part of Ember’s Landing. A nicer area. More residential. The buildings were spaced wider, the white brick clean and practically sparkling. Some had gothic turrets and curves, which apparently made the Vamps feel more at home (or special). Others were boxy and utilitarian, which most of the shifters seemed to like.

      Up on the hill was the squat dome of a building where the Heads met. Aspen made her way to the front doors where a single muscular shifter stood guard. Aspen took in the darkly inked tattoo on his broad shoulder that the shifters used to distinguish one another: a ferocious, roaring bear.

      Aspen stopped in front of him. The man looked her up and down.

      “What do you want?”

      “Are the Heads in?”

      Aspen leaned cautiously back as the man crossed his arms, settling himself in the center of the doors. “Maybe.”

      “It’s a rhetorical question. If you’re here then of course they are.”

      “What do you want with them?”

      Here it came. She’d have to tell someone eventually.

      “I’m one of the apprentice Mages.”

      The man didn’t move.

      “The ones collecting the tokens from each of the boroughs?”

      One of the man’s eyebrows rose. “You’re it? You’re the girl, Aspen or whatever? The Norm. The Null?”

      Aspen closed one of her hands to a fist. Must…not…punch…him…Diplomacy, as much as she hated it, would get her through these boroughs a lot faster and in fewer pieces than violence. She didn’t often interact with shifters, but she knew how quickly they could switch from semi-intimidating to full-on vicious.

      “Yeah, that’s me. The Null.”

      “Funny, the Mages didn’t confer with any of us about who we’d want as the new Mage. If they had, maybe we would have sent somebody we’d actually picked.”

      Aspen was temporarily taken aback. “What?”

      “Oh yeah, news travels fast, Aspen Rivest. We heard about you and the little assessment. What do you think the Heads are in there talking about?” The guy thumbed over his shoulder. “I don’t see a shifter up there on that Council. Just a bunch of arrogance with no idea what we want. And now…now they pick you, the complete opposite of everything we stand for.”

      Aspen could practically feel her blood boiling. Like this was any of her fault. Like she hadn’t grown up here right along with them.

      “Are you going to let me in or not?” she said.

      The man laughed. He stepped aside and pushed one door open. “Might as well. I’m sure they’ll have some special things to say to you.” He laughed again.

      Aspen ignored him and made her way inside and down the narrow hallway. No other shifters tried to stop or inspect her, which was odd but not unusual. They knew she was a Norm. And she knew she was about to face a room full of Vamps, Weres, and other shifters. Even fully armed, she’d be an idiot to think she was getting out of there alive if she tried anything.

      But even with no guards, she should have heard somebody.

      Aspen paused to listen. The interior was a tribute to every drab, uninspired governmental office space ever, broken up into a tight collection of adjacent, bare hallways and glass-paned, empty offices. By some small miracle she didn’t see any ‘Hang in There!’ kitten posters. Everywhere was empty. There should have been a secretary, or lower-ranked pack leader come to sniff her out. This didn’t feel right.

      “Okay…”

      She made her way to the main conference room. This, too, had nobody standing outside. Aspen was immediately on full alert. The Heads couldn’t have been meeting today. Not even shifters would leave themselves without some sort of look out. The guy outside must have been messing with her.

      Even still…Aspen gave a tentative knock. She let a few seconds pass. She tried again. If they really were in there, entering without permission would be breaking all kinds of borough rules, but since there was nobody out here to stop her…

      Aspen turned the handle. It was unlocked. Her heart sped up. She pushed the rest of the way inside.

      The first thing that hit her was the smell. She knew it, had experienced it on plenty of jobs before: discharged magic. But this stench was mixed with something new, an almost waxy scent of shriveled flesh. Of death.

      Aspen covered her mouth to block out the worst of the smell as her brain tripped over itself trying to make sense of the scene in front of her.

      The bodies of the Heads were everywhere, nothing but hazy dark forms in the room dimly lit by sunlight coming through a pair of windows at the back. They were slumped across the tables or strewn over the floor as though they’d been killed trying to defend themselves—or escape.

      Aspen’s foot caught the arm of a Vamp. Her usually pale skin was shockingly white. Aspen knelt and gently rolled her over. She gasped. The Vamp’s face was a shriveled mass of dried up flesh, as though someone had taken a juicer and squeezed her out. Her pruney skin showed jagged bone, her lips drawn back to reveal the distinct edges of her skull, fanged mouth open in a silent scream.

      Aspen fell back from it in shock. She was no stranger to death. She’d seen it and, when she had to, delivered it. But this…this was like nothing she’d ever encountered. This might make her sick.

      When she forced herself to stop having a minor panic attack, the rational part of her mind pushed its way forward. Easy. Take it easy. Analyze, assess, adapt.

      There didn’t appear to be anyone alive in the room, and the few other bodies she checked were the same: dried out. If she had to guess, she’d say they looked…absorbed, like someone had sucked out all their insides and left the shells. But how? The shifters she could understand, but the Vamps didn’t have blood; at least not the kind that could be drained. She was missing something.

      Aspen took another sweep of the room. Then it hit her. The faint shimmer she usually saw when looking at a magical being was gone. Whatever had done this hadn’t taken blood, they’d taken their magic.

      But why? And who could possibly be strong enough to kill this many powerful supernatural beings?

      Aspen had just knelt beside the nearest shifter when there was the sound of footsteps outside the door. Multiple footsteps.

      There was just enough time for her mind to berate her for sticking around a scene like this for so long before one of the doors burst open and the bear shifter stood there. Aspen could see more shifters behind him.

      He paused. He saw the bodies. His mouth dropped open. His eyes met Aspen’s.

      Then, “Get her!”
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      Aspen didn’t even try to explain herself.

      They’d never believe her, a Norm. They’d never want to believe her.

      Although, finding her crouching beside their dead friends probably didn’t help either.

      Aspen grabbed the nearest Vamp’s body and hurled it at the door before the bear shifter could make it all the way inside. The body was light, nothing more than a sack of paper-thin skin, sinew, and bone as brittle as a bird’s.

      She hurled a couple more, backpedaling toward the back of the room.

      “Get inside, you idiots!” one of the shifters roared. “Get inside and grab her!”

      He wedged his head through the clamber of arms and shifting limbs all grasping for Aspen. His face elongated to a furry snout, his eyes tinted yellow and narrowed to pencil-thin slits. In seconds, a wolf twice Aspen’s size was bounding across the room toward her.

      Aspen didn’t stick around to watch the others shift. She lowered her shoulder and barreled into the nearest window. It gave on the first try and she hit the asphalt outside, covering her face as tinkling glass rained around her. She rolled aside just as the wolf followed her, lashing out and kicking him in the ribs. The wolf flopped to the concrete beside her with a pained whimper. Aspen was already on her feet and running.

      Dozens more people were on the streets now, their attention turned toward the commotion. Aspen slowed as much as she dared to blend in with them, forcing herself to look as inconspicuous as possible. She brushed glass from her sleeves, but there was no covering the bloody cut on her face. The pack of shifters would be tracking her scent in minutes. She could only be grateful it was daytime and they couldn’t unleash the Vamps on her. She needed to leave Ember’s Landing. Get back into the Norm world. She’d be at least a bit safer there. Mad as the shifters were at her, keeping the universal law of not revealing themselves to humans would force the shifters to stay in human form. It’d buy her a little extra time, at least.

      Aspen fast-walked down another street and across a churchyard. Every other second she glanced over her shoulder, sure she would see fangs or claws hurtling at her. The exit to the Norm world she wanted wasn’t too much further. Hopefully she’d bought herself just enough time—

      A panther pounced on her. Massive paws pinned her shoulders to the ground. Aspen managed to bring her knife up and jam it between its teeth as they came down at her throat.

      “Their blood is on your hands, Norm!” The panther snarled around the metal. “Give up and I’ll make your death swift—”

      Aspen kicked up, right between his legs. There was a pained whimper and she was free. Shifted or not, anatomy remained.

      “You might not care,” Aspen said, backing away as the panther struggled to his feet. “But I didn’t kill them.”

      “You…expect me…to believe that?” The panther wheezed.

      Aspen ran before he could fully recover. In seconds, she was in the shaded safety of the alleyway and careening around corners, her mind automatically taking the turns she needed.

      She emerged into the Norm world at a run. She broke through an upset cluster of commuters on the sidewalk, slid across the honking hood of a taxi, before finally slowing to a walk when she was safely out of sight of the alleyway. Her knife was tucked back in its sheath. She was pretty sure nobody had followed her out. Hopefully she’d bought a few minutes’ respite. The one thing she had going for her was that most in Ember’s Landing rarely ventured into the Norm world. She had the home field advantage here.

      Skirting past Central Park, she headed for the collection of shops on Fifth avenue. She could mix with the crowd there. Try to get her head around this.

      The Heads couldn’t have been dead for very long, if the bear shifter had thought they were still in their meeting. That meant she’d missed whoever had killed them by minutes.

      And that scared her.

      The Heads’ death didn’t bother her much. Perhaps a little, since they’d still had families and hopes and dreams and all that other crap. It was how they’d died that gave her a nervous chill. The Vamps especially. Shifters and Vamps had no external magic of their own—they couldn’t cast spells or summon magical deities like Mages, shamans, and the like. Their magic was internal, the kind that gave shifters their ability to change, and the Vamps superior speed, strength, and their extremely annoying and highly overrated seductive charm.

      She hadn’t seen any of that magic left. As if whoever had done it had taken their very essence. She’d never seen anything like it. Never heard of anything like it.

      And whoever or whatever had done it was still loose. And would remain that way until those chasing her figured out she wasn’t the big threat here and focused on actually catching the real culprit.

      Aspen loitered from shop to shop along Fifth, killing time while she tried to piece together a half-workable plan of what to do next. She had few allies in the boroughs, fewer outside. She could leave the city but had no idea what the Bond would do if she did. With her luck, it’d probably kill her. Plus, she’d be even more vulnerable there.

      She entered the Apple store and mindlessly flicked through the iPods after plugging Charlotte into one of the ports nearby to charge. A bunch of preteens chattered away next to her, each gently pushing to get their turn with the cell phone they were playing with.

      “Glad to see you made it out.”

      Aspen whirled. “Lucien!”

      He was grinning cheekily at her from the other side of the laptops. “Glad to see you’ve still got all your limbs. Thought I’d be fetching your pieces when I heard what happened.”

      “How’d you—” Aspen glanced at the sidewalk. If Lucien had found her then she couldn’t have been as well hidden as she’d thought.

      “Relax,” Lucien said. “I found you using that.”

      He leaned across the table and tapped the jade necklace. “Pretty unique mineral. I’m lousy with any sort of seeking spell so I had a guy I know whip up a quick one.”

      Aspen glanced at the necklace, scandalized. “You put a tracker on me?”

      “Good thing I did, too, or else you’d still be stuck here with no one to—hey, keep it on.”

      Lucien knocked her hand away as she tried to take it off. “I wasn’t kidding about it helping you absorb magic,” he said. “And I’m not treating you like a dog with a chip. I trust you can take care of yourself. Clearly, or you’d be in someone’s stomach instead of here.”

      He gave another winning smile to a couple of employees who were staring at his robes. “Comicon!” he said loudly. Then to Aspen, “We need a quieter place to talk. Follow me.”

      A couple minutes later they’d entered one of the dozen Starbucks nearby and tucked themselves into a back booth. Aspen had the horrible feeling that, unless this mess cleared up fast, the coffee chain was going to be her ever-present sanctuary for the foreseeable future.

      “Now,” Lucien said the moment they’d settled in, crossing one leg over the other, “tell me why the Heads of my borough are dead.”

      “I didn’t do it, Lucien.”

      “I know you didn’t, or you’d be seeing a very different side of me right now.”

      Aspen let out a sigh. “At least you believe me.”

      “It’s more a matter of looking at the reality. You’re a Null. Unless you spontaneously learned how to use magic in the last twenty-four hours, how could you have killed some of the strongest supernatural creatures in New York?”

      Aspen bit down the sudden swell of resentment at how casually he called her a Null; how the term seemed to automatically label her as something weak, something different, like a disease she was afflicted with.

      “You might know I didn’t do it, but all of Ember’s Landing thinks otherwise.”

      “I’ll talk to them when they’re not on the war path and try to explain the situation. My problem is that you didn’t do it, which means whoever did is still out there. I need to know everything.”

      So Aspen relayed what she’d done since leaving that morning, all the way up to when she ran into Lucien. She read his face as she talked, paying particular attention to when she described the drained, waxy bodies of the Vamps and shifters. He didn’t look the least bit surprised.

      “You’ve seen this already,” she said.

      Now he looked surprised. He swiftly smothered it with an expression of indifference. “I might have,” he conceded.

      “Don’t patronize me, Lucien. You dragged me into this and now I’m in way deeper than I’m supposed to be. You have to tell me. Keeping me in the dark might get me killed.”

      Lucien brushed his bangs away and leaned back, throwing his arms across the back of the booth. A couple girls at the next table were whispering to each other, glancing his way. Lucien ignored them.

      “Drained magical beings like what you’ve described have been cropping up in Ember’s Landing for about a month. It might have also happened for the other Mages in their boroughs, but if they have, they aren’t likely to tell me.”

      “What, is it like a pride thing? Others would think they can’t take care of the boroughs?”

      “Something like that. More like showing weakness. Too weak to protect their borough means a weakness to exploit. You might not have noticed, but not all the Mages get along,” he added sarcastically. “Nina would have told me if she’d had anything like that going on, but I’m sure the others wouldn’t. For my part, I’ve tried to keep things under wraps to make sure I don’t cause mass panic.”

      “How’ve you managed that? Somebody has to have noticed.”

      “It’s only been one or two supernatural beings here or there. Alone, most not too powerful. Today was the most brazen act I’ve seen, and the most disturbing. Means whoever is doing it is desperate, confident they won’t get caught, or almost finished with what they need.”

      “Finished?”

      “You said the Heads were drained of magic, right?”

      Aspen nodded.

      “There’s no reason for a normal supernatural being to do that. They’re collecting it for something. I’ve seen spells like that drain magic before, and there are a few supernatural beings who feed on others’ magic to survive, but none of the other Mages have any of those beings registered in their boroughs. None they’ve told the rest of us about, anyway.”

      “It could be a rogue. A drifter,” Aspen said, thinking of some of the more unsavory characters that had filtered through Brune’s shop.

      Lucien nodded, brushing his hair back again. Aspen swore one of the girls beside them swooned. “Could be. Could have been. Until today. One supernatural being couldn’t have done that to the Heads.”

      “Unless that one supernatural being was insanely powerful,” Aspen said.

      “That would make the most sense,” Lucien said, in a tone that said he really, really hoped that wasn’t the case.

      Aspen let out an aggravated sigh and slumped back. Once again, things in her life had snowballed into an avalanche of disaster in record time. If she got out of this alive she’d need to have a serious talk with Fate about constantly dealing her a bad hand.

      “So what do we do now? The assessment—”

      “Screw the assessment,” Lucien said. “This is way bigger.”

      Aspen held up her right wrist. “As much as I’d love to, you’re forgetting something.”

      Lucien leaned forward and pushed aside her wrist so that he could meet her eyes directly. “Don’t worry about the Bond. I promised you wouldn’t get hurt. I’m not many things, but I’m a man of my word.”

      Okay, that girl had definitely swooned.

      “Fine,” Aspen said. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so,” Lucien said. He scooted out of the booth. “There’s someone I need to talk to. Maybe see if we’re dealing with a predatory magical being. Maybe he’ll help us figure out what we can do next.”

      Aspen caught his arm before he could step away. She tried to put words into the sudden confused jumble of colliding thoughts in her head. His confident assurance that she wouldn’t get hurt, that he wouldn’t let her get hurt…she could count on one hand the number of times in life someone had made such a passionate promise to her.

      “You didn’t have to come get me. You could have let me fend for myself and deal with this alone.” She glared up at him. “Why did you really find me?”

      Lucien merely gave her one of his million megawatt smiles, the one that showed all his stupidly perfect white teeth.

      “Why, because you’re my apprentice, my dear sweet Aspen. Now let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucien led them back toward Ember’s Landing. The entire time, Aspen kept her eyes peeled for any signs of supernatural beings following them in the crowd, but it seemed to just be shoppers streaming into the gigantic Pokémon store or Macy’s across the street. Even still, she swore she could feel eyes staring at her from within Central Park. Probably the Fae again. She shivered.

      “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,” Lucien said.

      Aspen looked at what they’d stopped in front of. A giant FAO Schwarz toy store, complete with a gargantuan Hello Kitty face in the front glass. Aspen couldn’t hide her disgust.

      “You’re kidding, right? This is where your contact is?”

      “He’s an adept craftsman who likes building things, so yes.”

      Aspen could still feel the lingering eyes on the back of her neck. “You didn’t want to visit him in his borough instead?”

      “Charlie doesn’t live there. Plus…I’d rather meet in public. He’ll be less likely to attack me with witnesses around.”

      Aspen looked sharply at Lucien, who was examining the store like he was devising the best way to approach.

      “Just out of curiosity,” Aspen said, “how many people hate you in this city?”

      “We’d better go. Time’s a wastin’!”

      “I’m going to ignore that you dodged the question.”

      “And I’d appreciate it if you kept doing that.”

      Lucien strode through the sliding front doors, Aspen tight on his heels. She swore the Furbys on the front display rotated to look at them as they entered, but she swiftly forgot about that. She’d never been inside a toy store, but Aspen imagined even for those who had, this place was a mecca of sorts.

      It was two stories of enough bright lights, colors, big-eyed mascots, and sparkling sequins to turn any kid into a frothing mess of desire. The bottom floor was sectioned off by brand: action figures, toy wands, building blocks, play kits. A plastic T-rex big as an SUV peered down at them from the second floor, behind which were flying machines tacked to the ceiling and model kits. The further in they walked, the more Aspen could practically feel herself succumbing to childlike wonder.

      “No,” Lucien said as Aspen started to take off towards a giant piano built into the floor.

      “But look at it, Lucien! Its keys are as big as I am!”

      “It’ll probably snap your body in half the second you step on it.”

      He was peering around with suspicion. After he was done, they took the escalator to the second floor and peered down at the aisles below. “This is Charlie’s turf. And since you’re with me, that means you’re under watch, too.”

      The Barbies next to her snapped forward when Aspen glanced over at them. The giant Lego figurine waving benignly at her didn’t seem so friendly anymore. “Wait, you mean he’s got the entire place…”

      “Lucien.”

      Aspen nearly jumped as a squat, sallow-faced dwarf waddled into view at the end of the aisle. He wore a tool belt with a hammer hanging from it, like something one of Santa’s elves might have, except there was nothing jolly about him. His arms were dark as dirt, and as thick and gnarled as tree roots. His mouth was hard to make out between the thick tufts of beard, but Aspen could see it was set in a deep frown.

      In contrast, Lucien broke out in his seemingly ever-present smile. “Charlie! Great to see you, my friend!”

      “Can’t say the same.”

      Lucien’s smile didn’t waver. “Still mad?”

      “My daughter’s still heartbroken.”

      It took Aspen a second to understand. “Really, Lucien?” she whispered. “This is your ex’s Dad?”

      “It was true love,” Lucien said out of the corner of his mouth. “For about a week.”

      “You have a lot of nerve showing up here,” Charlie said. He raised a hand. Aspen realized the toys around them had been slowly, inch by inch, closing in on them. Some of the Star Wars figurines had lined up beside her head, tiny guns pointed into her ears. She took a big step away.

      “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t let them tear you apart,” Charlie said.

      “Witnesses,” Lucien said.

      “Maybe I don’t care.”

      “Then you’d care about the murders happening around the boroughs. I know you’ve already heard about what happened in Ember’s Landing this morning.”

      Charlie nodded at Aspen. “Heard a girl did it. That her?”

      “It wasn’t me,” Aspen said.

      “Somebody—or something—immensely powerful is at work here, Charlie,” Lucien said.

      “Then why don’t the Mages do something about it? Mage Gurk hasn’t done squat about it in Rivendell. He pretends like nothin’s the matter, but we aren’t stupid.”

      Lucien opened his arms wide. “And that’s why I’m here. I’m hoping I could get your help. Try to figure this out. The thing is, something that powerful…there are a few supernatural beings I know of that could pull it off. High-level demons; Nephilim, maybe. Even an Elemental, if it’s the right type.”

      Charlie’s hand was slowly lowering, though the toys didn’t leave their places. “There’s your answer, then.”

      Lucien shook his head. “Problem is, none of those are in the city. Not registered ones, anyway. Which means if it is them, they’re getting in some other way.”

      Charlie’s eyes gave off a glimmer of understanding. “Now hold on…Are you blaming—”

      “I’m not blaming you. I’m asking if you’ve seen or heard of anything passing through Rivendell.”

      “You know I don’t live there anymore.”

      “But part of Rivendell connects to the caverns, and a dwarf is always in touch with the earth no matter where they are, am I right?”

      Charlie huffed proudly, pulling up his belt. “Darn right. But nah, hadn’t heard nothing through the caverns neither. You might ask them drool lickers over in the Necropolis. Their underground’s way bigger.”

      “I might have to do that. What about the wards? Anything through there?”

      “Those wards are strong as ever. Least ‘round where I’m at.”

      “You mean the magical wards around the city?” Aspen said. Charlie gave her a funny look.

      “No way you coulda been the one who killed them Heads this morning if you don’t even know what the wards are. Yeah, those wards keep out the dark beings, the really bad ones. You’ll still get the occasional troublemakers who’ll get through, but nothing that’s real bad news. The old gods or the Kings.”

      “Kings?”

      Charlie nudged his head toward her. “You better teach this one some basics, next chance you get. Can’t be walkin’ ‘round that stupid and survive for long.”

      Lucien stuck out a commanding arm to stop her as Aspen started forward.

      “So nothing in your area,” he confirmed.

      “Nothin’. Even if there was I probably wouldn’t tell you ‘bout it.” Charlie grinned. Lucien grinned back.

      “Fair enough. That narrows down our possibilities, at least. Well then…We’ll get going, then.”

      “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”

      Lucien nudged Aspen until she stopped glaring at Charlie and began to move to the escalator.

      “Oh,” Lucien added when they were on the top step, sinking down. “Be sure to tell Sarah I said hello.”

      Aspen saw the giant Lego man shift, a second before its arm swung around and nearly clubbed them off the escalator. A couple people nearby yelped in fright.

      “Just a malfunction, folks,” Charlie said in a monotone, glaring at Lucien with deep loathing. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of the problem.”

      They ducked as the Lego man swung again. Aspen peered below. The bottom floor was teeming with movement, hundreds of toys subtly moving their direction, like an ant colony zeroing in on a carcass.

      “Whoops,” Lucien said. “Guess I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Yeah, whoops, you moron!” Aspen yelled. She brought up her coat in time to brush aside some plastic bullets from a nearby Star Wars play set. “Why couldn’t you keep your stupid mouth shut!”

      They hit the bottom floor and shoved through a crowd of shoppers. The front doors were close, but between them were a dozen play trucks, slowly rolling towards them. Kids laughed and pointed.

      “They think it’s a show,” Aspen said. She glanced outside, catching a glimpse of a familiar form flash through the crowd. “Aw, hex it all!”

      She ducked behind one of the display shelves and batted aside the grabbing figurines. Lucien joined her a moment later.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They found me.” Aspen thumbed towards the front door. Just outside, shuffled between the passersby, was the bear shifter from this morning. “I can’t get out that way.”

      “Lucien!”

      Charlie was thundering down the escalator, pushing past frightened tourists. He was apparently upset his toy creations hadn’t managed to dismember them yet and wanted to do the job himself.

      Lucien shoved Aspen toward the rear of the store.

      “Back door. Go. I’ll distract them and try to explain what happened to the Heads.”

      “What if they don’t listen to you?”

      Lucien flashed her a smile. “I’m Lucien Dunadine. Of course they’ll listen to me.”

      Then he was gone before Aspen could say that attitude was likely to get him killed someday. Possibly today.

      Aspen took off toward the back. Charlie froze with indecision, spinning between her and Lucien, who had kicked aside the last of the toy trucks and scurried through the front doors.

      Aspen brushed past startled shoppers and employees and shoved her way through the back doors. There were boxes of inventory stacked to the ceiling, all waiting to go out to the main floor. As Aspen passed them, she sent a brief prayer that Charlie hadn’t managed to mechanize these yet.

      Then she was through the loading bay entrance and slipping into a back alleyway.

      For a moment, she paused. What if Lucien was wrong? What if the shifters didn’t listen to him and decided to attack? Surely he couldn’t take them all? She should be there to—

      Aspen thumped the side of her head. Idiot. He was a Mage. What did he need her for? It wasn’t like he was her problem, anyway.

      With that thought in mind, she drew the collar of her jacket up and blended back into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      For what felt like the billionth time in the past twenty-four hours, Aspen had no idea what to do.

      She hated the drifting feeling. Lack of knowledge was lack of ability to do anything, and lack of ability twisted into feelings of powerlessness. That was never good. She needed to be doing something. When she’d been with Brune—in what was alarmingly starting to feel like a lifetime ago—she was never stagnant. There was Brune to worry about, jobs to take or prepare for, contacts to follow up on. It was grueling, dangerous work, but work that kept her occupied. Kept her focused on the present instead of the past, and kept them both alive.

      Well, she had a new goal, but with no immediate way to reach it, which meant other thoughts could worm their way in.

      Like how Lucien, twice now, had helped her. What was his deal? Normally she could get a read on people, lump them into two categories: those she wanted to use, and those who wanted to use her.

      At first he’d been an easy one to figure out. But now…she wasn’t so sure. That was frustrating. No, that was scary. The last thing she needed in this crazily hashed-together plan to clear her name and get her old life back was somebody to stay attached to her. Or somebody she owed something to.

      Aspen walked, being sure to stay away from any of the other magical boroughs located in Manhattan. That was pretty easy, considering. Besides Ember’s Landing, there was only the Courts of the Fae in Central Park, the Necropolis near the Hudson, and the Jade Palace in Chinatown, where the djinn and low-level demons lived. All of them were pretty spread out, so she was able to weave through the streets, letting passersby’s faces blend into a single stain against the backdrop of glass, brick, and steel. She walked until the hum of the city filled her again. It was in her blood, thrumming through her feet up through her bones. She focused on that.

      Night was coming. She couldn’t remember if it was the Vamps’ week of the month to feed, but she’d need to find a place to bunk down until Lucien could finish whatever it was he needed.

      Lucien again! Curse him. Curse her sudden reliance on him. This wasn’t how she planned her revenge on Xavier would go. Not that she’d had a plan, other than becoming a Mage. But if she had, it certainly wouldn’t have involved his easy manner and quick, annoying smiles.

      She strolled quietly through the High Line. Eventually the path spit her out at the base of some developing condominiums. This one was just a shell of concrete with a weak wire fence around it. She hadn’t had to break into anything in the Norm world for a while, but desperate times…

      Movement flickered from the overpass above her. Aspen froze in the shadow of the condominiums, staring at a single spot in an effort to pick up any movement. Her heartbeat had picked up again. If it was a Vamp, they could probably hear it.

      She started walking again, keeping her eyes on the overpass. Probably just a normal homeless Norm. Probably.

      Aspen paused a couple more times to double-check she wasn’t being followed, scaled the condominium’s fence, and ducked into the un-landscaped courtyard. She doubted they had any sort of security. The worst she’d have to worry about were nosy neighbors.

      She found a window to one of the condos, blocked off by plywood. She pulled her knife and set to work jimmying it off. One nail pried. Now the other—

      She heard the soft breath of air as someone landed behind her.

      “We’ve really got to stop meeting like this,” Isak said.

      Then his spell blasted her inside.
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      Aspen was already pushing herself up as she hit the cold concrete. Splintered wood clattered beside her. She skidded through the next doorway just as Isak leapt through the window.

      “I have to say, you’re not an easy person to track down,” he said. His footsteps echoed as he stalked the empty space, looking for her. “No magical signature, nobody who knew who you were. Wasn’t like I could ask Lucien, either.”

      “Do we really have to do this now?” Aspen said wearily. “I’ve kind of had a bad day.”

      “A bad day for you is a good one for me.”

      Aspen picked up some bits of drywall and threw it his direction before sprinting into the next room. Behind her she saw the glow of magic light up beneath his feet, caught the flash of runic symbols circling his hand a second before a spell lifted her off her feet and sent her rolling into the next condo’s kitchen. She scrambled around to the other side of the counter.

      “That’s right, keep using magic!” Aspen yelled back at him. “Just let me absorb it.”

      Isak chuckled. “We both know there’s only so much you can take. Want to find out how much that is?”

      “No thanks.” She waited until he drew closer then sprinted straight for him. Isak had time for a grunt of surprise before her knife was just cleaving the hairs of his eyebrows. He twisted his body and used her momentum to toss her behind him. He swiveled, the ground beneath his feet glowing again. Aspen was hurled against a far wall. Her breath was shoved out of her lungs. Her necklace glowed bright green, then faded, taking some of the magic.

      Then she remembered. He was a druid. He drew power from the literal contact with the earth. No contact, little to no power. And the higher they were from the earth’s surface…

      “Done yet?” Isak said, stepping into the room. He looked disappointed, maybe a little sad. “I did warn you.”

      Aspen shifted her weight to her back leg, moving her body so that it covered her hand curling around a chunk of concrete. “Such a gentleman.”

      She hurled the concrete. It glanced off the arm he brought up to block, buying her enough time to slip through the next doorway to a living room. She needed stairs. This place had to have stairs.

      She threaded back to the main hallway separating the unfinished rooms before coming upon an open shaft where the elevator would go. Stairs wrapped around it to an open floor above. Behind her came the pounding of angry footfalls.

      “You’re resourceful,” Isak called. “I’ll give you that.”

      “Oh, just you wait,” Aspen muttered.

      The second story was just as unfinished as the first. Whereas before she was happy with the open space to provide her cover, now she was finding it increasingly difficult to get away from Isak. She had to admire his persistence. Incredibly annoying, but admirable.

      She paused long enough to listen below. Isak’s steps had paused only momentarily at the foot of the stairs, as though he were on to what she was doing. But almost as quickly he started up them. Aspen grinned. An opponent’s stupidity and stubbornness: two of the most potent weapons in her arsenal.

      She leapt away from the edge of the stairway as dangerous light flared beneath the spot where she’d stood. The blast took out the lip of the stairway, scattering chunks of concrete and twisted rebar, but Aspen noticed it lacked the usual ‘oomph’ the prior attacks had.

      “Weak magic is better than no magic,” Isak said, as though reading her mind. “I know what you’re trying to do. It won’t help you.”

      Aspen kicked over a couple boxes of nails and screws onto the floor before leaping across to the next set of stairs. She was rewarded by Isak’s curse a second later.

      “Really? Nails and screws? Is this Home Alone?”

      “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it first,” Aspen shot back.

      Third floor. She knew the roof was only one more up. Should she risk exposing herself for that possibly small amount it’d weaken his powers, or stay here under cover?

      “You know this is breaking the rules, right?” Aspen said. She threw her voice against an opposite wall, causing it to refract in every direction. “They said no interference with your opponent.”

      Isak’s laugh came back just as broken and scattered. “Like you weren’t planning to come after me.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Oh, sure. Not even to lay a few traps for me?”

      Okay, he got her there.

      “Besides,” Isak said. “You really don’t strike me as the kind of girl who cares about rules, Aspen.”

      She was pretty sure he was on the same floor now. She heard his scuffling of feet, felt the subtle shift of air that came with the presence of another body in her space.

      “I know Lucien was helping you,” Isak said. “We figured it wouldn’t be long.”

      We. Xavier. The scumbag.

      “Lucien was helping me escape. It wasn’t part of the assessment.”

      Isak stopped moving. Aspen knew the more she talked the easier he could zero in on her. But maybe this was the distraction she needed.

      “Escape?” Isak said. “I asked if you wanted to leave the assessment. I gave you an out.”

      “I wasn’t escaping the assessment, idiot.” Had he really not heard?

      Taking a deep breath, Aspen grabbed a calking gun and hurled it at him as she sprinted from cover. Isak batted it aside. “Not this time!”

      The ground came to life beneath her feet. Aspen suddenly felt lighter. Her toes were scraping grit, then weren’t touching the ground at all. Somehow, Isak had stolen all the gravity from the area immediately around her, causing her to float in place. She tried to breast stroke out of it, but the laws of physics had ceased obeying her.

      “You are really annoying,” Isak said. “First you want in it, then you don’t, then you do. Why on earth are you even trying to be a Mage?”

      “Did you ask your master like I told you?”

      “Xavier’s got nothing to do with this!”

      He raised his other hand. His fingers began bending inward. The pressure surrounding Aspen grew, closing in on her. “With you gone, I can finally take my place. I can change this city for the better.”

      Aspen’s other hand fumbled under her jacket. “Whatever you have to tell yourself.”

      Isak’s hand stayed up, but he’d stopped trying to crush her. He wasn’t quite looking at her, but staring into the space beside, as if he couldn’t bear looking at the person he was about to kill. Or didn’t want to do it at all.

      Praying whatever gravity bubble he’d put around her didn’t have the same effect on her gear, Aspen aimed the point of the grapple at the nearest I-beam and fired. The line wound its way around and secured, and with another tug she was being pulled out of the bubble with an audible pop! The world suddenly made sense again as she painfully skirted across the ground and slid toward the next set of stairs. She sprinted up them.

      The roof was just as empty as she’d feared. Only a pile of steel beams and a few excess pieces of insulation had been left here. Nothing that would protect her. Seconds, she only had seconds to find some way to incapacitate him long enough for him to listen to reason…

      A couple of industrial construction lights had been parked around the outer edges of the roof, connected to a single generator placed in the middle.

      That would do.

      Isak followed less than a minute later. Crouched where she was, Aspen could see his eyes narrow on the loudly rumbling generator she’d started. His hands clenched and unclenched, unsure whether or not it was a threat.

      “Aspen…?”

      She squeezed her eyes tightly shut and flicked the lights on. Even closed, the sudden blaze made her irises water. Isak cried out in surprise. He stumbled back, nearly tripping over his feet. Aspen drew her knife and pounced. Her knees hit his chest and brought him slamming to the ground. Her knife pressed against his throat.

      “Now, I want you to listen to me.”

      Isak blinked a few times until his blue eyes adjusted and locked onto her. Rather than being nervous, he broke out in a grin. Why had she expected anything less?

      “Looks like I don’t have much of a choice.”

      “Lucien was helping me because I got framed for something. The Heads of Ember’s Landing were all murdered this morning.”

      Isak’s forehead wrinkled. “Did you do it?”

      “Of course I didn’t do it!”

      “Then I believe you.”

      Aspen hesitated. “You do?”

      Isak managed to shrug beneath her, lifting her entire body up and down in the process. “You could barely beat me. There’s no way you took out some of the top Vamps and shifters all by yourself.”

      She pressed the knife harder into his skin. “You’re not exactly in a position to provoke me.”

      Isak stared unflinchingly back. “And yet here we are.”

      “I didn’t murder them, because they weren’t murdered like normal. They were sucked dry. All their magic was gone. Stolen.”

      The slight startled jerk of Isak’s neck made his blood flow beneath her blade. “What did you say?”

      “Oh, dragon spit. You’ve seen it too, haven’t you?”

      “No.”

      “You’re a horrible liar.” She leaned over him, prepared to put more pressure on the knife. “What did you see?”

      “The same thing that you did, but not in the same way you did.”

      Aspen wrinkled her nose. Okay, that made zero sense. Isak apparently thought so too.

      “It’d be easier to show you,” he said. “But since you’re going to kill me…”

      “Why shouldn’t I? You were just trying to kill me.”

      “Maybe I changed my mind.”

      “You mean maybe me putting my knife to your throat changed your mind—”

      With one powerful buck, Isak grabbed her wrist and twisted the blade out of her hand, twisting himself along with it until Aspen’s back slammed against the ground. Isak pinned her arms to each side.

      “While normally I’m not opposed to a girl being on top of me, the knife was killing the mood. Now—just stop fighting for one second. Give me a chance to talk without you driving that adorable blade into my throat.”

      Aspen paused as she brought one leg up, ready to kick him. Hopefully off the edge of the building.

      “Yes, I’ve seen something similar,” Isak said. “And yes it’d be easier to show you. But if we’re going to keep fighting then it might as well wait.”

      “This can’t wait,” Aspen argued.

      Isak gave a half-nod as if to say, then the next logical step would be…

      “Maybe…” Aspen muttered, not believing she was saying it, “we can help each other. For now.”

      “You think we should give up the assessment?”

      Aspen took a deep breath. “This is big, Isak. Bigger than the assessment. If whatever this is keeps up, there probably won’t be a Mage’s spot left to fight for.”

      Aspen waited while Isak thought this over some more. With his hands pinning her he couldn’t cast spells. And he was a bigger idiot than she thought if he believed he had her beaten for good.

      “The Bond shouldn’t have a problem with that,” he finally said. “So…temporary truce?”

      “Then we can go back to trying to kill each other later. Promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      He didn’t move.

      “Get off me, Isak,” Aspen said.

      “Right. Sorry.” Isak scrambled up and backed away. He warily eyed her knife as Aspen scooped it up. She pressed the button on the handle to stop the blood leaking from Isak’s cut, then reluctantly stowed it in its sheath. She slapped away his offered hand up and stood.

      “Don’t start getting chummy. Temporary only.”

      “Shake on it?” Isak said.

      “Thanks, but shaking with you hasn’t turned out well for me.”

      His smirk was back. “Fair enough. I promise not to try killing you until we figure this out.” He hooked his thumbs through the loops of his jeans and leaned against the pile of steel beams. “You’re lucky I wasn’t really trying back there.”

      Aspen scoffed. “Like I said, you’re the worst liar I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m serious. I was just going to scare you, really. But you fight so dirty I got kind of carried away in the moment.” He grinned. “You don’t play by any rules. I kind of like it.”

      Aspen had no idea what to make of that, so instead she busied herself with making sure the rest of her gear was in its proper place, ignoring her thudding heart. “You going to keep chit-chatting or are we going?”

      Isak jerked his head. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      They made their way down from the roof (“I knew I was screwed when you headed up,” Isak said. “Meant you’d figured me out.”) and after meandering back to one of the more commercial districts, Isak hailed a cab. Aspen kept a suspicious eye on him as they bundled in the back. He might not have been the tallest, but the stupid guy was so broad his shoulders were pressing into her without meaning to. Or maybe he meant to. She wouldn’t put it past him to try to piss her off like that.

      “Where to?” the cabbie asked.

      “Hell’s Kitchen, Riverside park,” Isak said.

      The cabbie grunted as he pulled into traffic. “I could give you some more romantic spots than that, my friend, but you’re the customer.”

      Isak snorted. Aspen tried ignoring the heat creeping up her cheeks. She glanced a couple times over at Isak as they drove. For as paranoid as she felt, he seemed the exact opposite. He had one elbow casually propped on the windowsill, peering at the muddled lights they passed. His other hand rested on his thigh. He wasn’t fidgeting. His wasn’t constantly glancing her way. How could he act so calm? How could he not be worried she wouldn’t try to off him right here? Not that she would. Maybe she would? A half hour ago she was ready to, but a half hour ago he was ready to blast her to kingdom come. Now she had almost no desire to, and she wasn’t sure he did either.

      “Don’t you think this is weird?” Aspen blurted out.

      Isak peeled his gaze from the window and rested it on her. The movement seemed to make him swell in the cramped back and she tried to subtly put some space between them. His intensity was freaking her out.

      “What’s weird?”

      “Us. You. Me. Teaming up. We were just trying to kill each other a little bit ago.”

      Aspen caught the cabbie’s eyebrows raise in the rearview mirror the same time one of Isak’s did.

      “This truce was your idea.”

      “I know. And I still want to do it. For now. But…doesn’t it bother you?”

      “Bother me?”

      “How can you be so calm about it?”

      Isak continued to peer at her for a long moment while the cabbie tapped nervously on the steering wheel.

      “I’m calm because I trust you. To a certain extent. I don’t believe it was all your idea to take part in the Council’s assessment, and because of that I feel like you just want to get out of this alive rather than see me dead. And I agree we need to help each other, so until then I trust you won’t try to kill me.” The side of his mouth curled up. “Will you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then there you go.”

      “I don’t trust anyone,” Aspen said.

      “And look where that got you.”

      “That got me alive.”

      Isak shrugged, which Aspen somehow found more infuriating than him arguing with her. “Whatever you say,” Isak said. “You do what you think is best, and I’ll do what I think is best. We’ll see who’s standing in the end.”

      “Aaaand we’re here,” the cabbie said, pulling a little too abruptly into a spot on the waterfront. They got out and Isak pulled out his wallet.

      “Hey,” the cabbie leaned out the window, “you weren’t really talkin’ ‘bout killin’ each other, were you? It was a lover’s spat sorta thing?”

      Isak smiled and handed him the money. “Have a good night.”

      “Times Square!” the cabbie yelled after them as he drove away. “Take her there! Salvage what ya got!”

      Aspen took a look at where they’d ended up. “Why’d you bring us here?”

      A sidewalk cut through a small grassy space bordering the churning water of the Hudson. Street lamps illuminated derelict benches and overturned trashcans.

      “This isn’t where we’re going,” Isak said. “We’re headed to the Necropolis.”

      Aspen wrinkled her nose. “The undead’s borough?”

      “One of the entrances to it, yes.”

      “I thought Xavier’s borough was Brindle’s Spire, not the Necropolis.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not my problem. Right?” he added, looking at her. “Finding the Heads of Ember’s Landing dead isn’t my problem either, but I still care.”

      Aspen grumbled a few choice words Isak’s direction as they started walking. They were alone. Across the water, the shoreline of New Jersey glittered, the buildings’ refractions chopped up in the dark water. Her thoughts randomly drifted to Lucien once again. He still hadn’t found her yet. He’d said he needed to whip up a particular spell to pinpoint the necklace, but maybe there was something wrong. Maybe the talks with the shifters hadn’t gone quite according to plan. The borough’s residents she’d run into seemed to have even more animosity towards the Mages than even she’d realized.

      “What’s the matter?”

      Aspen looked over to find Isak frowning at her.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You had a weird expression on your face. Like you were constipated or something.”

      It took Aspen a moment to process that comment and promptly ignore it. “I was…worried. About Lucien.” She thought about that. “Yeah, I guess worried is the right word.”

      “Worried he’ll forget about you?”

      “Worried he’s hurt. He came back to make sure I was okay and…”

      “And what?”

      “And I guess I’d feel bad if he ended up getting hurt because he was trying to help me, that’s all,” Aspen huffed.

      Isak smirked. “Having a conscience is really annoying sometimes, isn’t it?”

      Aspen resisted the urge to slug him. It’d probably be like punching an iron wall, anyway.

      “I thought you said you didn’t trust anybody,” Isak went on. “And he dragged you into this assessment. Why would you care whether he gets hurt or not?”

      “I just feel like…never mind.”

      “No, what?”

      “None of your business.”

      “No, seriously, what?”

      “That he’s a little different than the other crappy people in my life, barring one,” Aspen blurted. “There. Happy?”

      Isak was silent. Aspen contemplated how it was that this guy had, in the span of less than an hour, managed to frustrate, confuse, and make her confess her feelings of all things, more than anyone else she’d ever met.

      They passed small boat slips full of pleasure craft, and further down were the docks where the transport ships would come into port and be loaded up by the crane. The sidewalk turned away from the water and up a small, brush-lined hill.

      “We’re here,” Isak said.

      Aspen had never been to the Necropolis—the land of the undead surprisingly had no appeal to her—but she wasn’t surprised in the slightest that one of the entrances where they’d ended up was a cemetery. It was set back from the path, nestled in the shadows. The front gate crawled with vines, the hinges rusted from disuse and the occasional overwhelming spray from the river. On the other side, low-lying mist curled across a plot of ground choked with weeds.

      “There are at least ten graveyards and cemeteries like this for the Necropolis all over this part of Manhattan,” Isak said. “I haven’t checked the others but I’m worried they’re the same.”

      “Same as what?”

      Isak pointed to the gate. “Go look.”

      Warily, Aspen approached the gate. She gingerly placed her hands on the metal.

      “It’s not a trap,” Isak said behind her. “Stop being so paranoid.”

      “Cautious!” Aspen snapped. But in defiance, she shoved the gate until the weeds gave way and she walked inside. She peered around. The gravestones were in horrible condition, leaned together like a discarded line of pockmarked dominos. Most of the names were illegible, the grass over each plot overrun with weeds that had swallowed so much of the stone in some places it was impossible to tell one gravesite from the next. At the back was a small mausoleum with one of its doors hanging off to the side, barely holding on. The actual entrance to the Necropolis, she assumed.

      “What am I looking for?” Aspen said.

      “Do you see it?”

      “See what? There’s nothing here.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Exactly…” Aspen took another look. A harder look. Each entrance to each borough had magic, something that gave it a clear and distinct separation from the Norm world to the magical, something only supernatural beings could notice. And her, of course, someone who had lived her entire life among them. She looked for the telltale shimmer of magic.

      There was none. She knelt and pressed her fingers to the dirt. Not even a slight buzz on her skin.

      “Are you sure this is an entrance?”

      “Positive. Xavier took me to the Necropolis once. This was the way in we used.”

      “Maybe they moved it?”

      “If they did they’d have to get Council approval and Xavier never mentioned it.”

      Aspen pressed harder on the ground, as though that would somehow make the magic appear. “How is this possible? How can the magic be gone?”

      Isak was standing beside her now. “Your guess is as good as mine. But I have a feeling whoever took out those Heads in Ember’s Landing was also responsible for this. It’d take something strong to drain those Heads, but something even stronger to suck the magic from a location. Borough entrances are covered in ancient charms and runes to keep the magic in place.”

      A chill ran through Aspen that had nothing to do with the night air.

      She pulled out Charlotte and scrolled to turn her on. Her tiny legs unfolded and Charlotte looked up at Aspen expectantly.

      “Hello, beautiful mistress,” she sang.

      “Wow,” Isak said.

      Aspen ignored him. “Go see if there’s any magic in this cemetery. Tags, residual spells, lingering signatures, anything.”

      “Of course, Lady Aspen,” Charlotte trilled and scuttled off into the weeds.

      “You’re a regular Batgirl with those gadgets,” Isak said.

      Aspen stood. “Batgirl wishes she was me. We’ll know soon enough if all the magic really is gone here. Lucien thinks—”

      Isak grunted.

      “You have a problem, spit it out,” Aspen said, annoyed.

      Isak leaned against the fence, arms crossed. “For someone who thinks everybody in her life is out to get her, you seem to remember a lot of things that a guy you barely know said. That a Mage you barely know said.”

      “I barely know you and we’re working together. I don’t see much of a difference other than you’ve tried to kill me more times than he has.”

      “The difference is I didn’t force you into this assessment. Not like I know he did.”

      “And I bet you heard that from Saint Xavier.”

      Isak’s eyes flashed. “Maybe I did. Xavier, who is ten times—”

      “—the Mage Lucien is. Blah blah blah, you’re a broken record, you know that? It also shows how much you know,” Aspen muttered.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      But Aspen squatted down again as the soft whirring of mechanical legs approached. A moment later, Charlotte emerged and Aspen scooped her up. “Well?”

      “No sign of magic, mistress,” Charlotte sang.

      Aspen’s shoulders slumped. “Okay, thanks.”

      She turned her off and slipped the iPod back in her pocket. Isak was still giving her a dirty look.

      “Did I hurt your feelings?” Aspen said.

      Isak shook his head, the corners of his mouth tilting up. He pushed off the gate. “I’m just getting used to how blunt you are. We won’t find anything else here. I know someone we can talk to, but not tonight. I’m not headed back to my borough, but I know a place we can crash.” He gave her the side-eye. “If you can trust me a little longer.”

      Aspen thought of all of her hidey holes she could try to find. None were nearby, and none she could swear were safe. “Just the two of us?”

      “It’s with some friends of mine.”

      “Friends of yours that will try to kill me?”

      Isak let out a long sigh. “No more than anybody else in the boroughs.”

      He pushed through the gate, holding it open for her. “You coming? I think our mortal presence here has awoken the residents.”

      Phantoms and radioactive-colored glowing specters were rising from beneath the grave plots. From the darkness of the mausoleum, Aspen heard the raspy wet noise of a ghoul making its way toward the surface, hungry to feed. The ground near her feet began to move with the push of a zombie’s hand. Magic or not, this place was still a haven for supernatural beings. Hungry supernatural beings.

      “I guess one more day with you won’t kill me,” Aspen said.

      She stepped through the gate and then reluctantly followed him into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Unwelcome Reunion

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Aspen didn’t question where Isak was taking her.

      Against her better judgement, she didn’t question when they went back towards Ember’s Landing, didn’t question when they entered the magical borough through a little-known side street and emerged at a lesser used slew of apartment complexes. She didn’t even question why Isak looked so uncertain as they made their way up to the second floor and he rapped on the door.

      “Is there a problem?” Aspen said. Isak glanced at her.

      “A problem?”

      “You clearly don’t want to see whoever this is.”

      Isak knocked again. “It’s not that. It’s…she and I have history.”

      “Oh, great. She’s your ex.”

      “Pretty much, yeah. And she may or may not hate your guts.”

      “Wait, wh—”

      The door opened and a girl stood there. Curled waves of brown hair cascaded down either side of her face. Her lips were thick and pouty, tanned skin flawless beneath an overlarge T-shirt. Because of course Isak’s ex was perfectly gorgeous looking, even after being awakened in the middle of the night.

      “Hey, Eve,” Isak said.

      “Isak…” Eve practically purred. She leaned against the doorframe. “How nice.”

      “You’re looking good.”

      Eve bit her bottom lip. “Oh, do tell me more. I don’t think my new boyfriend’s said it enough today.”

      The door was pulled back a little wider and a shirtless, muscled man stood there. An incubus, Aspen knew immediately. If the supernaturally flawless good looks weren’t a dead giveaway, the intense feelings of lust and desire practically emanating off him would have been.

      “Can I help you?” the guy said, his voice casual but his eyes telling them to beat it.

      “Play nice, babe,” Eve said. “Isak’s an old friend.” She glanced sharply at Isak. “That’s all I ever was to you, right?”

      “As much as I’d love to talk about the past, I need your help,” Isak said. “Can we stay here for tonight?”

      “Absolutely not,” the man said.

      “Babe, I’ll handle this.” Eve ran her fingers down the man’s chest before giving him a long, lingering kiss. “Go back to bed. I’ll be there soon.”

      The man reluctantly retreated back into the apartment.

      “I hope he’s making you happy,” Isak said, a subtle note of bitterness in his voice.

      “Oh yes, he’s been great. So much more attentive than someone else I could mention…”

      “Can we not do this now?” Isak snapped. “If we’re bothering you just say it and we’ll go.”

      “We?” Eve looked around Isak. She seemed to recognize Aspen the same moment Aspen recognized her.

      “You!” Eve said. “The Norm girl!”

      “And you’re the witch who thought it’d be fun to beat me up in an alleyway.”

      A flame of magic flickered to life in Eve’s hand. “I could do it here, if you want?”

      “Stop it!” Isak said as Aspen cocked a fist back, aimed at Eve’s perfect face. “Eve…stop, just stop. This was a mistake. We’ll go.”

      Eve glanced between the two of them, debating something with herself.

      “Oh, lighten up, Isak!” she said finally, flashing a smile as she squelched the flame. “We were only having fun. Weren’t we, Norm girl?”

      “Aspen.”

      “Weren’t we, Aspen?”

      “Of course. Just a little sizing up. You know how it is.”

      Isak looked grimly like he’d rather be anywhere else but here. Aspen was resisting the urge to drive her knife through Eve’s smug face, and behind Eve’s false smile, the other girl looked as though she wanted to use Aspen as target practice.

      Eve opened her door the rest of the way and stepped aside. “Hurry up. You must be really desperate if you’d come crawling back to me.”

      “I’m not actually crawling,” Isak said as they came inside.

      “Whatever you want to call it.”

      The apartment was surprisingly spacious. The narrow hallway widened to an open concept with a kitchenette and bathroom off to the side. There were two bedrooms at the other end. Aspen glimpsed a pair of eyes glaring at them from a crack in one of the bedroom’s doors before it snapped shut.

      “I guess you want something to eat,” Eve said as Aspen and Isak sat at the kitchen table. She checked the cupboard. “As long as that something is cereal.”

      Isak looked at Aspen. Though she hadn’t eaten for what felt like weeks, there was no way she was taking food from this witch. She’d been hungry before. She could deal with it now.

      “We’re good,” Isak said. “Just a place to sleep is enough.”

      “And now why…” Eve said, settling into a chair across from them, keeping some healthy space between herself and Aspen, “would you need that? Your own place not good enough for you two?”

      “You’ve heard about what happened this morning?” Isak said, and Aspen felt brief admiration that Eve’s jibes didn’t seem to affect the stoic wall he’d put up.

      Eve sat up a little straighter. “The Heads? Did you two have something to do with that?”

      “No,” Aspen said shortly. “But it’s part of a bigger problem.”

      Isak glanced at her. “Should we…tell her?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if it puts her in danger?”

      “Then we absolutely tell her.”

      Eve rolled her eyes and leaned closer, as if Aspen’s open hostility was creating an almost comfortable camaraderie between them “Cute. Isak, it’s not like I won’t find out about whatever it is soon enough. Word travels fast in the boroughs.”

      She placed her chin atop her hands, not moving except to blink as Isak briefly recounted what they’d discovered since the Council meeting.

      “Huh,” Eve said when Isak had finished. “Sounds like you two are in the middle of a mess.”

      “You too,” Aspen said. “If they can take out the Heads, you can bet you and everyone else in the boroughs is in danger too.”

      “That’s exactly why I’m not in danger. First the Heads, then you said the magic at a Necropolis entrance is gone. Whatever or whoever’s doing this wants powerful beings, and a lot of magic. A little witch like me won’t be of any interest.”

      “Still,” Isak reached across the table and placed a hand on Eve’s arm. “Please be extra careful until we can figure out who or what’s behind this.”

      “Oh, now you’re concerned about me?”

      “Don’t act like I never cared about you,” Isak said, glowering. “That’s not fair to you or me. I just knew it wouldn’t work out so I cut it off before it could be any worse.”

      “You mean before anything could actually happen. Did Xavier tell you to—”

      “Xavier didn’t tell me anything,” Isak said gruffly. Eve stared at him. Then she sighed, almost longingly.

      “We had our chance, Isak. I’m sorry it didn’t work out between us, but that was on you.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      The two of them sat in silence until Aspen got sick of feeling like a voyeur and cleared her throat.

      “Don’t mind me. I’ll just sit here, letting the awkwardness build to unbearable levels…”

      “Whatever happened between us, I still want to make sure you stay safe,” Isak said, ignoring her. “That means not doing anything stupid until we get this figured out.”

      “Stop freaking out, Mom. I’ve got nothing to worry about,” Eve said.

      Aspen didn’t try to argue with her. Eve was either too vain or too ignorant to understand that this wasn’t just about one person coming after her, but what it would mean if whomever it was succeeded in doing…whatever they were doing.

      Or perhaps, she reconsidered, seeing a slight tremor in Eve’s eyes, it wasn’t ignorance at all, but denial.

      “So what do we know?” Isak said, clearly wanting to change to a different topic. “About who’s doing this, I mean? Who could want—or even be able—to steal power from the Heads and magical places?”

      Aspen ran through the list of the most obvious suspects, but came up with nothing. If Lucien was to be believed (which she grudgingly did, screw what Isak thought), then the wards around New York were protecting them from the big baddies. That left the smaller players who could potentially be strong enough to pull it off. That list was much, much smaller, if it was even a list at all.

      Then it hit her. It was so obvious she couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it before.

      “Hugo,” Aspen said.

      “Hugo?” Eve said. “Who’s that?”

      “He’s a djinn who lives in Ember’s Landing. Right before the Heads were drained, he put me on a job to try to steal something from a Mage’s house.”

      Isak’s jaw dropped. “A Mage’s house? Is he insane?”

      “Exactly. Why else would he do that unless it was to get something really powerful? We didn’t steal whatever he wanted, but I’ll bet you anything he was trying to get something that could help him drain magic.”

      “But you said you didn’t get it,” Eve said. “So how can he do that?”

      “He must have found another way,” Aspen said, thinking furiously. “Maybe whatever the Mage had was just his Plan A. So then he got his hands on something else, figured out some other way to do it…Hugo couldn’t steal anybody’s magic outright. His strength is elemental magic, but if he had a spell that could do it for him, I bet he’d be strong enough to steal magic.”

      Isak and Eve looked at one another. Isak shrugged. “I…guess.”

      It was more than a guess, Aspen thought, it seemed certain. Hugo was strong enough, and the djinn, as masters of powerful magic, would most likely have some powerful buddies. He must have found someone there who could help him do…whatever it was he wanted to do with it.

      The more Aspen thought of it, the more she thought it made perfect, plausible sense. But the way Isak was frowning…

      “You don’t agree with me?” Aspen said.

      “It’s not that…” Isak drummed on the table.

      “You’re not certain it’s him.”

      “Not enough to go running in to do anything about it, no.”

      “Why not?” Aspen shoved down the sudden jitters that had crawled into her stomach at the thought of meeting Hugo again. But it would be fine. She’d have Isak and Lucien behind her, right? “We break into his place, look around, find whatever it is he’s doing with the magic, then grab him—”

      “Not that breaking into a powerful elemental user isn’t tempting and all,” Isak interrupted. “But I think the Jade Palace would have something to say if we randomly started attacking someone who belongs in their borough, even if that someone’s living in Ember’s Landing.” Isak frowned. “And a djinn…that’s a powerful being. How’d you get mixed up with someone like that?”

      Aspen leaned back, suddenly feeling defensive. “None of your business.”

      “Yow, kitty’s got claws,” Eve said, grinning. Aspen gave her the finger.

      “So you don’t think we should try to stop him?” Aspen said pointedly to Isak. “You don’t think we should put an end to this right now before it can really get started?”

      “You make it sound like he’s already guilty,” Isak said. “And I’m a little more concerned about the ‘why’ behind this than the ‘who.’ If Hugo really is stealing magic, then what is he using it for? That’s what we need to find out tomorrow.”

      But Aspen didn’t really care all that much about tomorrow. She felt certain she could put an end to the magic thievery and get back to the way things were, but Isak had brushed her idea aside by pretending he was thinking logically about it. Who cared why Hugo was doing what he was doing? And who cared that she wouldn’t try to approach him if Isak wouldn’t help her. And with Lucien AWOL she was once again left with very little that was in her control.

      She hated that.

      “Anyway, I should probably get in touch with Xavier tomorrow, tell him what’s been going on—”

      “No,” Aspen said. “Don’t go calling Saint Xavier.”

      Isak swelled with anger, but Aspen didn’t care. Isak she could deal with. She didn’t trust the guy, or if she did it was only a little. It was probably Xavier’s fault he was such a jerk. But if he got Xavier involved it was all over.

      “What is your problem with him?” Isak demanded. “I know he’s not the nicest guy, but he’s not out to get you.”

      “Says you.”

      Isak was standing. “Says me? Darn right says me! I’ve had about enough of listening to you bad-mouth Xavier left and right. You, who has no clue what that man’s done for me and for the boroughs. More than Lucien, I can tell you that. And yet you sit there and talk about him like he’s some big criminal!”

      Aspen nearly told him. She wanted to explode in Isak’s face, yell at him that she knew exactly who Xavier was, and had for much longer than he had. She could imagine the devastated expression he’d have as she tore down his big freakin’ hero right before his eyes.

      But…it seemed too cruel. As much of a brainwashed jerk Isak seemed to be, he was a product of his master. Telling him was unnecessary. In fact, he probably wouldn’t believe her, and that was one less semi-ally she could rely on until this was all over. Better to deal with Xavier by herself once Isak was out of the picture.

      “What if it was him?” Aspen said. “What if it was Xavier who was stealing the magic?”

      Isak had gone very still. “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean, what if your precious Xavier was the one stealing magic instead of Hugo, would you have the guts to stand up to him?”

      “What is your problem with him?” Isak thundered.

      “Why don’t you have one with him?” Aspen yelled back.

      The ground beneath her feet warmed as sparks of magic began to fly from beneath Isak. Aspen thought for sure he was going to reach across the table and try to strangle her, but instead he stormed off into the spare bedroom, slamming the door behind him. There was booming silence.

      “You’re such an idiot,” Eve said.

      “I’m sorry, what was that, witch?” Aspen said, now directing her fury at her.

      Eve smirked as Aspen stood. “Oh, sit down and stop trying to pick a fight with everyone.”

      “I’ve taken out much stronger creatures than you.”

      “I’ll bet,” Eve purred. She leaned back in her chair, eyeing Aspen as she slowly lowered back into her seat. “I’ll say, I’m impressed. Thought for sure a little Norm like you would be dead by now.”

      “So sorry to disappoint.”

      “On the contrary. How dull would my life be if I wasn’t being woken up in the middle of the night by delinquents?”

      “We’re not delinquents.”

      “You’re on the run. Sounds like you’re delinquents to me.”

      A car honked outside and Aspen tensed. Eve smirked, as if that proved her point. Aspen cursed herself. If there was anyone after them she’d get less warning than that.

      “What was his problem?” Aspen said, nodding to the bedroom Isak had stomped into.

      “You mean besides you insulting his master?” Eve tapped the side of her head. “Girl tip: if you want the guy to like you, maybe don’t insult the man he practically sees as his father.”

      “We’re not together,” Aspen said quickly. Too quickly. Eve’s lips curled into an almost Cheshire-cat grin.

      “Right…keep telling yourself that. It’s what I did, up until the day I woke up and realized I was in love with him.”

      “And look how that turned out.”

      Eve shrugged. “I still care for him a lot. He’s the only reason you’re in my place as it is. But he and I…we’re too different. We wanted different things, had different fires burning inside us. Not like you two. You’re both volatile enough to handle one another. I could see that from the first minute.”

      “What did you mean Xavier is like his father?” Aspen said, desperate to steer this conversation anywhere other than her non-existent relationship with Isak.

      “What part of that doesn’t make sense? You remember the group of us back then?”

      “Oh, I remember.”

      Eve’s subtle smile was back. “Yeah, I’m sure you do. Couple of us had homes. More of us didn’t. Those of us who didn’t got by the best we could, but it was hard. Dangerous. A few of us aren’t around anymore.”

      Eve tapped the table with a fingernail, gazing at the refrigerator as though it were a window to the past. “Then one day this Mage shows up out of nowhere. We couldn’t believe it. And more unbelievable, he wanted Isak. Said he had potential. That was the last I saw of him for a few years.”

      “And what happened to you?”

      “Moi? I managed to get by until one of the local covens found me. The one in New Salem over in Brooklyn.”

      “I thought all witches lived in a coven.”

      Eve cocked an eyebrow. “What you mean to say is, ‘Why aren’t you over there with them, you devil-horned, raging harpy?’”

      “You said it, not me.”

      “Touché. I’m on my Rumspringa, per se. Got a year to decide if I want to go back to the coven or not.” Eve’s eyes wandered to the door where her succubus boyfriend probably lay stewing in bed. “Still haven’t made up my mind yet.”

      “You have any idea what happened to Isak during those years he was with Xavier?”

      The question was out of her mouth before Aspen could stop it, before she could question why she cared.

      “He was with Xavier, I assume, doing whatever it is Mages’ apprentices do. Training, spellcasting, learning the fine art of verbal sparring with unruly little thieves. He never told me any specifics. All I know is that Xavier took him in when no one else would. That’s all that really matters to Isak.”

      Just like Brune, Aspen thought. And just like Brune, whom she would be forever grateful for, she would never stand for anyone speaking bad of him. Perhaps she had pushed Isak a little too far…

      “My advice?” Eve said. “Keep your mouth shut about Xavier if you want to make any points with this guy. Not that it’d even work between you two, even if you are a perfect disaster for each other,” she said offhandedly.

      Aspen ground her teeth together to resist skewering Eve from across the table.

      “Well,” Eve stood. “Best get you tucked away or Isak will get mad at me, even if he’s pissed at you. Can’t have that. And you…” she wrinkled her nose. “You need a shower. And new clothes.” She picked at the slowly unraveling threads trailing from the bottom of Aspen’s shirt. “Seriously.”

      “Nobody asked you,” Aspen said, snapping off the thread.

      “You did whenever I could smell you through the front door. Shower’s in there.”

      Aspen hated to admit it, but the shower was heaven. It was as if the entire crappy last couple days simply sloughed off her skin and swirled the drain, leaving her with clean skin and fresh possibilities. Sure, she might be wanted in a couple boroughs, and sure, Hugo—or, okay, maybe something or somebody else—was out there right now stealing more magic, but the steady drum of blissfully warm water on her head, slowly straightening the gnarled tangles in her hair, convinced her that she didn’t care at the moment.

      After turning off the water and convincing herself not to switch Eve’s shampoo with a bottle of hair dye she’d seen beneath the sink, Aspen emerged to find a fresh pair of new clothes stacked just inside the door.

      “Much better!” Eve exclaimed when Aspen came out fully dressed a few minutes later.

      “What are these?” Aspen demanded, fingering the unfamiliar shirt and jeans.

      “They’re called ‘something that fits you.’ More or less. You’re lucky I had some clothes left over from a few years ago. You’re like a stick figure come to life.”

      Aspen hated to admit that the new clothes did feel better. The jeans didn’t have holes. The shirt didn’t hang off her body like a burlap sack. Thankfully, Eve hadn’t confiscated her jacket, and Aspen triple-checked everything was still in it when she got it back.

      “See?” Eve said cheerily when Aspen was finished with her inspection of her new garments. “Aren’t I right?”

      “Where am I sleeping?” Aspen said, ignoring her.

      Eve pointed. A pile of blankets lay in front of the couch, a much better sleeping arrangement than a few other places she’d been forced to stay. Aspen tossed the blankets into a semblance of a bed. She turned to Eve. She took a deep breath.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I still don’t like you.”

      “Likewise. And I think you’re rotten for Isak and as a Norm and don’t have any business being around supernaturals like us.” She shrugged. “Yet here you are. I’ll guess I’ll live with it.”

      Aspen thought that just might have been the nicest thing anybody had ever said to her.
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      It took Aspen forever to fall asleep, and even when she did her dreams were nothing but vivid visages that jolted her awake every couple hours. Faces in the darkness. Images of Mages and dead, lifeless bodies that withered away to dust the second she tried to touch them. She saw Lucien in trouble, and Brune thrown out on the street, left to fend and beg for himself while a sea of indifferent faces brushed around him.

      She saw her parents, then watched their skin blacken and split before disintegrating to ash, only to have Xavier’s face replace where they’d stood.

      “Run, little girl. Run, little Norm. You are not one of us. You will never be one of us. You will die all afraid and alone—”

      “Aspen!”

      Aspen awoke to find herself pinning someone down, knife to their throat. Isak blinked up at her. He didn’t look terribly surprised at finding himself in this situation.

      “Isak?”

      “Morning. Remind me to poke you with a stick next time. A long stick.”

      Aspen scrambled off him and Isak stood and brushed himself off.

      “Sorry,” Aspen said. “But don’t do that.”

      “I won’t. I should have known better.”

      Aspen looked out the window. It was still dark out. “What time is it?”

      “Early. I don’t like being seen where we’re going.”

      Aspen paused before picking up her jacket and swinging it on. “And where is that?”

      “Downtown. We’re going to visit a demon.”
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      Aspen’s head was on a constant swivel as they left the twisting turns of the alleyway and came out on the other side of the river in Ember’s Landing. Staying at Eve’s place had been safe enough. That had been on the outskirts of the borough, but she recognized where they were now.

      “You didn’t say we were coming back here! What if somebody sees me?”

      Isak didn’t look the least bit flustered as he took off under the gathering dawn and crisp air, across the bridge and into the cluster of streets. “Another reason we’re leaving early. And I didn’t think you’d come if I told you where it was.”

      “I wouldn’t have!”

      “And now you see the glorious reasoning to my plan.”

      Aspen cursed him under her breath. But it seemed, for now, they were in the clear. No one else was out. She didn’t see any wanted posters with her name on it. No packs of shifters out prowling for her blood. Everything seemed as normal and uneventful as she remembered.

      “Detour,” Aspen said.

      Before Isak could protest, Aspen took off another direction. The familiar lilt and tilt of the streets sang to her feet as she walked until she stopped between a pair of buildings, watching the shop across the road.

      “What are you doing?” Isak demanded behind her.

      “Checking in on a friend,” Aspen answered, eyes not leaving the shop. “Don’t get your panties in a twist.”

      “Says the girl who was worried about being caught.”

      There. The light in the shop downstairs flickered on. Right on time, as he was every morning. Only when Brune’s gargantuan figure moved past the window did she let out a sigh of relief. They hadn’t evicted him. Yet.

      “Care to explain who that is?” Isak said, watching Brune move around the shop.

      “My friend. My family.” Aspen didn’t say more. Isak gazed at her for a moment. Then he nodded.

      “Is he okay?”

      “For now.”

      “Then we’d best work to keep it that way.”

      It occurred to Aspen as they continued walking that Isak seemed to be in the same curt, abrupt mood he always was. He didn’t bring up her comments about Xavier last night, not even when she had pointed out what Brune meant to her. If anything, she could almost swear his attitude was a bit more…approachable. It was as if showing him where she lived had put them on level ground, put her life into a perspective he could understand.

      They paused at a corner before crossing the street. Aspen suddenly began to crouch as a shifter emerged from a house beside them. But the man merely yawned and ignored them as he walked the other way.

      Isak was smirking at her again.

      “I know I’m paranoid, shut up,” Aspen said.

      “The most paranoid person I know. But justified, in this case. We’re almost there.”

      Aspen caught his eyes flickering toward her every so often. She was about to check if she had a booger hanging from her nose when Isak said, “By the way…Are those…new clothes?”

      “These? Oh, yeah, I guess. Eve gave them to me.”

      Isak looked as though he’d run face first into an electrical pole. “I could have sworn she hated you.”

      “Oh, she does.”

      That only seemed to make him more confused, and Aspen didn’t feel like explaining the intricacies of the hate/hate, semi-helpful relationship she had with the other girl. She wasn’t sure she understood it herself.

      “Oh. Well…you look good.”

      “Thanks,” Aspen said after a beat, deciding that he wasn’t making fun of her and choosing to take the compliment for what it was.

      “You ever meet a demon?” Isak said, switching to a subject Aspen was more comfortable with.

      Aspen thought about this. Only low-level demons were allowed in the city, and unless you had a particular reason for seeking one out, most sane people kept their distance.

      “I’ve met a demon-kin,” Aspen said, recalling the ageless, eerie Caretaker at Lucien’s house.

      “Close, but not the same. The demons who possess demon-kin feed off that singular human’s life energy to survive. Regular demons have to eat other ways. They feed off human energy, and they love twisting you to their will. Watch what you say because they’ll always try to rope you into an unbreakable contract with them. Once you’re tied into that they can call on and feed on you whenever they want. Sort of like a Vamp’s blood bond.”

      “Sounds lovely. So why are we visiting one?”

      “Because most demons are also ancient and know a crap-ton about everything. When you deal in information, memories and dreams, you tend to pick up a lot. Here it is.”

      Aspen stopped when they turned the corner. An ice cream shop sat across the street, some of the white paint curling off the wood. It seemed much smaller than it had when she was seven. She was surprised it was still in business, but it had been popular that day. She remembered that, even if the other details surrounding her visit were fuzzy; like the stench of the alleyway filth as she was pushed into it; the dark smoke, rising over the rooftops in the distance.

      “Aspen…” Isak was grimacing like he too had some less-than-desirable memories he was conjuring up about this place. “You okay? I forgot, this was where…”

      Aspen closed off the memories like a steel door slamming shut. “I’m fine. Is this it?”

      Isak paused before jerking his head to the side. “That is.”

      They crossed to an unassuming store beside the ice cream place. The flecked lettering over the striped awning read: Needful Things: Dealer in Exotic and Eccentric Merchandise.

      “That means he deals with—” Isak said.

      “I got it,” Aspen said.

      All manner of glittering trinkets had been hung in the water-stained windows. The front door was propped open, the inside softly lit.

      When Aspen stepped inside, she felt a sudden rush of something she couldn’t quite place—a yearning for another time, another place, a nostalgia she couldn’t quite hang onto, along with the faintest curl of sulfur that quickly disintegrated on her tongue.

      Isak leaned over. “I wouldn’t touch anything.”

      That would be easier said than done. The shop was an exemplary example of madness manifested in clutter form. Brass compasses were displayed beside sundials and petroglyphs. Severed mannequin heads stared eyeless at them from one corner, a bubblegum machine in the other. There were fossils and cracking yellow documents that looked extremely valuable alongside game consoles and softly tinkling bands of real strung diamonds. And teeth. Necklaces full of them. This was the den of a hoarder. A scavenger. A collector of fragile, broken things.

      The closer they moved to the back counter, the more Aspen could hear faint music gently seeping from a gramophone beside the cash register. The music was off tune. Not bad enough to notice if she actually tried, but in the back of her mind, almost subconsciously, it set her on edge, a primal instinct that told her to run, run, run.

      “Customers, customers…Haven’t had those for a while. Almost as if they were frightened off…”

      The soft voice wafted from the back. A shadow formed in a doorway a moment before a man pushed through the strings of beads. A sudden wave of fear hit Aspen, even though she could detect nothing immediately threatening about the man in front of her.

      He was shorter than she was, his skin deeply bronzed, black hair slicked back in sharp waves. When he placed his hands on the counter they curled in towards his wrists, looking like claws. The black fabric of his suit was completely devoid of any lint or stray hairs, as if he’d meticulously picked off each and every piece. A necklace clacked around his neck as he leaned over the counter. More teeth.

      “Ah…Isak,” he said in a soft eastern European accent, “my favorite customer.”

      “Don’t you mean favorite snack?”

      The man inclined his head, seeming to concede the point, yet not looking like he was sorry at all.

      “You decipher my words like a master linguist. And who is your beautiful friend?”

      Aspen’s breath caught. Her heart sped up. Beautiful? Did he think she was beautiful? No one had ever called her that. But the way the man’s eyes—flecked with gold and full of the promise of any deepest desire fulfilled—gazed at her, spoke to his belief in what he’d said. Beautiful…She was beautiful. Did Isak think she was beautiful—

      “Stop it, Car,” Isak said. His strong hand gently squeezed Aspen’s shoulder. Her world blurred, the haze in her mind clearing. Suddenly the man’s easy smile seemed more predatory than friendly. He was looking at her face intently, lapping up her expression as if it were a puddle of blood leaking from an open wound.

      “We’re not here for mind games,” Isak went on. His hand lingered on Aspen a moment longer. When he removed it, she felt cold.

      “My apologies. My manners have been lacking lately.” The demon gave an elaborate bow, contorting his body in a way no human could have to fit in the cramped space behind the counter. “My name is Carsisiphus, demon of the fourth circle and owner of this fine establishment. You may call me Car.”

      He made a motion as though he wished to take Aspen’s hand. She didn’t give it.

      “We need information,” Isak said.

      “You need many things, but that is the most pressing. Yes…yes…I can see it fresh and clear in your mind’s eye.” His lips curled into a smile that almost touched his ears, revealing raw-flesh colored gums. “Information like what you seek…information so…ancient, comes at a steep cost. But for one of my best customers, I suppose I could part with it for a price nominal its going rate. Same as last time, Isak?”

      Aspen’s stomach dropped. “You don’t mean…his soul?”

      Car frowned, wrinkling his already cracked face. “My dear, you’re quite fresh to this game, aren’t you? If the boy had previously given me his soul, do you think I’d want it again? No, no, no, let God and Satan have their eternal tug of war. I want something more immediate, more tangible.”

      He leaned across the table, once again baring his teeth in a horrible smile. “I deal in dreams, girl, memories and the like, the more intense and horrible the more succulent. Such depth of emotions is quite foreign to me, you see. But when I have but a small taste it’s…intoxicating.”

      “Just one, Car,” Isak said, rolling up his sleeve. “No more.”

      Car slowly withdrew across the counter and turned his attention to Isak who had almost gotten his sleeve up past his shoulder, up near his heart. Even more tattoos wrapped their way around there, reaching from the line of his ribs up toward his face, strangling his neck. They appeared deeply imprinted, as though they’d been gouged there.

      “Wait, you’re giving him a memory?” Aspen said, taken aback.

      “Just one,” Isak emphasized. “I’ve got plenty.”

      “Will it be a sweet one this time?” Car said, licking his lips. “You know how I just love those.”

      “The sweetest,” Isak promised.

      “Oh, the parents,” Car said. “You do so love those memories, but they are the tastiest. I won’t forget this, my boy, I may even throw in a bonus—”

      “Wait—you can’t.” Aspen pushed in front of Isak. She lowered her voice to him. “What are you doing, Isak?”

      “Getting what we came here for,” he said gruffly, not looking at her. “Just let me handle this. I know what I’m doing.”

      Aspen could only stare at him, aghast. “They’re your parents. You can’t give those memories away! If you have to use a…I don’t know, use a less potent one!”

      “Car won’t take them and he’s the best information dealer in this city. We can’t go anywhere else.” He smiled, almost sadly. “I’ve got lots, Aspen, really—”

      “And each one is precious!”

      The corners of her eyes were stinging now. Xavier might have been a substitute father to Isak, but he must have had real family at some point. Must have been loved and cared for. “If I had any more memories of my parents, I’d guard them with my life,” she said fiercely.

      But now Isak seemed determined not to listen. He shouldered his way in front of her and held out his bare arm. Car leaned forward, his mouth widening. Isak shifted his body away from Aspen just as there was a squelch of teeth hitting flesh. Isak shuddered. His face went white, then gray. It was almost like she was watching the memory he was giving Car being drained out of him, leeching into his arm and away.

      Aspen stood frozen with indecision. Car needed a potent memory? A painful memory? She had that, but was it something she could bear to part with? She could give him a taste, just enough that it took the edge off the pain of remembering it, but not so much that she forgot. It was better than knowing somebody else had given up something precious to them and she had stood by and done nothing.

      Isak had slumped down the side of the counter, as if Car was leeching past his memory and had now started sucking his life force. He let out a groan.

      Aspen couldn’t take it anymore.

      She threw off the left side of her jacket, rolling up her sleeve before shoving Isak aside. There was a sound like suction disengaging. Isak stumbled away from the counter, bleary-eyed. The color began to return to his face.

      “Aspen…? Wh-What are you doing?”

      Aspen thrust her arm in front of Car. The demon, his lips engorged with feeding, didn’t hesitate. His eyes bulged, his jaws unhinging and teeth elongating into rows and rows of needle-sharp points.

      Then he clamped down on Aspen’s forearm.
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      There was surprisingly little pain. She felt separate from her body as she sank back into herself, letting the darkness take over.

      She saw a man and a woman standing in a bright, colorful garden. It was summertime. The sun scorched the earth. The flowers were blooming. Beyond the white fence over her shoulder, Aspen could see a glittering lake. A single, secluded road rounded gently through hills of green.

      This wasn’t her memory. The people in front of her weren’t her Mom and Dad. They must have been Isak’s. She must have picked up the last bit of the memory Isak had been giving Car and now she was getting to watch them as they slowly ran out of her mind. Even now the figures were disappearing. The entire scene leaked away like running watercolors. Then it began reforming into another.

      “I’m warning you. Back off.”

      This was the Isak she remembered as a child. His tattoos were not as vivid as they were in the present. He couldn’t have been more than a year older than when she’d first met him in the alleyway, but there were multiple cuts and nicks covering his skin. His expression was fierce and deadly as he stood his ground in the corner of an abandoned room, blocking the way of the two men.

      “Isak!” Eve tugged on the hem of his shirt as she struggled to stay standing. Her ankle was swollen. Sprained, maybe. “Isak, I’ll just go with them. You don’t have to—”

      “Listen to her, kid,” one of the men said. He took a step closer. “Just let the girlie come with us and that’ll be that. Nobody gets hurt. ‘Specially you.”

      Isak ground his jaw. He stepped more in front of Eve.

      “Ah, don’t be like that, kid.” The second guy almost sounded sad. “Ya really gonna do this?”

      “Start running, Eve,” Isak said. He pushed her away before bringing up his hands and slamming them against the ground. The magic Aspen was used to seeing from him flared to life beneath his feet.

      But there was something wrong. This magic was weak and unfocused. It curled from the ground into his hand, but instead of solidifying into a dangerous force it merely sputtered and died.

      The men laughed. Isak was still staring at it when the first fist collided with his jaw. He sprawled to the ground. Blood poured from his lip.

      “Stupid—little—brat—” one of the men said. Aspen could see now that they weren’t men at all, but trolls. Their gray skin was covered with bits of branches growing up and down their arms. Wide jaws like bricks expanded from bulbous skulls with tiny, malicious eyes deeply set in their sockets.

      “That was supposed to be our sacrifice this month,” the other troll said, giving Isak another kick that made him whimper and try to cover his head. “Pretty little thing like that? Would have made Jarjur very happy, that would have.”

      The first troll bent over and grabbed the top of Isak’s head, lifting him up so that he was dangling in front of them by his hair.

      “You’re much uglier,” the first troll said. “But maybe Jarjur will be happy with you.”

      “Yeah!” the second one agreed gleefully. “He’s a kid, right? Maybe Jarjur will like this one.” He licked his lips. “Maybe I’ll like this one—”

      Something struck the first troll, causing him to squeal and drop Isak. Aspen’s vision was overtaken by bright sputtering flashes of light as multiple spells careened toward them. There was a pair of pained squeals, then nothing.

      Isak picked himself up and nearly fell again. The two trolls lay motionless at his feet.

      “They’re merely stunned,” a cold voice said.

      Aspen’s heart stopped as Xavier stepped into view. He looked much the same as she remembered him. Cruel eyes calculating, mouth held in an almost permanent sneer. “I had to stun them so they wouldn’t hurt you.”

      Isak took another look at the troll’s blank, horrified final expressions. Their bodies held an unnatural stillness.

      “Merely stunned,” Xavier repeated. “To protect you. They were evil creatures, who would have done terrible, terrible things to you and your friends. I had to step in.”

      Isak slowly nodded.

      “But you weren’t going to let that happen, were you, Isak? You were prepared to die for your friend. You, a product of this broken world. But perhaps a useful one...”

      Isak finally found his voice. “How do you know my name?”

      “I’ve been watching you for some time.”

      “Pervert!” Isak spat.

      Xavier chuckled. “Just an interested party, I assure you. I am a Mage, Isak, one who wants to offer you a very unique proposition—”

      “Prove it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Prove you’re a Mage. Anybody ‘round here can say they’re whatever they want to be. Those guys,” he resisted looking at the trolls as he nudged his head their direction, “they said they just wanted to give us some food.”

      Though Aspen wasn’t in her body, she felt the tension rise as Xavier slowly raised his hand. “You’d like me to prove it?”

      Suddenly the entire room erupted in light and sound. Magic coiled up the walls. Fire sprang from beneath the brick and wood, consuming the trolls in an instant and blasting Isak back with the sheer power and heat. Shadows rose up from the cracks in the floor and danced, their dark mouths twisted into snarling sneers. A few slithered toward Isak as he cowered in the corner.

      “I am a Mage, boy!” Xavier thundered. “And you’d do best to respect my power.”

      “Okay!” Isak yelled, trying to shield himself from the closest shadows. “I’m sorry, you’re a Mage! I get it, I’m sorry!”

      Xavier waved his hand and the magic vanished. He stepped up to the cringing Isak. He looked down at him with a mixture of disgust and what might have been approval.

      “What I offer is something many would die to accept. Come with me and you will wield power like mine. You will wield that pain you feel. Come with me and you will taste power and find it sweet nectar. You will never know fear again. You will be there to protect the weak of the world. You will remold it into a better place.”

      Despite everything she knew about Xavier, Aspen found herself silently willing Isak to take his hand. The tear-stained, broken boy lying in a huddled ball before her needed him. He had needed Xavier, for better or for worse.

      Isak reached up—

      Aspen’s vision snapped back to reality. The present day Isak lay across her on the floor of Car’s shop. She could feel the heavy press of another body beside her, latched onto her arm, heaving up and down like it was pumping something from her. With every pump it felt like something else left her. The sensation was not unpleasant.

      “Enough!” Isak wheezed. Seconds must have passed since she’d shoved him aside. He had just managed to stumble up. He tried making his way toward her. “Car, I said…”

      Aspen’s eyelids closed and she let her mind fall back into the blackness. Now her selected memory welled to the front of her mind.

      She was seven again, and scared. Terrified. Her skin burned. Her throat was raw. Her home burned into ashes around her. She blinked to clear her vision and there they were. Her parents’ charred bodies, blackened into unrecognizable lumps of flesh.

      Perhaps it was because it was a memory, or perhaps because she had replayed this particular one over so many times in her head that she felt nothing at seeing them like that anymore. She was like a director with a script, knowing everything that was about to happen before it did.

      There were her parents’ bodies, in the same place they always were.

      There was Xavier, stepping through the window

      There he turned to launch magic back outside.

      The memory was turning gray now. All of the colors were beginning to lose their luster, as though being drained away elsewhere. She could still make out most of the memory, but it was growing more difficult to see any defined shapes.

      There was Xavier beating her up and leaving her to die.

      That’s enough, a part of her mind told her. She needed to stop here. If she let Car keep feeding, let him take this part of her memory, she’d forget why she hated Xavier, forget why she wanted so desperately to be a Mage.

      “Stop!” She shouted. “No more, Car! No more!”

      She might as well have shouted into a void.

      The memory continued to play. Aspen stared at her seven-year-old self, curled in the center of the burning floor. She had never seen the memory from this angle. By now she should have passed out. By now…

      Someone else was clambering through the window. The grayness of the memory was such that it distorted everything. Aspen squinted, trying in vain to make the person clearer. Was it someone from outside? Was it Brune?

      “I said enough!”

      She was back in reality. Isak was pulling her body across the floor, putting himself between her and Car.

      “I told you that was enough, Car!” Isak roared.

      “Delicious…” Car murmured. Aspen could faintly hear the sound of him slurping up something just behind the counter. The part of him she could see was hunched over, covered in leathery, pockmarked skin.

      “You are a delicacy to be savored, Aspen Rivest,” Car said. “I did not take much, but still…so much pain. So much delicious…potency.”

      “Aspen?” Isak hovered over her. He looked concerned and…terrified? Was that it? But why was he so terrified? For her?

      “Aspen, can you hear—”

      “Yeah, I can hear you.” She touched the side of her head. For a brief second there was the sensation of a gaping hole in her chest, like something had been dislodged before settling back in place. “You don’t have to yell, I’m right here.”

      Isak heaved a sigh. Then he bellowed, making her jerk in place, “You idiot! If you’d wanted to kill yourself you should have let me do it earlier, not feed yourself to a demon!”

      “As if you’re good enough to kill me,” Aspen managed. But he could, right now, if he’d wanted to. There was nothing stopping him, and her body felt woozy, like she was drifting pieces of land slowly finding each other again. And yet she felt safer here, held by him, than she had anywhere else in a long time.

      There was a slight smile on Isak’s face now. “If I was good enough…right. Can you get up?”

      “Yeah…I think I need air.”

      “Please, use the back door to the alleyway,” Car said. He still remained stooped out of sight. “Just give me a moment to compose myself.”

      Leaning on Isak’s shoulder, Aspen awkwardly limped through the curtains, past a cramped office, and out the back to a small alleyway running the length of the rear of the shops. The moment the warm air hit her face, she sighed. Her mind was clearer now. She took the chance to cycle through her memories, cataloguing those she still held.

      Most about that day were still there. Her parents’ death. Xavier. But everything was a bit more muddled and grainy, lacking the usual color and clarity. There were also gaps missing. The second person in the fire wasn’t any clearer, and Aspen mulled over whether there had ever really been a second figure at all, or it was just an extra Car had implanted in her memory. Because how could she have seen them if she had never really seen them before? Other than that the rest of the memory appeared to be intact. But would she even remember if it wasn’t?

      “Take a seat here,” Isak said. He gently lowered her to the curb beside the dumpster. Aspen’s fingers fumbled to slip her jacket over her left shoulder. Isak helped her after a couple failed attempts.

      “Are there any marks?” Aspen said.

      “No. Car might be a monster, but he’s a civilized one. Prefers his clients don’t end up maimed.”

      “How nice of him.”

      “You should tell him that.”

      “Maybe you should. You’re the one he’s been leeching off like some Vamps’ blood whore.”

      Isak pulled his arms from around her.

      “I do what I have to do to get what I want. I told you, I have plenty of memories of my parents. And since Xavier took me in, he’s been the only parent I needed.”

      The image of Xavier offering a hand to Isak bubbled up in her mind. Aspen bit back a scathing retort.

      “What did you see?” Isak suddenly asked. His eyes were boring into hers, waiting. “Did you see…when Car was feeding on me, there wasn’t any carryover…you didn’t see anything with me in it, did you?”

      Aspen hesitated. “No,” she finally answered. “Just mine.”

      Isak sighed. “Which memory did you give Car?”

      “I don’t want to say.”

      “I get that. Mine…mine was of Xavier. I’m sure you’re just overjoyed to hear that since you love the guy so much.”

      Aspen forced a rough chuckle.

      “I know you hate him. You won’t tell me why, but I know you have a reason. I’ll find out eventually, and I’ll make you see he’s not such a bad person,” Isak promised. He cocked a grin. “He’s a jerk, and rude, and yeah his ways of doing things are often…unorthodox, but I owe him a lot. Once you get to know him a little more you’ll see.”

      “I doubt that,” Aspen said, not knowing what else to say. “He seems like a monster to me.”

      “No.” Isak knelt in front of her. He tilted her chin so that she was forced to look at him. “I’ll tell you what I know about him. See this?”

      He pulled back his left sleeve again. Up close, the black tattoos appeared harsh and roughly scratched in, like someone had taken the blunt end of a stick and attempted to color within the lines.

      “Do you know what these are?”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      Oh, that got a rise out of him. It was almost worth watching the red annoyance creep into his face. But her mouth had a mind of its own and Isak brought out the worst in it.

      “You just can’t turn it off, can you?” Isak said. “These are the tribal tattoos of the Ular Clan. Druids.”

      “I know you’re a druid.”

      “Did you also know that when my parents died that the Ular refused to take me in? They cast me out. Weakness of any kind isn’t tolerated and they assume a broken kid would carry around too much of an emotional toll to do any useful magic. It makes no sense, but it’s their way.”

      Aspen almost ran her fingers over the marks. She wondered if the skin beneath them would be rough or smooth. Each one looked deep, and she could imagine how painful they must have been to get.

      He let go of her chin and sat beside her, leaning against the wall. He sighed. “The tattoos amplify our magic with the earth. They’re given at birth and re-applied by the parents every year until we’re eighteen.”

      Aspen glanced at Isak’s arm again. This time the jagged, jerky application of the ink made sense.

      “You re-applied them yourself, after your parents died.”

      “Until Xavier picked me up, yes. Then he did it for me. He saw potential in me when no one else did. He gave me a home when I had none. So sorry if I don’t take too kindly to you making unfair jabs at him.”

      Aspen rocked forward into a crouch, testing her legs. Her entire body felt jittery and a little sluggish. But she’d live.

      “Hate to break it to you, but Xavier’s just another person set up to let you down.”

      Isak looked over at her. “Is that honestly how you live your life? Thinking that nothing good can ever happen?”

      “Life hasn’t given me too much reason to believe otherwise.”

      “That’s a lonely way to live.”

      “I won’t judge your life if you don’t judge mine.”

      Isak stood. He brushed off his pants. “And what about me? Am I just there to let you down?”

      “We were literally trying to kill each other yesterday.”

      “Assessment aside.”

      He held out a hand to help her up. Aspen stared at it, then took it. “You’re still labeled Undecided.”

      That got a grin out of him. “I’ll take that. For now.”

      The back door to the shop opened and Car poked his head out.

      “Ah, there are my esteemed customers. I’m all ready, if you’ll be so kind as to come back inside we can continue our earlier conversation.”

      Being inside didn’t make her feel any better, but this time Aspen could keep her thoughts straight as Car took them over to a shelf stuffed with books. He brushed aside a cluster of PEZ dispensers and black candles and began pulling out volumes one by one, setting them in a neat stack in front of them.

      “That was quite the treat you gave me, dear girl. I won’t forget it. Now as to what you’re looking for, I have some ideas.”

      “Ideas? Don’t you have any answers?” Aspen said. “Names, places? People we can beat up or try to stop?”

      Car sighed, as though he were lecturing an unruly child. “The truth is rarely ever that simple. And if you’re referring to the string of magic thieving that’s been going on for months—oh yes, much longer than I’m sure even you two know—then I can show you what it could potentially be used for. Ah, here we go.”

      He pulled out a book with a completely black cover.

      “These spells…well, they’re quite effective. Dark magic. Very strong. Very powerful. Why don’t you take a look?”

      “We don’t have time for games, Car,” Isak said. “Do you or do you not have something for us?”

      Car continued holding out the book. Aspen snatched it.

      “I could give you what you want to know outright,” Car said as Aspen began flipping through it. “But to truly understand the magnitude, to truly appreciate what you’re up against, you should come to the answer yourselves.”

      Aspen bit back a snarky response. She knew when there was no chance at an argument. As suave and demure the façade the demon put up, it was clear continuing to pester him wouldn’t get them anywhere.

      She reached over and tugged on Isak’s sleeve. “All right, magic boy, come here.”

      She tilted the book toward him as he stepped closer to her, their shoulders touching and sending an electric tingle down her side. Aspen began flipping through the pages, pausing just long enough to scan the contents of each before moving on. Each sheet felt like skin beneath her fingertips. Her eyes drifted over the spells, the ingredients, the incantations and runes. She mumbled some of the more complex words to herself under her breath.

      “Can you read magic?” Isak said, soft enough that Car couldn’t hear.

      “Of course I can read magic!” She roughly turned the page. “For the most part,” she muttered.

      “Need help?” Isak said, his voice teasing.

      “It would help,” she pressed the book more firmly into his hands, “if the one who actually uses magic was doing a little more of the work.”

      Isak made a show of licking his finger, then dramatically flipped the page, his grin getting wider each second as Aspen shuffled her feet impatiently. The more pages he turned, the more runic symbols and pentagrams appeared, followed by alchemic formulas and scrying incantations. These were a far cry from the simple spells Aspen had managed to scratch out for her own uses. While she had made it a priority to be familiar with various forms of common magic, actually learning the nitty gritty of the mechanics had proved to be beyond her interest.

      Their eyes skimmed down each page at the same pace. Isak’s page-turning shifted into a rhythm as they tore through the volume.

      “Such collaboration,” Car said. “I’d daresay it’s almost adorab—”

      “Shut it,” Aspen and Isak said together.

      “Most of these are really dark spells,” Isak murmured. “The Council’s banned a lot of them, but Car’s right, they all require pretty heavy amounts of magic. More than any one user would probably have.”

      Aspen pointed. “What’s that one do?”

      “Raises the dead.”

      “That one?”

      “Sends a plague onto your enemies.”

      “Cheerful. And that one?”

      Isak grimaced. “You don’t want to know. Nothing happy, I can promise you that.”

      He flipped the page again and Aspen’s eye snagged on a spell that seemed a little different than the others. The text for the incantations was written in a more flowing hand, unlike the abrupt, jagged lines of the spells previous.

      “And what’s that one?”

      Isak’s brow furrowed as he leaned in closer. “That’s weird. It’s a spell to take down barriers.”

      “Like walls?”

      “Yeah, magical barriers. Like the kind that have been cast to keep each borough separate.”

      “That is weird.” Aspen turned the book so she could see better. “Why would something like that be in here?”

      “How odd indeed!” Car said gleefully. “How bizarre!”

      Aspen ignored him and continued staring at the page. “All the other spells are about death and destruction. Sucktastic stuff. This just takes down walls. What makes that so bad?”

      “Well…” Isak tilted the book sideways, as though that would better reveal the page’s secrets. “It’s no secret most of the supernatural races don’t get along. If those barriers between the boroughs go down, we might have a giant turf war on our hands.”

      “In and out,” Car quipped, picking at a nail. “In and out.”

      “Listen, Cheshire cat,” Aspen snapped. “You actually going to help us or just keep spouting nonsense?”

      “Walls are odd things. Most times they’re just as effective at keeping something out rather than something in.”

      Aspen looked at the page again. “Hold on…what if it’s not to keep the races apart. What if…” Something clicked in Aspen’s mind, bits and pieces of loose information colliding at once. “Isak, you said there are wards up around the city.”

      Isak’s eyes grew wide. “Barriers. Keeping the really bad stuff out.”

      “And if someone were to gather enough magic, and then use that magic to power a spell to take those wards down…”

      “Then who knows what would come in,” Isak finished. “Not just come in, but what someone would bring in.”

      “Bring in?” Aspen said, fear tightening her chest.

      “Think about it,” Isak said. “So what if the wards go down. The Mages would just put them up again, right? If they really want to do some damage, then either they kill the Mages, or…”

      “Bring something in that would do it for them,” Aspen finished.

      They both jumped as Car clapped. “Bravo! Bravo! I knew you could do it!”

      “Who is planning to do this, Car?” Aspen said, pointing to the page. “Who wants to take down the wards around the city?”

      “If only I knew! With those wards down, who can tell what kind of nasty creatures could get in? High-level demons, ancient beings…”

      “Yeah, you’d just love that, wouldn’t you?” Aspen said.

      Car put a hand to his chest, almost managing to look hurt. “On the contrary, my dear girl. I’ve carved out a nice, cushy place here. Plenty to eat, plenty to do. Any powerful being from the outside would undoubtedly be a bully and upset my entire enterprise.”

      Isak shoved the book back onto the shelf. “We need to figure out where that magic’s going and what they’re trying to bring in with it.”

      “It’s been a pleasure!” Car called after them as they rushed through the shop and outside. “Come back anytime!”

      By the time they’d reached the next street over, the pair of them had slowed their somewhat-run into more of a fast walk, realizing that drawing attention to themselves—especially Aspen—wasn’t a good idea. Already there were more people out. A couple threw curious glances their way. Aspen tried drawing herself more into the bunched folds of her jacket’s collar and hurried to match Isak’s long strides.

      “Why?” he said, thinking aloud. “Why would anyone want to take down the wards? They’ve been around the city for centuries—before it even was a city. Taking them down…even if you wanted to bring something in that doesn’t guarantee it won’t just kill you too.”

      “I really doubt whoever’s doing this is thinking that far ahead,” Aspen said.

      “But why would they—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Aspen cut in, walking in front of him so that he had to stop and look at her. “How, why, any of that doesn’t matter. What does matter is where they’re going to strike next and how we’re going to stop them.”

      Isak’s lips were thin, straight lines. “I’m drawing a blank. That magic is way more advanced than any I’ve ever seen. I don’t even know where to begin looking…”

      He trailed off, his eyes moving up and behind her.

      “Isak? What is it—Oh, troll piss.”

      A half dozen ghouls were slinking from the shadows, converging on them. Aspen had no idea what so many of them were doing in Ember’s Landing, or out in the daytime, but the slick saliva running down their jaws and hungry, bloodshot eyes focusing on them as they surrounded them said they weren’t here for a friendly chat.

      “Stay behind me,” Isak said, putting an arm out to cover her. Aspen glanced at it, at him, then knocked it down with a laugh and drew her knife.

      “We’re surrounded, idiot. Unless you’re really flexible, you can’t cover all sides.”

      “Lovely, lovely prey,” the first ghoul said. Its too-long tongue whipped out, back and forth, back and forth. “We’ve been told to find you, yes we have. We followed the scent of your flesh, and now we wish to taste…”

      “You take those three,” Aspen said. “I got—”

      “Well, well.”

      A seventh figure emerged from the shadows and any of Aspen’s plans of getting out of this unscathed fluttered away.

      “My dear little Aspen, my sweet little Norm,” Hugo said, clasping his hands together. “There’s quite a hefty bounty on your head. Alive or dead. Looks like you’re going to be of some use to me after all.”
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      Aspen didn’t think before she attacked. Thinking would only let the doubts creep in; like how there was no way she could take on Hugo alone and survive; that even with Isak on her side it was very likely they’d be scraping her off the concrete in bloody chunks.

      “I’ll take the djinn!” Isak yelled.

      That was fine by her. That left her with the slightly less-deadly ghouls. They had no external magic; just corrosive spit, insatiable appetites for human flesh, and hygiene worse than a middle school boy’s.

      She could deal with that.

      There was the sound of something hacking, like a bad cough beneath her feet, a moment before flames erupted where she’d stood. The searing heat shoved her across the ground. Hugo raised his fingers to snap and summon more flames, but Isak’s magic flared to life and he sent a clod of earth rocketing at him, forcing him to duck.

      “Move faster!” Isak barked at her. “I can’t watch you the entire time!”

      Watch her? Who did he think was watching whom?

      Aspen rolled under a ghoul’s rancid arm and came up swinging. Her knife sliced gleefully through rotting flesh, severing its forearm. There was a splash of blood across the blade and a second later it was gone, soaked into the metal and giving the edge a deadly glimmer.

      Aspen kicked out the leg of the next one. The other four who weren’t helping Hugo take down Isak were trying to surround her.

      “I want her still kicking,” one of the ghouls hissed. “I want her screaming as I unravel her entrails—”

      Aspen threw her knife. The ghoul’s speech turned to gurgles around the sudden blade lodged in the back of its throat.

      Before its body had hit the ground, Aspen lunged for her knife. Her fingers just managed to brush the hilt—

      A snarl of rotted skin and teeth collided with her. She threw her hands up in front of her face just as the ghoul’s jaws snapped toward her throat. Her hands tingled as she gripped its teeth, one hand on each jaw. In seconds, the tingling turned to an unbearable burning.

      With a sudden thrust of strength, she forced the jaws apart with a sickening snap and threw the howling creature off her. Her knife was right beside her and she grabbed it and plunged it into the still struggling ghoul, making it still.

      Two left—

      The hairs on her arms buzzed a moment before a searing bolt of electricity snapped from the tips of Hugo’s fingers and collided with her chest.

      Every one of her cells felt on fire. Her blood vessels seemed like they would explode. She was thrown through a storefront window, shattering glass and metal before she slammed to the ground.

      The amulet Lucien had given her was glowing, its warmth pressed reassuringly against her shirt. Aspen’s thoughts spun. Hugo was attacking them. And while before that wouldn’t have been a surprise, Aspen had been so sure he was the one behind stealing the magic. So why was he after them? Why did he care about some small bounty when soon he’d be strong enough to take down the wards around the city?

      A ghoul was clambering over the lip of the store’s shattered window. Its hungry eyes fell on her.

      Move, the self-preserving part of her mind told her.

      I think I like it here, thanks. It’s warm. And if I don’t move nothing hurts…

      “You are mine!” the ghoul shrieked.

      Move!

      Ugh…If I have to…

      Aspen rolled backwards as the ghoul sprang. She raised her knife and felt the tip sink into its stomach. It shuddered once then went still. Aspen gagged as its rancid final breath washed over her. She was pretty sure all her nose hairs had shriveled up. She shoved the ghoul off and moved unsteadily to her feet. The wide eyes of the clerk peeked out from behind the register.

      “My bad,” Aspen said, then stepped over the ghoul’s body and back outside.

      If only she could have framed Hugo’s expression of disbelief.

      “You should be dead!” he bellowed.

      “Surprise!” Aspen said.

      Before Hugo could try to remedy her not-deadness, Isak summoned a blast of magic that barely missed Hugo’s head. The other ghouls were incapacitated around him, sizzling lines of smoking magic rising from their bodies.

      Hugo raised his arms and part of the ground in front of him rose up. Isak twisted his fist toward the earth and plunged down. The ground fell back in place.

      “Just a tip,” he said, “don’t try to use earth magic against a druid.”

      “Then I’ll have to use something you’re not so adept at!” Hugo growled.

      He swept his arms to either side of him. The ground rumbled. Sprays of water burst from the cracks in the concrete like geysers and gathered into a solid wave at his back. Aspen sprinted toward him as fast as her sore body would allow, desperate to get a fatal hit in before he was finished. If he brought that wave down…

      Hugo thrust his arms forward. A wall of muddy water hurtled toward them, knocking aside electrical poles and mailboxes. Isak intercepted Aspen, spinning in front of her, one arm pulling her close so that his body covered hers, the other trying to summon a spell that might ward off the impending wave.

      Aspen knew it wouldn’t be enough. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Let me stop you right there.”

      The wave split right down the middle, breaking into smaller rivers of muddy water that coursed harmlessly into the gutters.

      Lucien stood before them, facing Hugo. He lowered his hand.

      “This doesn’t concern you, Mage!” Hugo snarled.

      Lucien brushed his robes back. Somehow he still managed to look elegant and unflustered, which both irked and impressed Aspen. Where had he been earlier?

      “You’re attacking apprentices belonging to Mages of the Council. Aspen is mine. I’d say that does concern me.”

      Hugo laughed. “Your apprentice? Her? Surely there were other pieces of trash lingering in the street you could use.” He held up a hand. His fingers crackled with the promise of a flaming inferno. “I’ve come to collect my due on her. Now step aside!”

      Lucien smiled. “By all means, you want to try your luck, go ahead. You wouldn’t be the first of whom it was their last mistake.”

      Hugo paused. Lucien’s easy smile didn’t waver.

      “Splitting your attack was easy. Just imagine what I could do to your body.”

      “This isn’t over,” Hugo promised.

      “I disagree. I’d say it’s very, very over.”

      Hugo thrust a finger at Aspen. “You have no idea who she is. What she’s done—”

      “I know all I need to. I believe you were leaving?” The air around Lucien crackled dangerously. “Now.”

      Hugo cast them all a final, dark look before backing away and escaping down another street. It wasn’t until he’d left that Aspen recalled what she’d thought about Hugo earlier.

      “We have to stop him!” Aspen said. “He’s the one who’s been stealing the magic!”

      Lucien looked to where Hugo had fled. “Hugo? You think he did this?”

      “Yes!”

      Lucien shook his head. “I can see why you’d think that, but Hugo’s nothing but a street thug. He wouldn’t have the ambition to try something like this.”

      “But—”

      “This is bigger than Hugo,” Lucien said, in a tone that told her he wouldn’t take any more argument. “And we’re going to find out just how much.”

      His eyes fell to her shoulder. Aspen glanced down and realized Isak still had his arm wrapped around her. After a moment’s hesitation, he pulled away.

      “Come with me,” Lucien said.
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      Lucien attacked Isak the moment they were home.

      The only warning Aspen got was the bright flash of magic. There was the sound of a gong as two spells collided.

      She uncovered her eyes to find Lucien bearing down on Isak with a solid sword of red magic. Isak had just barely managed to block his attack with a luminescent shield thrown up in front of him.

      “Go!” Lucien said. “I want you gone!”

      “I’m—not—here—to fight you!” With a massive shove, Isak threw off Lucien’s sword. Lucien whipped his hand back, summoning another blazing ball of magic.

      “Stop!” Aspen threw herself between them, hands out to either side. She stared daggers at Lucien. “He’s on our side! Or did you forget he was just fighting Hugo with me?”

      Lucien looked as though he was still going to throw the magic—consequences be damned—before turning and hurling it into the sky where it dispelled with a loud bang. Isak let out a sigh of relief behind her.

      “Ask me why I have a hard time believing that,” Lucien said. “Believing that Xavier’s apprentice would want to help you out?” His eyes narrowed on her, filled with unspoken implication that only she knew. “Xavier, who you were so keen to hate before now.”

      “And I still do,” Aspen said.

      “Xavier—” Isak started, but Aspen cut him off with a sharp look.

      “We’ve discovered something else,” Aspen said.

      “And I’m sure that something was enough to bring you two together?”

      “Look, I’m not saying it makes sense, but he has helped me. And if I can work with the guy who was just trying to kill me because I think it could help, the least you can do is try.”

      “And what’s to say he won’t still try to kill you?” Lucien said.

      Aspen looked at Isak. He’d crossed his arms and glowered at Lucien. His eyes flickered to hers. She couldn’t read anything there.

      “I’m…not sure. But I trust him. For now, let’s just…like you said, we’ve got bigger things to deal with.”

      “Agreed,” Isak said.

      “Butt out,” Lucien said. He looked at Aspen. “You trust him enough for this?”

      Was it bad to say she wasn’t sure? Somewhere over the last two days, her trust in Isak had turned from trusting that he’d try to stab her in the back, into trusting him to have her back in stopping whatever was intent on destroying the city.

      “I’m still alive so far. And we’ll need his help. Believe me.”

      “If you betray us, I will kill you,” Lucien said to Isak. “And believe me when I say you’ll have no chance against me.”

      “Duly noted,” Isak said.

      “Then both of you come with me. I’ve discovered something too.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucien took them to the private courtyard in the back of the house, across the bridge to the small island with the black marble ball perched on the pedestal in the center. The entire way there, Aspen was determined to argue her point about Hugo. For his part, Lucien seemed equally determined not to hear anything about it, cutting her off with a sharp slice of his hand every time she brought it up.

      “Caretaker!” Lucien barked, when Aspen tried for the last time.

      With a slight rustle of air, Caretaker appeared beside them, making Isak jump with a “What the—”

      “Lucien,” Caretaker said. “How can I assist you?”

      “We’re taking a little trip. Please make sure everything’s secured and prepped. And tell Tana—”

      “I’m here!”

      Tana leapt from the top of the nearby roof and landed without a sound in the grass beside them. She brushed her stringy hair away from her eyes and wrinkled her nose at Isak. “I heard your fight. What’s he doing here?”

      “An excellent question,” Lucien said, giving Aspen a look.

      “We’re not talking about this again,” Aspen said, exasperated.

      Caretaker raised his head where he’d had it bowed. He opened his eyes. “The rest of the house is secure. Our place will remain until we return.” Without another word he took a step back and simply melted into the background, like just another part of the house’s décor.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Isak said, eying the black marble ball Lucien had laid a hand on. “Does the Council know you have that?”

      “Are you going to tattle on me?” Lucien said. “And I use it strictly within regulations.”

      “With you, I seriously doubt that.”

      “You two might want to sit down,” Lucien said to Aspen and Tana. “This might make you a little sick. You can stay standing,” he added to Isak.

      Aspen rolled her eyes. Lucien turned his attention to the ball. A soft glow of magic spread from the circumference of his wrist down his fingers where the marble soaked it up. The ball glowed. Lucien began rotating it like a globe, spinning it until the magic conjoined into a single spot on the marble’s face. He pressed his finger firmly at the point.

      The entire house jolted. Aspen barely caught her balance as her entire world slanted to the right. Though nothing immediately around her was moving, she had the sensation that outside the walls the world was flying by at top speed.

      Then it stopped. Aspen’s vision righted itself again. Then came the nausea.

      “I said you should have sat down,” Lucien chided as Aspen bent over, breathing in heavily to try to hold the vomit back. “First time’s rough for everyone.”

      Aspen noticed Isak had gone a little pale. Tana, however, clapped her hands together, not looking the least bit put off.

      “Where this time? Venice? Edinburgh?”

      Lucien brushed past them all. On unsteady feet, Aspen followed the others out to the main courtyard.

      “Prague,” he said, pushing open one of the front gates.

      “Prague…?” Aspen said.

      She stepped outside.

      Instead of steel and glass she found herself staring at history. Stone buttresses and arches, towering steeples and narrow, cobbled streets that would not have been out of place in Ember’s Landing. She had never been outside New York, not in all of her seventeen years. But standing here she could just tell this was like nowhere she’d ever been before, even without knowing why. There was something oddly…European about it, though she couldn’t point out one thing. It was more like there were hundreds of little things, all setting off tiny alarms in her head: Strange, strange, strange.

      It was beautiful, and overwhelming, and incredible and…

      She felt a cool hand on her arm.

      “You stopped breathing there for a second,” Tana said, her eyes briefly flickering to Aspen’s throat. “Did you short-circuit or something?”

      “No. It’s…a lot to take in,” Aspen breathed.

      “The city of a hundred spires,” Lucien said.

      And indeed, there were many. Dozens. Maybe even a hundred, looking like hair standing on static end, prickling the sky. The house they’d stepped out of was facing an enormous central square. The houses on either side were washed in cream and light peach in the mid-afternoon sun. To her left, an astrological clock chimed the hour.

      “Why here?” Isak said on Aspen’s other side.

      “Oh. You’re still here,” Lucien said. “Because, as extensive as my collection of information is, it’s nothing compared to the Clementinum library.”

      “But what about the Bond?” Aspen said, hurriedly looking down at her hand like it was going to strangle her that very second. “If we’ve left the city, doesn’t that mean—”

      “Relax,” Lucien said. “You’re with me.” He jerked his head at Isak. “And as much as I hate to admit it, it’s a good thing he’s here too. As long as you two are close-ish to each other, it’s not like you’re running from the assessment. The Bond won’t do anything to you here.”

      “If we’re in Prague, does that mean I can visit—” Tana started.

      “You can see her another time,” Lucien said. “We’ve got a job to do here, remember?”

      Tana’s face fell, but she nodded to Lucien’s back as he took off into the city.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take too long for Aspen’s senses to get adjusted. While the little voice continued to chatter in her head (Strange, strange, odd, strange, unfamiliar, strange) around every corner, the other part of her that had concluded there was no immediate danger began to peek out from its hidey-hole and gaze curiously around.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing across the river.

      “Prague castle,” Lucien said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Charles Bridge,” Lucien said.

      “And that?”

      “St. Vitus Cathedral,” Isak said.

      She gave him a dubious look. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve traveled some,” he said indignantly. “And watched the Discovery channel once or twice,” he added under his breath.

      “We can get you a walking tour next time we’re not racing against the destruction of New York,” Lucien said.

      He almost seemed to understand the magnitude of what they were up against better than they did. After they’d explained to him what they’d found (both leaving out the part about visiting Carsisiphus, though Lucien had been a bit suspicious as to where they’d gotten the info about the spell to take down the ward), Lucien had informed them that he’d come to the same conclusion.

      “Someone wants to bring in something,” he said. “You don’t go through all the trouble of taking down the wards unless something’s waiting for them to fall.”

      The way he’d said it, with such certainty that supreme badness was on its way, made Aspen’s stomach clench uncomfortably. Not that she particularly cared if a couple of the boroughs went down, she told herself. There were some evil, nasty beings in some of them that would be more than happy to see her dead any day. But, as much as she hated them, they were an undeniable component of the place she called home, even if that place didn’t feel like it sometimes.

      “The Clementinum is just this way,” Lucien said.

      The architecture in this part of the city, like the rest, appeared to have stopped progressing sometime in the fourteenth century. Take out the couple tobacco shops and jewelry stores and Aspen could totally believe she’d stepped back in time into a fairy tale. Even Lucien’s cloak didn’t seem out of place.

      They entered another baroque-looking building and Aspen’s breath caught in her throat. The Clementinum library looked as if they’d walked into a painting. Everything was sharp and clear and beautiful. From the frescoes overhead to the globes set between pillars of winding marble supporting the second floor. Aspen had never been much of a reader, but this almost made her believe there were stories here that would fly off the page. It was a glittering palace of literature; a grand hall of knowledge.

      “Lucien!” A sharply dressed woman with a finely styled bun bulging from the back of her head rose from behind the attendant’s desk. She gave Lucien a couple pecks on the cheek.

      “It’s been too long, můj přítel,” she said in a thick Czech accent. “I am sure you have been busy, busy. Tell me, are you well?”

      “For the time being, Adelade,” Lucien said. They exchanged rapid-fire Czech for a minute, apparently catching up on missed pleasantries. Finally, Lucien switched back to English. “I’m sorry if it feels like I’m using you, but I need a favor.”

      Adelade gave him an indulgent smile. “Always with the favors. But who am I to say no to a face like yours? One day perhaps you will visit purely for the joy of it. What can I help you with?”

      “I need access to the Special Collections.”

      Adelade paused. “Of course. I assume your companions…”

      “Are all magical beings, or associated with the magical communities. I’ll vouch for them.”

      “Of course, of course. Please.” Adelade indicated for them to follow her, then led them to a spiral staircase at the back end of the library. When they ascended the stairs and crossed the second-floor landing toward the other staircase down, Aspen swore she saw the faintest shimmer of magic in the air before them, like they’d crossed a threshold. Before she could ask about it, Adelade led them down an identical-looking staircase at the other end.

      “Anything in particular you’re looking for?” Adelade asked when they reached the bottom. Aspen’s jaw almost dropped. Somehow, they’d ended up in a completely different library. The overhead light was dimmer, produced by flickering candles held in multi-pronged holders. The books lining the double-stacked shelves smelled mustier, their spines leather-bound and cracking. No one else was here.

      “We need information on ancient beings,” Lucien said. “Old gods, Nephilim, High Fae. Particularly those with an interest in destroying cities.”

      “If only your requests were in the realm of the hypothetical,” Adelade said with a sigh. “You’ll want the Magical Histories and Magical Beings, sections three and four, and six and seven. I can also cross-reference any materials that haven’t been bound yet. We’re always getting in new additions.”

      Lucien opened his palm and summoned a small ball of light that hovered above it.  “That’d be great, Adelade. You.” He pointed at Isak with his other hand. “You’re with me.”

      Isak smirked. “How lucky. Aren’t you afraid I might try to club you over the head with a book when you’re not looking?”

      “Just as long as it’s something useful.”

      And, still trading barbs, the two of them vanished into the stacks.

      “Lucien…he’s being serious about these city-destroying beings, isn’t he?” Adelade said.

      “’Fraid so,” Tana said.

      Adelade gave her a smile. “Good to see you again, Tana my dear. You’ve grown so much! And you…” Her gaze landed on Aspen. “Another Mage?”

      “No. I’m nothing. Just—”

      “Lucien’s apprentice,” Tana said.

      Adelade’s eyes grew wide. “Is that so?” she said under her breath. “Then I wish you all the best, můj drahý. Lucien…he’s a special man, but not the easiest to work with.”

      Understatement of the century. “Uh, thanks. I guess.”

      “You two should probably start on Magical Beings,” Adelade said, pointing to a dark row of shelves near the back. “Stacks six and seven.”

      They thanked her again and soon both were swallowed amongst the shelves.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aspen’s eyes hurt. She could swear even her fingers felt bruised from turning so many pages. Her shoulders ached from lifting dozens of heavy books from the top shelves and carrying them to the table, and her brain hurt from reading. Pretty library or not, she’d still take physical activity over a mental workout any day.

      She squinted down at the latest page of cramped text (Adelade had eventually brought over one of the candle holders, like that would help much; like electricity wasn’t allowed down here for some reason).

      Aspen continued skimming through first-hand accounts, scanning through histories of magical beings, some of which would have been great to know years earlier, before she’d picked fights with things she shouldn’t. There were journals, diaries, scientific accounts, nautical records, handwritten scrolls; the stack of useless stuff grew hour by hour. She wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. When Lucien had said this was a way to narrow down whatever it was that wanted to enter New York, she thought that’d involve more scouting. Seeking out seedy characters and getting them to talk through charms or force (preferably force). But not this. Not reading without any sort of guide to help her. She wasn’t sure Lucien even knew what they were looking for. She’d found him earlier and demanded a clue, but he’d simply said she’d know it when she saw it. Isak had given her a pitying shrug.

      Aspen half-heartedly thumbed through another text: North American Beasts. She saw plenty about something called a Wendigo, and the Thunderbirds—giant creatures that could summon lighting with a flap of their wings—in the Midwest, but nothing that seemed likely to be a huge threat to New York. She assumed.

      If whoever was doing this was gathering enough magic to bring down the wards then presumably they’d be letting in something equally as bad. To Aspen, that meant things like high-level demons. Ultra-powerful djinns (she was still raw about Lucien brushing aside Hugo’s probable guilt), even something like the sphinx, which still prowled Egypt and would occasionally crop up as the culprit in a string of missing persons.

      Aspen flipped through half the book before her mind caught up that she wasn’t comprehending any of it. She let it drop to the table with a sigh. Why was she bothering? It wasn’t like, even if they found out what this was, she could do anything about it. That’d be left to the actual Mages. Even if she became one (when, she sternly reminded herself) she’d still have to sit the battle out. Perhaps she should be looking for a way to make Xavier pay in the meantime. Though, as much as she hated to admit it, that idea had grown less and less attractive over the last couple days. It wasn’t because of Isak, she firmly told herself. Because what did she care if she hurt him? Him with his smirks and smiles that were coming easier by the hour. Him, who’d thrown himself in front of her to protect her…

      She shook her head. Too much thinking. Things never used to bother her this much. There was a clear right and a clear wrong. Xavier was evil, and when it came to dealing with him, she’d do whatever she needed to.

      Aspen scraped her chair back and stood. Hopefully Lucien and Isak had found something more than she had by now—or they’d managed to kill each other. She hadn’t heard any explosions…

      And where was Tana?

      The other girl was supposed to be helping Aspen tackle the stacks of text, but she’d wandered off in search of something an hour ago and hadn’t returned.

      Aspen set off in search of her.

      The Special Collections was bigger than she first thought. Aspen had to backtrack more than once as she squeezed through narrow shelves, but the other girl seemed to have vanished. That was odd. Aspen hadn’t known her for very long but she didn’t seem like the type to up and ditch her.

      Just then, Aspen heard the gentle rustle of pages. She looked up to find the nearest top shelf had been completely cleared of books. Tana was curled up in their place, intently reading a book propped open in her lap. A couple more had been piled on the shelf beneath her. Every so often she’d brush her hair out of her face, her lips slightly curled back, teeth showing.

      Trying to make as little noise as possible, Aspen stepped up on one of the lower shelves and peered at the book Tana was reading.

      It was a compendium of some sort. Colorful pictures of the different magical races had been hand-drawn beside dense lines of cramped text. Tana peered closer at one of the pictures and Aspen could make out a woman that looked strikingly like an older version of Tana. The words Vampee had been etched beside it.

      “Find anything good?” Aspen said.

      Tana gave an ‘Eep!’ of surprise and slammed the book shut.

      “A-Aspen! I didn’t hear you!”

      “I can tell.” Aspen rested her chin on the shelf above her and motioned to the book “Find anything?”

      “No…nothing I think would help Lucien.”

      “I mean about the Vampee. About you.”

      Tana nervously licked her lips. Her teeth had receded back into her gums. “Why were you snooping?”

      “Because I’m curious. It’s in my nature. It’s kept me alive.”

      “I’m not a danger to you, Aspen,” Tana said indignantly. As she said it, her eyes flickered to Aspen’s throat, then swiftly back to her eyes. “Promise.”

      “I didn’t say you were. I only want to know for my own benefit.” Aspen’s arm and calves were growing tired from standing on the narrow shelf. She stepped down. Tana kicked her legs over so that she hunched above Aspen like a gargoyle, her yellow eyes bright in the low light.

      “I promise I won’t hurt you, Aspen. I would never mean…” She stopped as though realizing what she’d said. “I would never hurt you,” she repeated.

      Aspen held her gaze for a long moment. “I believe you. It would help, though, to know more about you.”

      “You know what I am.”

      “But it sounds like you don’t.”

      Tana held the book up and looked at it. “I…still have questions.”

      “Who was that woman you were asking Lucien about earlier?”

      Tana weighed her answer, as though divulging a cherished secret. “She’s a Vampee, like me. One of the few who grew to adulthood. She’s lived in Prague for a long time and I sometimes visit her while I’m here. To ask questions, you know?”

      “Why don’t we go see her?”

      Tana started. “Right now? But Lucien…And figuring out what the monster is…”

      “Can both wait. Lucien won’t mind.”

      “He won’t?”

      “I mean he won’t notice. And I’m burned out for today.”

      Still Tana hesitated.

      “Tana.”

      The other girl picked her head up. Aspen waved her down.

      “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      The woman lived in a more residential part of the city, beneath the looming shadow of Prague castle. The pair threaded through the horde of tourists to cross Charles Bridge, bypassing the statues of Catholic saints on either side. Tana seemed to know where to go, and Aspen let her lead them away from the clusters of people and into a quieter area.

      When Tana found the door of the flat they were looking for, she stood for a moment on the outside, just staring. Potted plants were arranged on the windowsill. The Czech flag hung from the eave. A mat reading: Welcome to My Home was laid in front of the door.

      Tana took this all in. Aspen could almost hear her thoughts: Still normal. Which meant the woman was still alive, at least. Tana took another deep breath before approaching the door and knocking.

      A woman answered. She did, in fact, look older. Not as in grown up, but older as if living had actually had an effect on her body. Aspen wondered if Vampees naturally aged, unlike regular Vamps who were immune to the wrath of time.

      The woman’s face lit up when she saw Tana. “Tana. Tana, Tana, Tana. It’s wonderful to see you.”

      Her eyes flickered to Aspen and her entire body stilled. Her nostrils flared, as though she was breathing in Aspen’s scent.

      “Aspen’s a friend,” Tana said. “I hope you don’t mind me bringing her, but I thought if she knew a little more…She knows about us. What we are, I mean. She’s really nice, and she isn’t like, well…you know.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Aspen said. “I’m a Norm, if that makes you feel any better.”

      The woman gave her a sad smile. “Not particularly, no,” she said after a pause. “But I believe Tana has excellent taste in friends.”

      She gave a jerky, accepting nod toward Aspen. “I’m June.” She opened the door and beckoned them inside.

      While June bustled around in the kitchen, Aspen and Tana settled in the living room, on a settee in front of a cheery fire. The room was plain and sparsely decorated, as if June didn’t spend much time in here.  June carried in a tea set and began pouring them each a cup. Whenever Aspen moved, June would pause, sniff, then carry on. When she was finished pouring the tea, she went to the fireplace and readjusted the logs, causing some smoke to create a semi-obscure haze throughout the room. June took a long sniff in and her shoulders relaxed.

      “I can leave if I’m a problem,” Aspen said. “Tana’s told me a little bit about what you…what you guys deal with. I didn’t mean to make this hard for you.”

      “It’s fine,” June said. She handed Aspen a cup and pulled her hands away abruptly, being sure not to touch Aspen’s skin. “I usually mentally prepare myself before being around others. It’s not often I entertain guests in my home.”

      Tana’s face had fallen as June spoke. “So…does that mean it doesn’t get any easier?”

      June took a seat. She stirred her cup, staring into the liquid before taking a long sip and settling it on her lap. “I thought I warned you of that last time. No, it doesn’t.”

      Tana wrung her pale hands in her lap. June sighed and set her cup aside. “Lean forward, Tana.”

      Tana did so and June used a stretchy band on her wrist to tie the girl’s hair back. “Don’t hide that beautiful face.” She tilted Tana’s chin up. “I know my answer was not what you wanted to hear. But it is manageable. I’ve managed. I’ve made a life here.”

      “I don’t understand,” Aspen said. “Tana told me a little, but… Can’t Vampees…can’t they feed? I know they’re not well liked but I’m sure the Council can regulate their feeding just like the Vamps. You wouldn’t be hurting anyone. Not really.”

      “We’re not like the Vamps,” Tana said. “We have the thirst, but blood is like poison to us. It turns us crazy. Insatiable. We wouldn’t be ourselves anymore.”

      That didn’t sound too different from some of the Vamps Aspen knew of, but judging by the somber look Tana wore, it was.

      “There is hope, Tana,” June consoled. “I can tell you more later. But, please, I’d like to know what’s happened since we last met.”

      Tana filled June in on everything that had gone on in New York the past month, Aspen chiming in whenever it came to the part where Lucien ‘offered’ her the position as his apprentice. June merely shook her head.

      “That man…” she’d muttered. It occurred to Aspen that Lucien seemed to get that reaction almost anywhere he went.

      As the talk turned more toward the events of the last day or so, June’s expression darkened.

      “Take down the wards? And you believe whoever’s doing this is trying to let something in?”

      “Maybe,” Aspen said. “But we haven’t found out what that could be yet.”

      June thought this over. “Have you tried Celtic beings? Their curses and the like?”

      Aspen and Tana exchanged a look.

      “I don’t…think so,” Tana said. “Adelade didn’t mention it.”

      “Try them next. Many of the oldest magics we know today originated from there. The Court of the Arcane Arts in Edinburgh might know more, but here isn’t a bad place to check. You might find something.”

      At this, June shifted in her seat to face Aspen. She didn’t say anything for a while, just stared, so long that Aspen began to wonder—with a bit of shame—whether she was plotting out the best way to kill her.

      “You’re like us,” June finally said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “A half-breed. Neither one or the other. I could tell the moment you came in. You’re a Norm, and yet you’re more…”

      “I’m Lucien’s apprentice.” Just saying it sounded somewhat false to Aspen’s ears, a betrayal to who she used to be.

      “But are you really?” June said with a tilt of the head and a smile. “A Norm and a Mage’s apprentice. I wonder, what did he see in you?”

      “Do you have a problem with it?” Aspen said, not managing to keep the biting edge out of her tone.

      “Aspen…that’s not what she meant,” Tana said.

      “I was only insinuating that perhaps you do understand better than most what Tana is,” June clarified. “That if you were to become a Mage you might actually change things for the better, not just for our kind, but for others as well.”

      “I’m…not so sure about that.”

      “Maybe not. But it’s more likely from you than others. You are an outsider, like us, an undesirable. You are a Norm, a Mage’s apprentice, and a Null. But you are wholly none of those things. You belong nowhere and perhaps that, itself, is its own form of belonging.

      “Things are feared because of ignorance. If perceptions are to change, it can begin by one they don’t accept climbing to the highest position, by proving that it is not your birth that determines how far you go. And once one accomplishes it, so begins an avalanche of possibility for others. You would be the shining beacon of proof to others, others like us, to crawl out of the darkness.”

      Aspen and Tana were quiet while June refilled her mug, then propped her elbows up so that the wavy lines of steam from the tea rose past her face.

      “Otherwise, why do you fight for a place that will never accept you?”

      “They will accept her!” Tana protested.

      “They will in word but not in action,” June snapped. “They will tout equality for all races then cast off the outsiders, as they’ve been doing. Look at the boroughs now, not just in New York, but elsewhere. They claim to be equal, they claim to be at peace with one another, but there is no peace. If nothing changes, then this girl’s fate will be no different than ours—”

      “I’m doing it for me,” Aspen said. She found herself standing and couldn’t remember when that’d happened. “That’s why. Just me and my own selfish reasons. Is that good enough for you?”

      June chuckled. “Better than most. At least you’re not spouting ideals, only to drop them the moment you gain power.”

      “What if I can help?” Aspen demanded. “What if I can make a difference?”

      “I hope for your sake you can,” June said. “I really, really do.”
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      It was the second day of searching.

      Aspen’s mind was as resistant to starting as it was exhausted. She and Tana had stayed late at June’s house, despite the woman’s somewhat blunt speech. She hadn’t brought up anything more about Aspen being a Norm or a Mage’s apprentice, and Aspen hadn’t asked her more about it. She knew what she was, thanks, and June’s words about ‘making a difference’ and ‘bringing hope’ frankly scared her. She had never considered helping anyone outside of her bubble of Brune and herself. At least not intentionally. But she could very clearly see June’s reason to think she was doing just that now.

      That was terrifying.

      Not even counting what would happen if others believed in her and she failed to gain the position, it meant that she had to look beyond challenging Xavier. She had to plan for the inevitable after. It had been too much for her to take in just then. Instead, she’d left the rest of the night’s conversation to June and Tana, their words passing in and out of Aspen’s mind like the constant buzz of insects.

      If Lucien noticed Aspen was reluctant to begin going through texts again, he didn’t show it. Either that or he was wrapped up in thoughts of his own. He seemed distracted this morning, reminding her of a mad scholar in a fairy tale. His mussed, crazy hair, so unlike his normal impeccable style, his distracted eyes that roved every which way when they weren’t fixated on something far beyond anything immediately in front of him. It was as though he’d put a bookmark in life and was taking it out, ready to begin again.

      “You two find anything?” he asked offhandedly as Adelade took them again up one spiral staircase, and then down the next into the Special Collections.

      “Nothing,” Aspen said. She recalled what June had told them last night. “But you might try—”

      Tana let out a loud not-so-subtle cough. Lucien didn’t notice. Isak gave Aspen a funny look.

      “Try…?” he pressed.

      “Looking harder,” Aspen said. “I bet we’ll find it before you.”

      They reached their section of the dimly lit Special Collections. Aspen’s heart sank at the sight of so many ancient texts still needing to be checked.

      “If that’s what it takes for us to solve this,” Lucien said, already wandering away. “Isak, with me. Again.”

      “Mind filling me in on what that was about?” Isak said.

      Aspen gave him a sweet smile. “Girl talk. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Isak!”

      Isak gave them a final suspicious look before sliding his broad frame through the stacks. Adelade cleared her throat.

      “Methinks you have a special section in mind?”

      “Where are the Celtic books?”

      Adelade brought them to a decidedly smaller, more manageable section, a small cubby hole of sorts branched off from the main line of shelves. They thanked her before starting to pull titles from the shelves.

      “Thanks,” Tana said in a quiet voice, stacking books beside her. “If we told him about a new section, he’d wonder how we’d found out. Who we’d found out from. Lucien doesn’t care what I am. He doesn’t even have that big a problem with me visiting June, but he doesn’t think she’s a good influence. He thinks if I don’t dwell on my little Vampee problem then I can pretend as if everything’s normal. That I’m normal.”

      “Like that’s ever worked.”

      Tana shrugged. “He’s like a father, but he can be a bit naïve on some things. Still, he has a good heart.”

      Aspen glanced at her. Like a father. As if putting her faith in the man as much as someone would their father was as simple as that.

      “That’s…I suppose that’s good.” Aspen said, realizing that Lucien, in his own way, had shown he’d cared for her in a similar manner. He’d done as Brune would have, given the situation. He’d been annoying, infuriating, and, on occasion, a bully. But never with any malice. Only a desire to see her safe.

      And he’d saved her, more than once. Saved her when others would have thrown her aside, put her up for lost. It was…Aspen wasn’t sure what it was, but it made her feel uncomfortable in the sort of way she was sure was causing some kind of internal growth inside her or some crap like that. “I’m glad he cares,” she added lamely.

      “Yep, he does,” Tana said. “Too much sometimes, if you ask me.”

      Tana began setting the books on the table. She retied the hair band June had given her before picking up the first text off the top of the stack. “Well…see you when I see you.”
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        * * *

      

      If anything, the Celtic text was even worse.

      Older and denser, the pages were often smudged or in desperate need of repair. Some were written completely in Gaelic, others in Norse, and most tackled legends of mythology, with long, obtrusive words that rolled off her tongue as well as a square rock. While many of the things Norms thought of as myth were actually true, these were not. Tales of gods and formulation of the world and alternate realms. Aspen had trouble believing that any of it had ever existed.

      It was mid-afternoon when Aspen plopped her head into the book she’d been trying to muddle through. She was hungry. Her head spun with Gaelic and runes and ancient words, and none of it, absolutely none of it, made any sense.

      “You too?” Tana said.

      Tana had once again made a space in the top shelf and curled up in it. She raised her head sleepily. “I got stuck on leprechauns.”

      “Yes,” Aspen mumbled into the pages, “when the downfall of our society comes, it will be from little green men with hoarding issues.”

      Tana stretched like a cat, yawning, showing off those wicked incisors. She swung her legs around and dropped to the floor, knocking a book off the shelf as she did so. She picked the book up and started to return it to its place.

      “Wait.”

      Tana paused. Aspen stared at the cover. A symbol was etched on the leather front: claws curling around a single blood red dot. Something about it was achingly familiar. “Let me see that.”

      This book wasn’t as old as many of the others, but still the pages cracked darkly as Aspen opened them, Tana hovering over her shoulder.

      “Beings of Alternate Planes,” Tana read on the title page.

      “Alternate planes? Haven’t read much about that.”

      “That’s ‘cause there aren’t a lot of magical beings who worry about it. Planes are usually the realm of the summoners, Fae, and high-level demons and angels. And all of them know better than to screw with whatever beings are on the other side.”

      But did they? Because Aspen knew, she knew, she’d seen the symbol somewhere before. But where stubbornly eluded her.

      It was a thick text, almost as dense as the others, but thankfully written in old English. Aspen scanned the pages. A name stood out on the very first one:

      “Maladias,” Aspen said.

      “The Lord of Shadows,” Tana said. She snorted. “Can you get any more cliché? What is he, a Dungeons and Dragons villain?”

      “He’s a dark deity,” Aspen read. “Skilled in the dark magic, he constantly seeks a way to enter our plane, determined to consume other magic users to increase his own power. Is this for real? I’ve never heard of anything—”

      “That’s him.”

      Aspen and Tana jumped. Neither had heard Lucien and Isak approach.

      Lucien leaned over and plucked the book from Aspen’s hands. “Celtic magic,” he muttered as he flipped through the pages. His expression darkened the more he read. “I should have guessed. Where did you find this?”

      Aspen pointed to the shelf. Lucien walked over, leaving Isak beside them, a semi-worried expression on his face.

      “You know anything about this Maladias guy?” Aspen said as Lucien began pulling other books off the shelf and checking them.

      Isak shrugged. “Somewhat. I’ve heard a little, but he’s not anyone Xavier’s taught me about. I guess he thought I wouldn’t ever have to worry about it. I know Maladias is considered one of the greatest enemies of free magic.”

      Without a word, Lucien straightened from the shelf and walked off. Aspen exchanged confused glances with Tana and Isak.

      “Maybe he’s going to check something else out?” Tana said.

      “Or that Maladias guy has got him worried,” Isak said.

      “I’ll be right back,” Aspen said, taking off after Lucien.

      She found him in a small, enclosed, glass study room. He’d placed the book in front of him on the desk and had his head bent before it, eyes closed, deep in thought.

      Aspen stepped inside and closed the door behind her. “You know, you can’t mysteriously slink off after we discover an ancient magic bad guy and not expect us to have some questions.”

      Lucien grunted. He slowly drew his head up. “Sorry.”

      “No you’re not, you’re distracted.” Aspen took a seat at the end of the table. She leaned over and tapped the top of the book. “What’s up? Maladias sounds like a bad dude, but you’ve handled bad dudes before, right? And it’s not like he’s here yet. We can still stop Hugo before he takes down the wards and brings him—”

      “Enough about Hugo, Aspen,” Lucien said. “This is out of Hugo’s league.”

      Aspen bit her tongue. After all the reading she’d done and knowing now that it might potentially be Maladias coming through, she was apt to agree with him. Hugo wasn’t this ambitious. But he was a possibility. A place to start.

      Or he was a dead end, and the only reason she wanted to go after him was maybe, just maybe, her own petty revenge.

      She’d…wait until she was dead certain she was wrong before sharing that with Lucien.

      Aspen tapped the book again. “Tell me about Maladias.”

      Lucien rubbed his temples. “You’re annoying, you know that?”

      “Not the worst name anyone’s called me. Spill.”

      Lucien’s dower expression split into a reluctant smile. “You got me. Not too much to tell, because, believe it or not, I don’t know much. He’s an Ancient, a false deity, a planes walker, whatever you want to call him. Some in the Courts even consider him a High Fae. It doesn’t matter, he’s bad news. That’s why I’m sure he’s whatever is after New York.”

      “But the Mages would have noticed if something like that was coming back,” Aspen protested. “Wouldn’t they?”

      Lucien was quiet for a moment. “Maybe not. Beings like Maladias don’t ‘come back.’ He’s always been there, just on the other side of one plane or another, waiting for the opportunity to cross over into our plane. Chances are, Maladias is gathering enough power to strike New York and take out the seat of magic there. And he could. If those wards go down, he’ll have enough strength to make it over and manifest a body on this side. Even the Mages would have trouble sending him back then.”

      “That sounds like the voice of experience.”

      Lucien looked over at her. He crossed one leg over the next, leaning back in his chair. A classic tell of an uncomfortable subject if Aspen had ever seen it. “I’ve dealt with Maladias before.”

      “Wait, you’ve fought—”

      “No, there was no fighting. The magical New York, heck, the Norm New York as we know it today, probably wouldn’t be the same if we’d had to fend him off once before. He sent an envoy. This was a little after I’d first started as a Mage. The magical boroughs were there, but we were restructuring them, putting newer rules in place, tightening old ones.”

      Aspen snorted. “Sorry,” she said when Lucien gave her a grouchy look. “I just can’t imagine the Mages…you know, putting rules in.”

      Even Lucien chuckled at that. “This was before things got really bad with them. During the restructuring, a couple of the Mages thought it’d be a good idea to let some of the supernatural races petition to be allowed into the borough.”

      “And let me guess who showed up.”

      Lucien snapped his fingers at her. “Exactly. An envoy from Maladias. As well as some from a few Nephilim, one of the Four Fiends, a High Fae. All big guys. But not all of them that applied were bad, though. The Council assigned me with Xavier to vet the applicants.”

      Aspen reeled back. “You and Xavier?”

      “I wasn’t exactly a fan of it either.” Lucien chuckled again. “You might not have noticed, but there’s no love lost between him and me. But we were the newest Mages. We denied most who applied, but Maladias tried to make us a deal. Said that if we let him through, he’d grant us ultimate power. Enough to reform the world in whatever image we desired.”

      “If there was any world left after he was done.”

      “Smart kid. Needless to say, we told him to shove off. He wasn’t a fan of that. My guess is he’s been stewing ever since, just biding his time to come over. But now it seems like he’s managed to convince someone on this side to help him out.” Lucien sighed. “But while we speculate, I have a good idea what’s coming next.”

      He turned the book around and tapped a page.

      “The Kings of Maladias,” Aspen said, reading the jaggedly abrupt writing at the bottom. She tilted her head. Just looking at the scratchy, almost-byzantine drawings of humanoid, horned denizens and wide, fanged mouths was enough to make her anxious. “They’re ugly suckers, aren’t they?”

      “They’re his foot soldiers,” Lucien said. “Pretty sure they, at least, are High Fae, slaves to Maladias. There’re three or four of them, last I checked.”

      “Wait…like the four—”

      “Horsemen? The comparison is apt, but no. If those were coming back we’d really be screwed.”

      Aspen tried to tell if Lucien was joking. He looked serious.

      “The Kings are just supremely powerful beings, not acts of God, thankfully. Two the Council know of are the King of Silence and the King of Decay. I think there’s one more, the King of Desolation.”

      “Not one for creative license, are they?” Aspen said. “They go straight for the literal.”

      Lucien didn’t crack a smile. “My guess is, if that barrier goes down the Kings are the first ones through. They’ll come ‘prepare the way.’ Make sure there’s no resistance for when Maladias arrives.”

      “But how are we supposed to stop that?” Aspen said, a note of panic in her voice.

      “We stop the wards from going down. But Aspen, I know I’ve said it before, but I promise you, whatever happens, I’ll make sure you get out all right.”

      Aspen met his eyes. They were filled with sincerity.

      He’s like a father, but he can be a bit naïve on some things. Still, he has a good heart.

      “Aspen?”

      “I believe you,” Aspen said. She gently punched him on the shoulder. “But let’s try to make sure it doesn’t come to that, okay? I’d hate to owe you anything else.”

      Lucien smiled. “Sounds fair to me.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been hours, and Lucien still hadn’t come out of the study room, still poring over a few more texts he’d had Adelade collect. It was odd, Aspen thought, how he didn’t immediately go running back to the Council with the information. He’d seemed so certain it was Maladias, so then why not?

      But there was nothing she could do but wait until he was done. So Aspen had napped. Then she’d crumpled up bits of old parchment and tried to entertain herself by shooting baskets into the waste bin until Adelade had returned and furiously confiscated everything. Then Aspen had done nothing at all, leaning back in her chair and looking up at the dark ceiling.

      They should have been going back by now. Should have been alerting the Council right away about this grave threat and finally, finally going to get Hugo. She swore, the minute they were home she’d go over to Hugo’s place and apprehend him herself if she had to. Yet Lucien hadn’t seemed to be in that big a rush anymore. Almost like he hadn’t wanted the Council to know. Almost like he suspected…

      “You want to go with me?”

      Aspen dragged her head up to find Tana standing there. “Sorry?”

      “I’m going back to June’s. Did you want to join me?”

      And be tortured for hours about what a nobody outcast half-breed with a responsibility to undesirables everywhere she was? No thanks. Tana might be getting some reassurance from June, but if Aspen wanted to suffer like that again then there was actual torture instead.

      “I’ll pass, thanks.”

      Tana nodded, almost relieved. “I’ll see you tonight, then.”

      Then she was gone, almost without a sound. Aspen continued looking at the space where she’d stood, then beyond it to the stacks where Lucien was, presumably, still rustling away between pages. She should go try to help him. This affected all of them, Norm or not. It didn’t even matter if she was ‘fighting for those who didn’t like her’ or however June the Buzzkill had not-so-elegantly worded it. Magical or Norm, Maladias wasn’t healthy for any of them.

      But Lucien had made it clear he didn’t want her help. Not in his words, but the way he practically shut off her assistance at every turn. He might have been looking out for her, but that was as long as she stayed put and did exactly what he said. She knew he was doing it because…because…

      Still, he has a good heart.

      He needed her.

      But not really.

      She was his apprentice.

      But only when it was convenient.

      Her help was invaluable.

      But he could do it without her.

      And again, why did she care? Lucien meant…Lucien meant…

      Aspen rocked to standing. She listened once more for any sign of movement, but there was nothing.

      She needed a walk. To escape these dusty confines of words and thoughts.

      She left the Special Collections and passed through the Baroque hall until she was outside, the raw air blowing away the dust clouding her mind. It was night. The entire city was lit like a glittering jewel, just waiting for her to explore.

      “Behold, an escapee.”

      Isak pushed off the outside library wall. He was smirking at her, his dark hair and eyes almost seductive in the low light.

      Even as her stomach gave an odd trill, Aspen said, “Great, and there’s the other one. Aren’t you supposed to be helping Lucien?”

      “I should be asking you that. You’re his apprentice.”

      “I’m surprised he let you out of his sight for this long.”

      “You’re assuming he knows I’m gone.” His eyes fell to her hands, tucked deep within the pockets of her coat. “I see you haven’t pulled your knife yet. I’d say that’s already an improvement to the last few times you greeted me.”

      “Those times were justified.”

      “Without a doubt.” Isak jerked his head towards the old town square. “Care if I join you?”

      Aspen took off without a word, and a moment later Isak caught up, matching her stride for stride.

      Prague was even more beautiful at night. The historical buildings were washed with lights from below, casting the building’s faces in stark effervescence. The streets were packed despite the late hour. Aspen kept her eyes open for the telltale shimmer of supernatural beings, but if there were any, they hid themselves well.

      After a half hour of wandering down the network of side streets along the river, they crossed Charles bridge.

      “I never thought a being like Maladias would try for New York,” Isak said, breaking the silence. “I never thought New York would ever be vulnerable.”

      “It’s not. Not yet.”

      “Lucky you found out about him when you did. Now we have a chance.”

      We?

      Aspen paused in the center of the bridge, letting the passersby brush past her. Isak walked a little farther before turning to look at her.

      “Problem?”

      Aspen opened her mouth, but the words crashing around in her mind wouldn’t come. They were lodged in her throat behind a dam of confusion. Confusion about…she tried to pinpoint it, to be as ruthless in her assessment of herself as she was during a job.

      Isak. That’s what was bothering her. Not him, but…how she felt about him. It wasn’t something she had ever felt before. It wasn’t something she particularly liked, these rampant emotions. Especially about him.

      “Maladias is coming…” Aspen said slowly, giving herself time to put her thoughts into words. “But what about…”

      Isak stepped closer. In the lamplight she could see every crease in his furrowed brow.

      “About…?”

      Aspen pulled out her wrist, the one she’d used to Bond with him. It had stopped physically hurting, but every time she looked at it she swore she could feel it pulse in time with her heart. “We’re still Bonded. We’ll still have to kill each other.”

      Isak gave a crooked smile, as if relieved that was the only thing bothering her. “We won’t if the assessment is disbanded. Aspen, if Maladias is actually coming back, screw the contest. They’ll need every Mage and Mage’s apprentice to help. They won’t risk losing us in some dumb competition.”

      “But I’m not a Mage’s apprentice!” Aspen protested, loud enough that those passing by glanced over. A few quickly hurried away, and she could almost hear them think, Couple’s fight. Not that she minded that…

      There. Thoughts like that. The exact thing that was driving her insane.

      “I’m not an apprentice—I don’t know what I am to him—and we’re not friends, we’re enemies. So we should act like it instead of…instead of…”

      “Instead of what?” Isak demanded.

      “Whatever this is.”

      “This? This is two people just being normal people, Aspen. Not backstabbing or plotting or figuring out ways to one-up each other when the other isn’t looking. I don’t know what you expect. You may be a Norm, but you’re far from normal. And we were never enemies, at least not by choice.”

      His voice was rising now, matching Aspen’s simultaneous rise of elation and confusion at herself over what he was saying.

      “I can already tell this is what you do,” Isak said. “You shove people away. We’re not that different. We’ve been dealt pretty much the same hand, but the way you handle the bad things in life is your choice. Either you can live your life assuming that nobody means anything to you so they can’t get close enough to hurt you, or you can keep trying. Keep trying to connect to those you care about. Yeah, it’ll suck sometimes, but at least it’s something.”

      Aspen spun away in disgust, putting her arms on the side of the bridge and looking at the churning dark water below. Isak hadn’t stepped any closer, but she could feel him, his anger, his sadness emanating off him.

      He finally let out a sigh and settled in beside her. Their shoulders brushed but Aspen didn’t move away.

      “I shouldn’t have yelled. But it’s just…don’t give the people that suck in your life that power, Aspen. Don’t give them the power to drive you away from everyone else. Don’t let the bad people ruin the good ones.”

      They lapsed into silence. Aspen mulled over what he’d said, suddenly realizing how exhausted she was. Tired of second-guessing everyone’s intentions and thinking they had the worst out for her. Maybe they did, but Isak was right: she couldn’t act like that was everyone.

      “I didn’t say it was easy,” Isak said. He grimaced. “I know it wasn’t for me, but it’s worth doing. I promise.”

      “Okay. Fine. I’ll try. You happy now?”

      She could also feel him smirk. That stupid, frustrating, charming smirk. “I think with you that’s the best I’m going to get right now—”

      Music started up behind them. A group of musicians had gotten the nearby crowd moving. A few couples were dancing together, clasping hands in a sort of improvised street waltz.

      Aspen and Isak leaned against the bridge to watch. Isak began clapping his hands. He cocked an eyebrow at Aspen when she gave him a look.

      “What can I say, I’ve got rhythm in my blood.”

      “You’re two beats behind, soul man. Here—no, give me your…stop clapping! It’s like this.”

      When he’d stopped laughing, she wrapped her hands around his and moved them for him, timing it so he was on beat. More people had stopped to watch the musicians. Even more had joined in the dancing. Aspen continued keeping Isak on rhythm until inexplicably, he was taking her hands and pulling her toward the dancers.

      “What are you—Isak, no…nonono.”

      “Aspen, come on.” He looked back at her. “One dance. Will you let me lead?”

      “Do you even know what you’re doing?” She protested.

      “How hard can it be? I use magic, dancing probably isn’t much harder.”

      “Probably?”

      “Just one dance, Aspen.”

      One dance. And then…and then…and then what, she didn’t know. She had never taken a step beyond, never let anything like this go on long enough to see what was on the other side. It was as if she were still that scared little girl, trapped in that time before her life had ever had the chance to start.

      “One dance,” she said.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll lead.”

      She didn’t let him. Not at first. Their feet kept getting tangled and kicking one another (maybe a few times on purpose). But gradually, oh-so-gradually, Aspen stopped fighting. She let him lead her. She tried not to worry about where they were going until it was just the seamless singularity of their two bodies moving together, as skillful as fighting, as sensuous as long-time lovers.

      They joined the small throng that had continued to move to the music. But even they faded away after a bit, leaving just the two of them in their own space.

      At some point the music stopped. Aspen was breathing hard. Isak was too, his chest pressing up again hers, his body fiery with heat. The rest of the crowd clapped and broke apart but they stayed where they were. Isak’s eyes searched hers, as secluded in this moment with her as she was with him.

      Involuntarily, Aspen found herself leaning in. She found her eyes somehow locking the clean lines of his face; they moved down to his jaw fuzzed with the barest bit of scruff, then up to his hair mussed by sleep and the chaotic travel of the last few days.

      Then to his lips.

      It was as if his desire for her to trust more had busted open the dam inside, at least enough for this; as if the untrusting part of herself had simply given up and allowed her this one small taste…

      Closer…Closer…

      A laughing child bumped into Isak’s legs and he jolted. A mother yelled an apology and was off after him before either of them could turn around.

      Isak cleared his throat. He turned back to face her. His shoulders were a bit hunched. His cheeks were flushed.

      “Why don’t we…take a walk?”
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        * * *

      

      They walked for a couple hours, going nowhere in particular. Each street brought a new sight and delight. Shops with hookahs and music and smoky, restaurant-filled courtyards. Streets that squeezed and loosened like a boa constrictor. They brushed past a dozen different conversations in a dozen different languages. They passed a chocolate shop and the smell forced them to buy some, and they sat outside sharing a bag and just people watched. They didn’t talk much. They didn’t need to.

      Eventually, the astrological clock back in the old town rang midnight and they trickled back, lagging a bit with the remaining night’s revelers.

      “You know,” Isak said when they were back in Lucien’s house, “believe it or not, I think I prefer this to fighting.”

      Aspen laughed. “I still can’t decide. You were almost good company.”

      “We barely talked.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Ouch.” But he was grinning.

      They said goodnight. Isak lingered a second longer before they both turned away.

      Aspen went towards her room. She paused as she started on the staircase. Lucien was sitting on the steps, the book from earlier clutched in his hand. He stood and brushed his robes back.

      “Tana got back hours ago. Where were you?”

      “What are you, my dad?”

      “Aspen.”

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t know exactly where I was. And don’t try to give me the ‘you don’t know who he really is’ speech, because I do know.”

      Lucien looked over her shoulder, back to the courtyard where Isak had stood just minutes before.

      “That’s not what I was going to tell you. You know who he’s associated with, what that man supposedly did to you. Xavier’s the enemy too.”

      Aspen threw her hands up. “I have an excuse to hate Xavier, but what’s yours? What is with you Mages? You worked with him once, to fend off Maladias no less! You’re supposed to be these powerful protectors, yet you hate each other more than you hate anyone else!”

      “That’s called government. And I don’t mean just him. There’s a reason I didn’t immediately go to the Council with this information.”

      That stopped her. She had wondered. “Because…you think one of the Mages is involved in the wards going down.”

      “I know one of them is involved. And you would too if you got off your fixation with Hugo. Powerful creatures, magic-rich places…there are few beings who could drain either. We can’t have been the only ones to figure this out, and the Council, for all their faults, aren’t dumb. That means someone’s deliberately keeping information from them. And the more we keep those suspicions close to the chest, the less chance whoever it is has the chance to do anything. We can’t tell the Mages. But Isak—”

      “Is on our side, believe it or not.”

      Lucien’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did you start caring which side Isak was on?”

      “The same time you started caring about my well-being and stopped seeing me as your means to an end!”

      “You were never just that! You had a skill, and I already told you I never meant for you to get this involved.”

      “Too late!”

      “I promise I will get you out of the contest.”

      “And what about Xavier? Who’s going to do something about him?”

      “Xavier will be held accountable for his actions against y—”

      “No!” Aspen took a step up the stairs. “That’s not good enough! Xavier is going to pay. I swear he will.”

      Lucien held her firm gaze. “I wonder what dear Isak would say to that? Have you told him yet? Does he know what you plan to do to his beloved master?”

      “Don’t! Don’t you dare try to use him against me now—”

      “Why not? Like you said, it’s not like I care about you.”

      Aspen had balled her fist. She was seriously considering—Mage or not—about sinking one into Lucien’s gut when his magic pushed her against the side of the stairwell as he swept past.

      “Enough of this. We’re heading back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What She Found

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The moment Lucien had settled the house back in New York, Aspen went for Hugo.

      Screw if she wasn’t right. Screw if this was just a petty vendetta on her part and she was heading to a dead end. They needed to do something, and she was going to start.

      She at least waited until Lucien had given Caretaker orders to keep an eye on Isak before storming off to his study and slamming the door.

      Aspen gave Isak a curt goodbye—no point in bringing him into this if it would just make Lucien angrier at him—then headed toward the other side of the house where there was hopefully a slightly less conspicuous way of getting out.

      Aspen stared up at the wall on the other side of the house. There was not one, but two more courtyards back here. It was as if the house kept growing every time she looked away.

      But it still looked like Lucien had beat her to the defenses. Isak’s previous break-in and random people popping in unannounced must have affected his perception of safety because the tops of the wall were shimmering. Aspen couldn’t tell if the magic was keeping people out, or her in. Probably both.

      She kicked a rock. He’d probably charmed the entire wall, leaving nothing to chance.

      “I know a way around.”

      Tana had followed her.

      “Tana! I was just…”

      “I know.” Tana smiled shyly. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell Lucien. You think it’s that djinn, don’t you? Lucien mentioned it a couple times. He doesn’t think so, but…I trust him, but you know the streets a little better. Maybe you’re right.”

      “I just want to make sure.”

      Tana motioned her over. “I know a way. But we’ll have to be quick. Lucien won’t be in his study long.”

      She led Aspen through the maze of fusuma-paneled rooms toward a collection of open spaces in the back of the house. Here, she pulled aside a panel and entered a darkened room. This was the first one Aspen had seen that wasn’t complete. The floor hadn’t been installed yet, and there was a gigantic hole in the ground near the back, rocks stacked beside it.

      “Caretaker’s almost done with this, but I’ve been using it whenever I need to get out for a bit. Caretaker doesn’t mind…too much.”

      Aspen peered into the hole. It was pitch black. It was impossible to tell how far down it went. “Where’s it go?”

      “To the other side. It won’t take long. If you still want to go, that is.”

      Tana tapped her fingers together. Aspen thought it over. Tana was right, Lucien wouldn’t stay in his study forever, and as much as she wanted to pretend she didn’t care about upsetting him, she didn’t want him finding out she’d snuck out. Isak, too, would be wondering where she’d gone. He’d be heading back to Xavier soon, most likely, and she wanted to say…well, something before that happened.

      “Let’s do it,” Aspen said.
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        * * *

      

      Despite being one of the shorter people she knew, Aspen still had to stay hunched over to avoid bashing her head against the low tunnel of damp rock. Tana scurried ahead, light on her feet, pointing out overhangs for Aspen to duck under. Being part Vamp, Aspen assumed she had some ability to see in low light.

      “Where are we?” Aspen said after a couple minutes.

      “Part of the caverns,” Tana said. She tugged on Aspen’s sleeve to keep her from running face first into a wall. “There are caverns that run for miles beneath NYC. This is just a small part.”

      “I haven’t heard a lot about them,” Aspen said.

      “Not a lot of people have. The Jade Palace has access to the main part of the caverns, but they don’t let just anybody in. The old dragon-kin families have access too, but you’d have a better chance at digging into the main caverns from here than asking them for permission.”

      Another few minutes and Tana was leading them up again. The air turned from cool to warmer and then they were pushing aside a slate of wood and coming up inside a dilapidated building.

      “We should still be in Ember’s Landing,” Tana said, carefully replacing the wood over the hole they’d crawled up from.

      Aspen peeked outside the building, taking stock of their surroundings. “We are. I know this street. Hugo’s is close by. Tana, you should—”

      “I’m sticking with you,” Tana said. “You don’t know how this guy’s going to react when you see him.”

      Aspen pulled out her knife, tucking it flush with the sleeve of her jacket. She took a deep, steadying breath. “I have a pretty good idea. Just…stay behind me.”

      They broke from cover, keeping as much out of sight as they could as they wended through back streets and alleyways. They bypassed the market before coming out at Hugo’s courtyard, tucked away from the main street.

      Aspen slowed when she saw Hugo’s house. A feeling of dread curled inside her. Her primal senses were on alert, even as she scanned the quiet storefront and couldn’t see anything amiss. There was a stillness to the place; a wrongness that had nothing to do with her anxiety at potentially running into Hugo again.

      “Tana, stay here.”

      “Aspen, I won—”

      “Stay. Here.”

      Tana crossed her arms in a pout, but stayed in the shadows while Aspen stole across the courtyard and pressed her back beneath one of Hugo’s windows. Nothing so far. No shouts of alarm or pounding footsteps. The place was eerily silent.

      Aspen slunk around the side of the house and jimmied one of the back doors open. With one more deep breath, she slipped inside, knife ready. This was as far as her plan had gone in her head. She had assumed she would go apprehend Hugo, but she hadn’t thought about what exactly that meant. Now that she was here, armed only with her knife, inside his house, full of thieves, armed miscreants, and one powerful, one very pissed djinn, this was starting to look like a very, very bad idea.

      She moved forward anyway.

      The first few rooms were empty. Most were full of hammocks or bunks, caked with the smell of BO and strewn with trash. The kitchen was piled with dirty dishes, the refrigerator door ajar. An even more unpleasant odor wafted from inside; food gone bad after a few days. Aspen curled her nose. Didn’t Hugo keep any order inside his own house?

      The rest of the rooms in the back were uninhabited. It looked like someone lived here, but where were all the kids she’d seen the first time she’d come by?

      Aspen jumped as a crash came from the front room. She crept until she could peer around the corner.

      “Tana!”

      Tana stood in front of a bathroom, gaping at something inside, her mouth moving silently. Aspen rushed forward, grasping her arm and trying to pull her back outside. “I thought I told you to wait! Something’s not right here—”

      “Aspen,” Tana pointed, “who’s he?”

      Aspen turned.

      In the darkened room Tana stood in front of, huddled beneath the sink, was Snitch. Snot ran freely down his face. Froth foamed at the corner of his mouth as he babbled incessantly, eyes flickering toward every shadow.

      Aspen forgot about Tana. She crouched beside Snitch, just out of reach in case he decided to suddenly turn aggressive. She’d never liked the guy, but seeing him like this made her feel sorry for him, at least.

      “Snitch? What happened here?” she whispered in her most consoling voice.

      Snitch didn’t look at her. He continued sucking in heaving breaths. His feet slipped on the slick tile as they tried pushing him further back into the safety of the shadows.

      “Snitch,” Aspen tried, more forcefully this time. “I need to know what happened.  Please. Where’s Hugo? Did he do this? Where can I find him?”

      “They’re dead,” Snitch said in a strangely calm voice. His twitching momentarily ceased. “They’re all dead. Every one of them. He killed them.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He killed them. All of them.”

      Snitch raised a shaking finger and pointed. Double checking that this wasn’t any sort of distraction, Aspen turned to follow it. The stairs.

      Ah… “Is Hugo—”

      “No more!” Snitch sniveled. “No more, please! I just want to stop seeing them!”

      Aspen reluctantly stood. There was nothing more she could do for him. Maybe once they figured out what had happened here they could find a way to get some help. But until then…

      Nodding to Tana, she approached the stairs and headed up, keeping her feet light so they wouldn’t creak, knife held out in front, leaving Snitch’s blubbering behind. It was clear Hugo had snapped. Maybe she’d been right about him, and all the magic he’d collected had made him go on a rampage against his own thieves. That would explain the emptiness. Perhaps they’d all fled, leaving poor Snitch behind—

      Aspen nearly tripped on the first body at the top of the stairs. Tana stifled a gasp. Aspen slapped a hand over her mouth as the smell hit her and her stomach roiled. It was the same as she’d smelled in the Heads’ room before: decay and discharged magic.

      “Aspen, he’s—”

      “I know,” Aspen said, trying not to look down at the body. “I know.”

      She also knew she should leave. The horrified, terrified expression on the dead boy’s face told her that it was unlikely there was anything more pleasant in the rooms ahead of her. But there had to be something, some clue as to what Hugo had done. And, more importantly, where he’d gone.

      They moved down the hallways, checking each room as they went. None of it was pretty. It seemed Snitch had been lucky after all. At least he was alive. The rest weren’t so lucky. They were strewn all over the other rooms, most, mercifully, killed by some spell so that there wasn’t any blood. Only hollow, vacant eyes and the too-pale flesh of death.

      The smell was getting worse the farther they moved. It began turning waxy and charred.

      “Did Hugo…did he…why would he do this?” Tana whispered.

      Aspen faced the last door at the end of the hall. She found herself being inexplicably drawn toward it with mounting dread, her thudding, methodic footsteps matching the ever-quickening beat of her heart. She held her knife out and slowly pushed the door open with the tip of the blade. “I’m not sure, but—”

      Aspen stepped into the nearly pitch-black room and bumped her shin against something near the floor, pitching her forward. Her hand reached out to catch herself but landed on something leathery. Something that peeled beneath her fingers. Aspen looked up and stifled a scream.

      Hugo’s dead eyes stared back. Whoever had murdered him had managed to catch him in his physical form. He lay prostrate in his bed, almost as if he were asleep, if not for his head tipped back and neck arched in a silent howl of anguish. His skin…that was the waxy smell. His skin had shriveled to flaps of flesh hanging off his skeleton. All the magic around him was gone.

      “Oh no,” Tana was muttering. “Not good…this is so not good…”

      Aspen shoved herself away and hit the floor. She scrambled back on all fours, trying to put as much distance as possible between her and the body.

      Her back hit someone’s legs. Tana let out a squeak of surprise.

      “At last,” a sweet voice whispered. “It’s time for you to meet us, Aspen Rivest.”

      And then Aspen knew no more.
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      “Look! Lookit!”

      “Is it her? Is it the Norm?”

      “She’s awfully ugly, isn’t she?”

      “So plain.”

      “But her hair!”

      “Yes! Her hair! So shiny!”

      “Is she dead?”

      “Can we have her hair when she dies?”

      “I want her arm!”

      “I want her toes!”

      “Hush now.”

      The high-pitched voices giggled, sounding like the tinkle of bells in a light breeze. Aspen heard them faintly. Slowly, the real world came back to her in snapshots seen through the haze of grogginess and disorientation.

      A cold, dark cell.

      Her skin clammy and cold.

      The barest sensation that there was life up above her, far above her, through stone and dirt. The outside world, just out of reach. Too far to help.

      Aspen moved her aching neck. First left: nothing but a bare earthen wall. Straight was the ceiling. To the right….

      Round, glittering eyes peered at her from the darkness.

      “She moved!”

      “She’s already awake!”

      “I want to touch her!”

      “I want her hair!”

      An arm as slender and smooth as a child’s slipped through the bars and reached toward her. Aspen instinctively moved away from it, even though it was all the way across the cell. There was something unnatural about it. The skin was the color of a pearl. A faint, glittering shine coated the air around it. That was enough to cause an uncomfortable sensation to crawl up her spine.

      After a couple more grabs at the air, the arm drew back.

      “I can’t reach!”

      “Unlock the door!”

      “Let me taste her!”

      Okay, she needed to move now. First her legs, lifting each one up and over the side of the bed until they were under her. Then each of her arms until they were able to steady either side of her as she pushed off to try to stand. It took her three tries before she lurched to her feet and was able to stop rocking in place.

      “Look at her!”

      “She’s huge!”

      “She’s ugly!”

      “Would you please shut up?” Aspen groaned, clutching her head. The memories of Hugo’s house were coming back in snapshots. Hugo’s horrified face, silently screaming in death. The house of bodies. Tana…Tana! Was she all right? Aspen hoped beyond hope that whoever had taken her had left Tana alone. Just the thought of them hurting her made Aspen sick.

      And very, very angry.

      “I’ll go get the Queen!” one of the voices squeaked.

      Bare feet slapped on stone, fading away. Aspen had regained enough of her senses for her normal habits to kick in. She shoved down her worry about Tana for the time being. She couldn’t do anything for her while she was stuck in here. She needed to assess her surroundings. Done. A cell. Obviously. Weapons?

      Aspen patted her jacket, but her knife, grapple, and all her powders were gone.

      But gone where? And who had taken her here?

      The eyes continued to glitter just outside her cell, fixated on her. One of the creatures giggled. The sound was so sweet it made her sick.

      She…didn’t want to know who had taken her just yet. She had a good idea, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      Aspen turned in a full circle in the small space, her hope at escape lessening with every passing second. She was definitely underground. It was the dense feeling of the walls, the sensation of heaviness above her and the thickness of the air. There also wasn’t a window. Nothing she could try to escape through.

      Except the door. And the eerily now-silent spectators beyond. Their eyes jostled back and forth as they fought for better positions to watch her.

      “Do you mind, you little creeps?” Aspen growled.

      They giggled again. Without warning, Aspen’s heart swelled with joy at the sound, racing at an unnatural pace, before just as quickly plummeting with dread. She clutched her chest as she stumbled back into the bed. It took a moment to get her breathing back under control again.

      Yeah, she definitely didn’t want to know who had taken her.

      Aspen gingerly stood and went over to one of the walls, letting her fingers brush over it for any chance at escape.

      “Lookit her! Look how hard she tries!”

      “Such a silly Norm! No one gets away from here!”

      “The Queen! The Queen will be here soon!”

      Aspen gave up trying to pry up one of the stones. She began searching for something she could use as a shank. “Tell your princess to piss off. I don’t want any part of whatever she’s doing.”

      “She’s been watching you!”

      “Yeah, that’s not creepy at all.”

      “She has big plans for you, Null!”

      Aspen’s hands stopped feeling in the darkness. Oh. That wasn’t good. She hadn’t realized news of what she was had traveled outside the Council quite yet. It had only been a few days…She should have assumed…but still.

      “Your Queen…” Aspen crouched beside a spot in the floor where the stones were a bit loose. She began tugging at one of them. It was small, but it was something.

      “Whatever—she—” Another tug. “—has planned—” Another tug. The stone was almost free. "—I say no thanks. And if she still wants to try....”

      There it went. The rock was jagged on one end, smooth on the other. The weight was good in her hands. “Then I’ll give her so much hell she’ll wish she hadn’t tried to—”

      Aspen turned just as a hand far stronger than any mortal’s gripped her wrist and squeezed. Aspen choked down a cry of shock and tried to swing the stone around. Another hand caught this and squeezed tighter until she gasped and dropped it.

      “Hello, Aspen,” the Queen of the Fae said.

      Aspen tried to struggle again, but the Queen squeezed until needles of pain were driving up her arms. “My, my…but you are persistent. Do you so quickly want to leave your accommodations? I had them made up especially for you, after all.”

      The voices giggled.

      Aspen dropped to the floor, biting her tongue to ignore the pain in her arms. Hex it all. Hex it all. The Queen of the Fae, of course. The Unseelie Fae. The Night Court. Powerful, evil, sadistic. Out of the two Courts of the Fae, they were by far the worst, taken more to doing evil than playing harmless tricks like the Day Court.

      “I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time,” the Queen said. “We’ve been watching you. Waiting for just the right moment. And when you struck out on your own…How could we pass up the chance to grab you when you were so vulnerable?”

      “Easy, it’s called don’t freaking kidnap me!” Aspen tried to shove back against her but she might as well have been pushing iron. The Queen smiled but there was nothing kind in it. She gently wrapped her fingers around Aspen’s throat and lifted up. Aspen choked, kicking her legs but finding the tips of her toes barely touching the ground.

      “My, my, how utterly normal you are,” the Queen said conversationally. “I was aware but…the reality is even less impressive than I’d hoped.”

      The lack of oxygen was making Aspen’s head spin. She tried to sputter out a response, but before she could, the Queen dropped her to the floor. Aspen got up as fast as she could.

      For not the first time, she was struck by how physically perfect the Fae were. The Queen’s body didn’t seem real, like it had sprouted from the realm of impossibility where all the Fae resided. Her eyes were fathomless pools of color, swirling in place like vortexes of stars. Perfect honey blond hair flowed to her waist. Perfect slender hips, a wide bust, curves in the exact right places to drive any mortal mad.

      Everything flawlessly designed to draw their prey in for the kill.

      The Queen adjusted the ringlet of jewels across her brow, her silver wristbands clinking musically together. Her blood-red lips curled into a smile.

      “Behold, mortal. I am Segur, Queen of the Night Court—”

      “I don’t care,” Aspen said, rubbing her throat. She could still feel where Segur’s fingers had burned her skin. “What did you do with Tana?”

      Segur’s perfect brow wrinkled. “Tana?”

      “The other girl with me. If you hurt her I swear—”

      “We took no one but you. You are the only being even remotely worth our time.”

      “Do you have any idea how many magical laws you’ve broken? You can’t just take Norms without special permission.”

      “Ah…” Segur knelt down, her smile benign. One hand rested casually in front of her, its fingers hooked into claws ready to tear into Aspen’s flesh. “But you are not just a Norm, are you, Aspen? What do I care about the magical laws when such a powerful weapon sits on my doorstep?”

      Aspen stopped rubbing her throat.

      “You see, daughter of man,” Segur said, “the outside world has abandoned you. They cast you out without realizing your true potential.”

      She reached out a hand soft as silk and brushed Aspen’s cheek. Aspen tried not to shiver. “But I see it. You are a mirror, Aspen, like all Nulls before you. A way to reflect everything that is put into you. Alas, they banned Nulls from the boroughs, which was a shame. They broke easily, yes, but they contained so much power. I suppose that was why.

      “The Mages do not see it. The Mages are blind. You are a tool of the highest calling and I will wield you as such. My enemies in the Day Court will never see it coming. And after them, the other boroughs will know my wrath.”

      “You kidnapped me for a turf war?” Aspen said, knocking her hand aside. “Of all the stupid—”

      Segur’s slap was swift. It broke across Aspen’s skin like a hammer blow and sent her sprawling into the wall.

      “I believe the first thing to go will be your tongue,” Segur purred. “After the testing of course. I want to hear you scream. I want to hear you beg. And so…we shall begin!”

      “No—” Aspen lunged for the sharp stone as Segur’s eyes flashed and Aspen’s world went dark again.
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        * * *

      

      The second time Aspen awoke wasn’t any better than the first.

      “So it’s true,” Segur said, standing over her and stroking her hair. “Spells wear off faster on you the more you use them. I believe you were out less than ten minutes. Fascinating.”

      Aspen tried to claw out Segur’s eyes, but her arms had been strapped to the sides of a stone table with leather bindings. Her legs too. She tried bucking but the straps only seemed to tighten. She managed to move her head to the left. Her weapons! They lay in a heap against the far wall. Way, way too far to reach. The table she was on had been placed in the center of a large open chamber, stone bleachers raised on all sides. A place for entertainment. Or sacrifice.

      “If magic won’t work, then we have to employ more barbaric methods,” Segur said apologetically, picking at the leather. “Don’t worry, you won’t notice these in a moment.”

      She removed her glittering cloak and tossed it aside, revealing a sleeveless dress the color of plum. Without it, her pale skin and too-long arms were even more inhuman. If she straightened her fingers, they sharpened to scalpel-like blades prepared to slice her open. Shadows in the bleachers behind her tittered gleefully. Curious, cherub-like faces leaned into the light, looking hungry.

      “First things first…” Segur grabbed the jade necklace around Aspen’s neck and ripped it off. She gazed at it curiously before crushing it to dust in one hand. “We can’t have anything blocking you from your true potential.”

      “I’m a Null,” Aspen said quickly. Fear had seized her now, the promise of unimaginable pain hovering above her, like a knife ready to fall. “I can’t be a weapon. I can’t even use any freaking magic! It doesn’t matter what you do to me. It won’t help.”

      Segur drew closer, bringing with her the smell of night. Of dead earth, the dry husk of corpses, and rotting leaves. “You’re wrong. Nulls have long been misunderstood by outsiders, but we Fae know their true value. Nulls consume magic so that magic doesn’t hurt them. They eat and eat and eat. But there comes a point…”

      Segur raised a single nail and drove it into Aspen’s sternum so hard it pierced her skin. Aspen bit her lip to keep from crying out. Blood seeped through her shirt.

      “If enough magic is put into a Null then they change.” She leaned down until she was speaking next to Aspen’s ear. “They soak up all that magic and then the Null can use it. They can send it back to those who tried to hurt them. The powerless can suddenly become the most powerful. Rather poetic, don’t you think?”

      She gave a wicked smile. “That’s assuming the Null survives, of course. I do so hope you do, Aspen. You’d be a valuable asset to my army once you’re properly broken in. But if not, it’s no matter. You won’t be missed. After all, nobody ever wanted a Norm around anyway.”

      Segur raised her hands. She drew her fingers apart so that webs of crackling magic appeared between them.

      “Can I just say one thing?” Aspen blurted out.

      Segur paused. “I suppose. What is it?”

      Aspen whispered. Segur frowned. “What?”

      Aspen whispered again. Segur leaned forward until their foreheads were nearly touching. “What did you say?”

      “Go to hell, you ugly harpy.”

      Aspen slammed her forehead against Segur’s nose, feeling the satisfying crack of cartilage splinter. Segur screamed and reeled back. Blood cascaded down her lips.

      “There, now your face matches your personality,” Aspen said with satisfaction.

      With a strangled cry of rage, Segur plunged her magic-laced hands against Aspen’s chest.

      It was pure, agonizing, bliss.

      The magic tore into her, slithering through skin and tendon and bone, filling her until she couldn’t take it anymore and then some. Aspen was suddenly too big for her body, too big for anything. She was everything and everywhere at once and she was nothing at all. She was a dam breaking and a river drying up. The pain was so intense her mind began to separate from her body, drifting away to a separate place and Aspen knew she was dying…

      Segur lifted her hands and in an instant Aspen’s consciousness slammed back to the table. She tried to suck in air but none would come. She tried to pull at her bonds but they wouldn’t give. Her arms had stopped responding. She felt so big. So much. It was a wonder her body hadn’t exploded yet, a wonder her skin could contain this new power writhing inside her.

      “We’re not done yet!” Segur snarled. “You will never defy me again!”

      She lifted her hands again and plunged down.

      The second time was even worse. This time her mind had nowhere to go. Every nerve ending screamed with pure agony. Aspen tried to hold back the flood of magic coursing through her, but the tidal wave of power broke down all her defenses. It filled every cell, every molecule. It tore at her insides like a licking flame threatening to consume her very soul…

      And then it stopped.

      Aspen was aware that she was no longer in pain. It was as if her body had stopped fighting and everything inexplicably became infinitely easier. The magic wasn’t something fighting against her, it was her, and she was it. She had soaked it up like a sponge until she was full and she knew it had to go somewhere.

      Aspen’s arms could move again. The tips of her fingers sparked, and when she opened her eyes for just a moment, there was a swirl of magic in front of her eyes. Inside her. A whole new world.

      “You survived. How convenient,” Segur said.

      The Fae Queen’s nose had already healed. Her skin and dress were free of blood. She leaned over Aspen, being sure to stay just out of range of her forehead.

      “You are now my weapon. We just have to train you to use that magic. How to release it and channel it. Pain should do the trick. Nothing trains better than that.”

      Segur raised one hand. She drew her fingers together until her nails formed a wicked point, dangling over Aspen’s heart. “Let’s begin with the first lesson now, shall we?”

      A bolt of magic collided with Segur, sending her sprawling. The Fae spectators screeched and began scrambling away up the bleachers. Bolts of magic flew every direction as Lucien and Nina charged in. Nina’s knives flashed and a couple nearby Fae fell. Lucien’s hands were a blur of movement as he drew ribbons of broiling energy to himself and cast it out again at any Fae unfortunate enough to be near him.

      “Aspen!”

      Isak was suddenly beside her. He brushed his hands over her bonds and they fell away. He helped her sit up. “Can you walk?”

      She wasn’t sure what she could do anymore. Everything had changed. She felt heavy, weighted down by magic. When she stood, she found her feet still worked but they seemed so very, very far away. She tried to move them and they responded. That was something, at least. Maybe this would be okay after all.

      “Here, raise your—Put your arm over me. Quick.”

      Isak helped loop her hand across his shoulders and they began a slow, staggering sort of walk. Nina was yelling at them to follow her through the chaos of screaming Fae and random bolts of magic. A few of the smaller Fae had recovered their wits and mounted a counterattack. A cluster of them charged at Lucien from across the chamber, screeching, their angelic faces morphed into horrifying visages of blood-red eyes and sharp teeth.

      “Stop her!” Segur pointed a finger at Aspen, looking hauntingly beautiful in the glow of her surrounding magic. “I command you to stop her—”

      She cut off with a sudden gasp. Aspen looked back to see Lucien sinking his fist into her gut. Segur wheezed, collapsing over his arm. Lucien grabbed her hair and slammed her against the wall. The room went dead silent. The Fae who had been charging Nina froze.

      “Don’t you dare touch my apprentice again,” Lucien said, his voice a deadly dangerous pitch Aspen had never heard before.

      “Mage Lucien! Your apprentice?” Segur babbled. “I-I had no idea she was your apprentice! If I had I—”

      Lucien rammed his fist into her again and Segur’s excuses faded to a whimper. “Of course not, Mage Lucien! I will never again…”

      “Never again what?”

      “Never touch her again! She is yours! She is yours, I swear!”

      Lucien raised his hand again but Nina barked, “Lucien! That’s enough. Let’s go!”

      Lucien looked as though he was going to deliver another blow anyway, but after a moment’s deliberation relinquished his grip. Segur slumped to the floor and some of the nearby Fae attended to her, cooing and fanning her face.

      “Lucien—” Nina tried as Lucien approached them. But he brushed past her and continued out of the chamber without a word.

      “Let them pass!” Segur said as some of the Fae looked ready to start attacking them again. “I said let them pass!”

      Continuing to lean heavily on Isak, Aspen limped past the glaring Fae and made her way back out into the sunlight.
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        * * *

      

      Nina was wiping away tears as they walked, casting wary looks at the rest of Central Park as they made their way out. Aspen could understand her fear at Segur coming after them; but she had also seen the fear in Segur’s eyes. There would probably be a time when Segur would try for her again, but it wasn’t today.

      “Nina,” Aspen said softly as they walked, Aspen still hobbling along beside Isak, back to the street. A few people gave them curious glances, but nobody stopped them. “Nina, I’m fine. Segur didn’t hurt me too bad—”

      Aspen clenched her teeth as a sudden wave of pain crashed over her. The gaping, full feel of writhing magic filled her again, but she managed to bite back a cry of pain.

      “That’s not what she’s worried about,” Lucien said, finally facing her. The furious look on his face had faded somewhat to deep concern.

      “I am worried about her, Lucien!” Nina snapped. “She needs to get medical help. But this is…what’s happened…It changes everything…”

      Aspen got the sense they weren’t talking about the Fae. “Did I miss something?”

      “She needs to go home,” Lucien insisted. “Segur’s done something to her, I’m not sure what. Caretaker will know what we can do to help—”

      “There’s no time! She could be next! You could be next!”

      “Lean on me,” Isak insisted. Aspen forced herself to push off him and stand on her own.

      “I need to—I’m fine. I can walk.”

      Her strength was returning in fits and starts, like she was the pilot of an unruly robot that she still hadn’t learned how to control. First her arms, buzzing with the magic Segur had pushed into her; then her legs, coming down too heavy in clopping footsteps.

      “We need to get you back to my house,” Lucien insisted.

      “I said I’m fine,” Aspen said, brushing away Isak’s offered hand. “What happened, Nina?”

      Another tear tracked down Nina’s cheek. “One of the Mages…Gurk. He…He’s dead, Aspen. Someone’s killed one of the Mages.”
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      After wasting a few more minutes arguing with Lucien, he relented and they rushed toward the Mage’s Council. There was no flirting with Sibyll at the information desk in the terminal, no idle chatter as they hurried down the narrow passages to the chamber. Nina filled them in a little as they went.

      “They found Gurk’s body this morning,” she said, her voice still thick with crying. “He was murdered, Lucien. He was one of the strongest of us and even he…even he…”

      “Was he drained?” Aspen asked, still trying to process the whirlwind of events, trying to keep her magic-buzzing mind from distracting her. Nina gave a fearful nod before turning to wipe the tears off her face as they approached the Council chamber. Her mind whirled. She hadn’t told anyone about Hugo’s death or that she’d been there. She had a feeling Lucien suspected, but he was staying tight-lipped. Hugo dead, and now Gurk…right around the time the Fae took her. It was too much of a coincidence. Everything was happening too fast. The Fae…they’d been at Hugo’s house. It was even possible they could have taken down Gurk if they’d caught him by surprise.

      The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. The Unseelie Fae wanted power, and they were making their move to seize it.

      They entered the main chamber and Lucien immediately strode up the steps to his place among the seats. All the Mages were present this time, their attendance making Gurk’s empty chair stick out even more.

      Simshar held up a hand to stop Aspen and Isak before the Council as Nina took her seat. Aspen tried to subtly catch her breath. She had lied to Lucien; she wasn’t doing as well as she’d said.

      “So nice of you to join us, Mage Lucien,” Xavier said. “I heard Mage Nina had trouble finding you to give you the news of Gurk. I wonder why that could be? Perhaps you had…gone out of bounds?”

      “There were no specifications on where they could go for the assessment, Xavier,” Nina snapped, her usual assertiveness returning despite the lingering tear stains on her cheeks. She furiously wiped them again, her face set, all business.

      “But there were specifications on whether a master could help the apprentice,” Xavier said. His eyes lingered on Isak, whose jaw clenched. “And I believe that rule has been—”

      “Is this really what we should be discussing right now?” Nina said. “Mage Lucien and I just had to rescue Aspen from the Unseelie Fae. The Dark Queen had kidnapped her!”

      This was met by silence.

      “I’m sorry, Nina,” Simshar said slowly. “Are you saying Segur had kidnapped this girl?”

      “Yes!” Nina snapped. “She tried to—”

      Lucien gave a sudden jerk of his head and Nina stopped mid-sentence. “Yes, she did,” she finished lamely.

      Simshar was silent again. He didn’t look particularly shocked; if anything, he appeared as if this confirmed something he’d suspected for some time, though what that was, Aspen had no idea.

      “I’m…sorry that happened. Aspen, did she do anything—”

      “Enough of this! What happens in your borough is your business, Simshar,” a Mage Aspen hadn’t seen before said. “The matter of Gurk’s murder is the threat to all of us, not just this…this girl. I’m confident you’ll handle issues with the Fae in a way you see fitting.”

      He leaned forward, more into the light. He was short, bald, and round, with a weak chin and watery gray eyes. He wore a tweed jacket a size too small, so that it hugged his bulk, making it bulge in all the wrong places. Without being told, Aspen already knew this was Don Jones, Mage of the Necropolis. It was an easy guess: the man looked half-dead himself.

      “It is actually fortunate for Lucien that he was away,” Mage Don Jones went on, casually dismissing Aspen’s attack. “Perhaps if he had been here he would have been the victim instead of poor Mage Gurk. Whoever has done this had one less target.”

      “And what is this, exactly?” another Mage said. Mage Etienne, Aspen remembered Lucien telling her. Mage of New Salem and the succubi, incubi, and the Coven. She was ancient looking, with so many wrinkles Aspen might have guessed she had been sucked dry of magic herself if she hadn’t moved. Her head bobbed a little as she talked, making the multitude of jeweled necklaces around her neck clack together. She wrapped her gnarled hands around one another to steady them as she craned forward.

      “First I get word that this ridiculous girl standing before me is now somehow a Mage’s apprentice. Then supposedly she’s special enough that the Fae have taken an interest in her. And if that wasn’t enough, now I’m summoned from my very important work and expected to believe that someone has…has murdered Gurk?” Etienne sniffed. “Preposterous!”

      “And unfortunately true,” Simshar said. “Mage Xavier was alerted to Gurk’s death by some Elven members of Rivendell early this morning. They took Xavier to Gurk’s body and Xavier confirmed he was in fact dead.”

      “Without telling any of the other Mages,” Lucien muttered.

      Xavier rose slightly from his chair. “Perhaps I misheard you, Lucien?” He said in a dangerous whisper. “Do you have a problem with my methods?”

      There was a whip crack of magic in the air. “For once will you two stop this petty rivalry!” Etienne said. “Xavier, what did you find?”

      Xavier continued glaring at Lucien a moment longer. Then his mouth slid into a sly smile as he lowered himself back into his chair. He again took a slouching posture of regret, as though painfully remembering the events of Gurk’s demise. “Yes, some of the Elves of the Rivendell borough alerted me that they had found Gurk’s body outside of his home. I arrived and, after clearing the crowd, began to investigate at once. Nothing was missing from the house or on his person. It seems there were no signs of struggle—”

      “None?” Nina said.

      “None,” Xavier repeated, more forcefully.

      That sounded wrong. Judging by Lucien’s expression, he thought so too. No signs of struggle…that meant Gurk had been completely caught off guard.

      Or he believed whoever had attacked him was a friend.

      “I found Gurk’s body completely drained of magic,” Xavier went on. He paused. “Now that I think about it—things were so tumultuous this morning it hadn’t even occurred to me until just now—but there was another supernatural being found drained yesterday. I’d completely forgotten.”

      “Someone else?” Simshar said.

      Xavier’s eyes flicked to Aspen. “Yes, someone else. Late yesterday I was alerted that a well-known criminal had been found dead and drained in his home, along with some petty thieves of his. This criminal was a powerful djinn. I believe his name was Hugo.”

      Aspen’s insides went cold almost as fast as Lucien’s fingers ceased drumming on the arm of his chair. She could see the dominos now, see how Xavier had lined them up. And now she could see him reaching out and making the first one fall.

      “No,” Aspen started, horrified.

      Simshar’s eyes flicked to Aspen, suspicious. “Did you know this djinn, Hugo, girl?”

      “I did, but—”

      “It’s no secret that Gurk disliked the girl,” Xavier said. “Quite a lot. Maybe even enough that, were she to somehow win the assessment, he still wouldn’t have voted her onto the Council.”

      Aspen took a step back. She felt as though the very air was closing in, seeking to choke her.

      “And it’s clear the girl had some kind of relationship with the other deceased, Hugo,” Xavier went on, his voice dripping with triumph. “In fact, just before we convened, I was sent word that she was seen at his place of residence only a few hours ago. Perhaps looting whatever she could find after the crime? Maybe she’d been scared off the first time and had come back to claim what she wanted. It’s possible the entire story with the Fae was concocted to provide a convenient alibi for where she really was.”

      “It seems Xavier has an answer to everything,” Lucien said, his voice rising. But the Council wasn’t paying attention to him. Don Jones and Etienne were staring at Aspen, as though trying to read her mind.

      Aspen took another step back. Isak turned slightly to look at her, confused.

      “Aspen?” he whispered. “What are you doing?”

      “Are you…accusing me of killing them?” Aspen said to the Council.

      “You’re an idiot, Xavier,” Lucien said. “The girl is a Null. She can’t use magic.”

      “But can she take it away?” Xavier said.

      This was met by silence.

      “She’s a Null. Nobody knows exactly what she’s capable of,” Simshar admitted.

      “Oh yes we do!” Etienne said, her fingers curling. “If the brat isn’t lying, if her story is true and Segur took interest in her, if she truly filled her with magic and awakened this…dormant power, who knows what she can do now? Don’t you realize what this means?” she crowed to the rest of the Council. “The Fae want her as a weapon and they created her to be one! We don’t know what she can do. No magical being is safe now!”

      Aspen tried to step back again but her feet had frozen in place, as if iron chains had locked around them. Don Jones lowered his fingers, his eyes narrowed. “You seem awfully nervous, Aspen. Is there, perhaps, something else you’d like to tell us?”

      “I’ve been with her the last two days,” Isak said. “Hugo attacked us and Aspen fought him off. She hasn’t been anywhere near him since! What Segur did wasn’t her fault!”

      “Silence!” Xavier said. “You are my apprentice and have already proven your loyalty to the magic arts and worth to this Council. You are above reproach!”

      “But she’s being falsely accused! She’s the victim!”

      “I said silence!” Xavier roared, and Isak’s protests were cut off at once, as if a giant hand had clamped over his mouth.

      “It’s too coincidental, all this,” Etienne said. “These deaths…the Fae…they are so sudden, we haven’t had the chance to go over everything. And with no idea how strong she is now, I recommend she be put under house arrest until we can get to the bottom of things.”

      “That isn’t how this works!” Nina said. “We don’t just arrest people for being who they are! And the evidence has to be stronger than just a couple eyewitness!”

      “Eyewitnesses who are Mages,” Don Jones said. “And I think we’ll all agree these are more than unusual circumstances. My residents are scared, Mage Nina, as I’m sure others are. They want this to stop. They want answers, and with a Norm and a Null taking part in a high-level magical competition, I think we have every right to be suspicious.”

      “I for one was wary of a Null from the very beginning,” Etienne said. “When I heard…it is so like you to snub us in such a way, Lucien. To think, you would bring such a potentially dangerous creature into our midst. She always had a chance to make our magic useless against her, and now look. The Fae have created her and unleashed her into our midst to destroy us!”

      “Then it’s decided,” Simshar said. “The girl will be kept under guard until we figure this out—”

      “It wasn’t her!” Isak blurted out, the spell silencing him apparently having worn off. “Aspen didn’t kill Gurk or Hugo or anybody else.”

      Xavier rose from his chair again. “I’m warning you, boy…”

      “It was Maladias.”

      Don Jones gave a nervous laugh. Xavier’s eyes narrowed.

      “What childish nonsense is this?” Etienne said, her eyes narrowing.

      Isak refused to back down. “He’s a planes walker, or High Fae, or something like that—”

      “We have all heard of Maladias,” Simshar said tiredly.

      “One of his followers is gathering magic to lower the wards around New York and let him in. That’s why all these beings are winding up drained. Aspen,” Isak pointed at her, “can’t be the one doing it. I told you, she’s been with me during Hugo and Gurk’s death.”

      Xavier stood. “I apologize, Isak. I have failed you. I’ve let Lucien and his apprentice corrupt your thoughts with fantasies and delusions. And I say to the Council,” he swept a hand toward Isak, “take a look at what my most promising apprentice has amounted to: blathering about enemies that haven’t been seen in centuries. An enemy that, ten years ago, we forever barred from entering the city and haven’t heard from since. Now we have a few murders and suddenly he’s returned to seek vengeance?”

      “But Isak could be on to something,” Nina said. “Lucien—”

      “Has been nothing but disrespectful, arrogant, and disobedient to this Council and his position.”

      “I’ve shown the Council all the respect it deserves,” Lucien said coldly.

      Don Jones’ face purpled as he sputtered, “How—how dare you say that, you ingrate! We, who took you into our ranks when we clearly should have turned you away!”

      “I believe Lucien’s attitude toward our proceedings are all we need to hear,” Xavier said. He waved a hand and suddenly Aspen’s arms were frozen to her sides, her legs locked together. “I’ll remove her to confinement where she can hurt no one else until we can question her further. In the meantime, perhaps our boroughs can get a little peace.”

      Aspen struggled to free herself, but the spell holding her was too strong. None of the other Mages had made any move to do anything.

      “Lucien! Stop them!” Aspen yelled.

      Lucien leapt up, but Simshar, Don Jones, and Etienne moved to block him. Spells curled to life around them, more than even Lucien would be able to break through.

      “Do not disobey the Council’s wishes, Lucien,” Simshar warned. “We’ve indulged you for too long. After this little incident, we on the Council will need to reevaluate your position as one of us.”

      “You as well, Nina,” Etienne said as Nina made to move for her blades. “Don’t throw away all you’ve accomplished for him.”

      “Lucien!” Aspen yelled.

      “Silence!”

      Xavier flicked his finger and thickness filled Aspen’s mouth until she couldn’t speak. Xavier flicked again and her entire body lifted up and she began to drift behind him down the passageway, away from the Council. Isak had moved toward them, desperate now.

      “Xavier, I’m telling you, it wasn’t her! You can’t—”

      The floor of the passageway rose up behind them, cutting them off from Isak and the others. Aspen tried to scream but she couldn’t make a sound. Her arms and legs were still locked together tight. She could feel Xavier’s magic tingling on her skin as her ability ate away at it, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      They were returning back toward Grand Central Terminal, but at the last second Xavier took her a different way down the tunnels, away from the entrance. What little hope Aspen had of someone stopping him quickly vanished. How could the Council have let this happen? And Lucien…Isak…they could do nothing for her while the Council held them back. She was very much on her own.

      Xavier was walking faster now. They’d entered a narrower part of the tunnels, a place that looked less used than the others. The walls were rough, the space silent. He said nothing to her as he went, but she could feel him seething. She tried to break his magic again with more ferocity, desperate now. This time she got her shoulders to move, but it wouldn’t be fast enough before Xavier turned his attention to her once again. Whatever he was doing, he wasn’t taking her to house arrest.

      They reached a dead end in the passageway. Xavier stared at the blank stone wall.

      “You thought I wouldn’t remember you?” he said. “You might be older, but you’re still the same brat.”

      He turned to her then. He was sneering, the cruel scars practically shining beneath the glow of the dim light. “The offspring. The one who refused to burn with her parents. Yes, I remember, Aspen Rivest. I remember you should have died with them ten years ago, and now you’ve returned to haunt me. You almost ruined everything, girl. You and that self-righteous fool Lucien. Almost…but not quite.”

      Aspen’s mind had frozen in shock. The one advantage she’d had over Xavier was gone, and now she was all but helpless to stop him.

      Xavier reached behind him and touched a point at the center of the wall. Blue magic glowed beneath his fingertips and a door opened. Aspen blinked in the sudden sunlight.

      They were now in a secluded back alley. Xavier lowered Aspen until she was eye level with him. “It was quite easy, you know, killing all those beings. As much as the boroughs dislike the Mages, they trust them, a feeling bred into them over centuries of rule. It worked to my advantage. Allowed me to slip in without suspicion.

      “Of course, it didn’t hurt that the Council was too blinded by their own sense of self-worth that they would never believe that one of their own would do such a thing. How could they? They were the Mages. Infallible, untouchable, above all scrutiny.”

      Lucien knew! Aspen tried to yell through the thickness in her mouth. Her horror was replaced by mounting rage toward the man who used the trust of everyone to betray them. He had acted like a friend all while driving a knife into their backs. But Lucien hadn’t fallen for it.

      “Yes…I can tell what you’re thinking,” Xavier said, leering. “The great Lucien Dunadine. Lucien…whom I would almost count as an equal, believe it or not. He may be a pompous, petty child, but he sees more clearly than any of those other fools ever have. But he was too interested in defying anything the Council stood for to figure out what I was up to until it was too late. It’s a pity…all those years ago whenever Maladias offered us power to let him inside the borough…Lucien should have accepted it then. Now he will face destruction along with all the others…”

      Aspen cursed herself for being so stupid. Xavier! It was so obvious that he’d be the one behind this, yet she’d let herself be blinded by her own petty vendetta against Hugo to see that it was all Xavier’s doing until it was too late.

      Xavier’s magic had almost worn off her now. Aspen’s arm twitched toward the inside of her jacket, briefly forgetting that her knife and other gear wasn’t there anymore.

      “No!” Xavier snarled. “You think you can best me? You think you can turn my apprentice from me? Turn him against everything I’ve taught him?”

      Aspen could see the crest of his anger building like a wave, ready to crash down against her, ready to snuff her out. She braced herself for what was to come.

      “A Norm and a Null. There’s only one way to deal with both. The same way I should have dealt with you years ago.”

      Xavier lay open his other hand, and a black scythe of magic manifested in his palm, the curved blade wickedly pointed toward Aspen’s throat. “Goodbye.”

      Aspen managed to break her right arm free just as he swung. She threw it in front of her, knowing it was too late, waiting for the scythe to fall and the inevitable end…

      The peal of a gong reverberated through her bones. Xavier’s spell on her broke completely and she found herself falling to the ground, suddenly able to move again. She rolled, gaping above her.

      Lucien had intercepted Xavier’s attack, a magic blade of his own lodged in the curve of Xavier’s scythe, stopping it inches from Aspen’s face.

      “I should have known it was you,” Lucien said.

      “You’re too late now!” Xavier hissed.

      He wrenched his scythe away and cast a spell into the ground. The concrete beneath their feet began to spin, swirling faster and faster until a whirlpool of rock sucked everything into it. With a distressed screech of metal, a dumpster was pulled beneath the surface. Aspen felt herself slipping after it. Lucien swept his arm across him and some bricks detached from the alley wall and covered the whirlpool. With another sweep, Aspen went sliding away out of Xavier’s reach. A shadow fell over her.

      “Run,” Nina said. “We’ll deal with him and the Council. You need to get out of here.”

      “But what about Lucien—”

      “You won’t stand in my way this time!” Xavier roared.

      There was an explosion of light and Lucien went hurtling back. Xavier’s body was enveloped in a golden glow, looking like a demonic angel with his black scythe still clutched in his hand.

      “Nina!” Lucien called, pushing to his feet. “Take her out of here!”

      “And leave you alone?” Nina said. “Forget it!”

      “Just do it! I’ve got this.”

      He took a stance, his feet evenly spaced beneath him. He brushed his robes back. He pressed the tips of his fingers together, placing them up against his mouth. Nina’s eyes widened.

      “Lucien, no! You can’t control—”

      “Incineration!” Lucien cried.

      Aspen’s skin was suddenly boiling. The moisture was sucked out of the very air as the head of a great beast composed of flame shot out of Lucien’s hands. It looked like a dragon, its eyes pitiless holes, its mouth large enough to swallow a man whole. The beast curled up in the center of the alleyway, searing the walls black. Aspen could feel its intent, feel its aliveness. This wasn’t some mindless fire; this was a sentient being with only the craving to consume everything in its path.

      Lucien pointed it at Xavier.

      The beast arched and dove straight toward the other Mage. Xavier snarled and, at the last moment, spun in place, vanishing in a blink of light just before the flames hit. He reappeared a moment later in another place, but the flame continued to swirl around, seeking something new to engulf.

      “Rein it in!” Nina cried. “Lucien, you have to bring it back before—”

      Lucien brought his hands together, again and again as though trying to squelch the flames out. They only rose higher. The beast turned. Its great, gaping mouth opened as it prepared to swallow them.

      “Run, Aspen!”

      Aspen couldn’t move. Her body had ceased to listen. Suddenly, she was seven years old again, watching helplessly as the fire devoured her house, her parents, everything she loved…

      No. No…she forced herself to remember. She was grown up, and no longer a helpless child.

      But she still couldn’t fight this. This was power beyond what she knew. Power beyond what was hers to handle.

      Nina had drawn her two knives and crossed them in front of her. She shouted an incantation. A hole opened in the middle of the air before her, a portal to a plane somewhere other than Earth.

      “Ifrit!” Nina cried. “I call upon my contract with you! Come to me! Come to me and fulfill your duty!”

      One arm the color of molten copper clenched the side of the opening and pulled its way through, drawing forth a head that was almost bull-shaped.

      Nina pointed to the approaching flame beast and Lucien and Xavier, who seemed oblivious to it as they fought.

      “Consume that flame!” Nina shouted.

      The Ifrit’s eyes locked on the fire with a hungry gleam. The muscles in its arms and chest flexed before it pulled back and launched itself out. Golden wings opened at its back and carried it above the flames.

      “Aspen, why aren’t you gone?” Nina yelled. “I said run—”

      The Ifrit bent its body forward, then drew back, sucking in the air around it. An enormous howling wind whipped through the alley. The fire’s progress toward Aspen slowed, then stopped, beginning to rotate counterclockwise back toward the Ifrit who inhaled it like a bowl of noodles. First the tail, then the body, all the way to the beast’s flaming head until nothing remained.

      Then the air exploded.

      Aspen was thrown back into the brick wall. She saw Lucien fly by in a tumble of limbs and cloak. Nina had hit the ground beside her, throwing her arms protectively over her head to deflect the worst of the debris, but a loose brick clipped her forehead and blood flowed down her face.

      And Xavier…

      Aspen lurched aside as he landed where she’d lain. His face was chapped by flames. The tops of his robes at the shoulder had been burned away, revealing a symbol tattooed there. The same symbol on the book in Prague. The symbol she’d seen before somewhere else.

      “You…” Xavier said, so enraged that he was having trouble forming sentences, spittle clotting at the corner of his mouth. “You’ve ruined this. You’ve…ruined all of this!”

      Aspen tried scrambling away, but she was so disoriented it was difficult telling which way was up or down. The most she could do was keep moving and hope it was taking her as far away from him as—

      Another explosion, smaller this time, blew her against the wall again. When her vision stopped spinning, she saw Xavier reaching for her, one hand clawing for her throat.

      “You!”

      Aspen tried to move again but her legs had tangled beneath her. Her arms refused to move like a marionette with its strings cut. At last she jerked backwards as Xavier’s hand swiped where her face had been. Rocks and glass bit into her hands as she clambered away. But it wasn’t far enough. Xavier raised a hand. The black scythe was suddenly there again, hanging over her, ready to fall. Aspen could see her life reflected on the edge of its blade as it came down.

      There was the flourish of a cloak as Lucien dove toward her. Aspen felt him firmly pull her close right before a sudden jerk yanked at her midsection and they were spinning, spinning away from everything…
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      “Aspen? Aspen!”

      The frantic voice sounded from somewhere far above her. With great effort, Aspen’s mind drew back from the comforting, cool darkness and back up into the light. She opened her eyes to find Lucien hovering over her, eyes wide with concern. When she blinked, he let out a long sigh of relief.

      “You were out for almost ten minutes. I thought…can you stand?”

      Without everything hurting so bad she wanted to cry? Definitely not. “I think so…”

      She took Lucien’s offered hand to pull herself up. The second she was upright her world spun, forcing her to steady herself on the brick beside her. They were in a small, empty courtyard beneath the balconies of an apartment complex.

      Lucien was still giving her a concerned look.

      “That magic Segur put in you…you’re not ready to handle all that.”

      He seemed to be trying to avoid the subject of Xavier altogether. Aspen couldn’t blame him. What Xavier had done…what this meant for the Council…it was all a little too much to take in right now.

      “We need to get you somewhere safe to rest,” Lucien went on. “Nina knows where I am. She should be here any minute…”

      He gave her one last glance to ensure she wasn’t going to collapse on the spot, then went around the corner to look for Nina. Aspen pressed her finger to her temple. If she pushed hard enough, the headache slicing its way through her brain subsided some. The magic Segur had forced into her had only seemed to make the pain ripping through her insides worse. It was all Aspen could do to grit her teeth to keep a whimper of pain from squirming its way out.

      The sound of angry voices came from around the corner a moment before Lucien appeared, red-faced, Nina and Isak in tow. A wave of relief crashed over her at the sight of him. He was safe, and more than that, if he was here that meant he must not have known about Xavier. He must not have been on his side.

      “Why did you bring him?” Lucien demanded of Nina, thrusting a finger at Isak.

      Aspen tried to step forward to stop him but her leg gave out. Isak’s strong arm caught her. “Easy,” he murmured. “Hey!” he called to the others. “She’s getting worse—”

      “You stay away from her!” Lucien snarled.

      “Lucien,” Aspen said groggily. “He wasn’t—he doesn’t know. He’s not part of this.”

      “Calm down, Lucien,” Nina said softly. “We need to get to a safe place. Now’s not the time.”

      Lucien seethed for a moment longer, then swept his cloak around and took off.
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        * * *

      

      They must have been an unusual-looking group as they made their way through the busy streets: a silently seething Lucien striding elegantly ahead of them, cloak flapping; Aspen and Isak barely keeping up, Aspen now needing to lean less on him; Nina at the rear, every now and again casting a worried look back as if Xavier would be right behind.

      Lucien cut through the pedestrians like a shark through a school of fish. He looked at no one else, and no one looked at them, as though he’d cast a spell that would make them invisible to passersby. If he turned his head, Aspen could see his lips were a thin white line. Every so often he would bring up his hands and rub them as though pained. She noticed most of the rings he wore were now dulled.

      “We can’t go back to your house, Lucien,” Nina said, catching up to him at a street corner. “The Council…and Xavier…”

      “I know,” Lucien said. “I’ve got another spot.”

      “What about Xavier?” Isak said. “What happened back there? I thought Xavier was—”

      “Not now,” Nina said curtly.

      “Aspen?” Isak said in a low voice. “What’s going on?”

      Aspen could see for certain that he truly had no idea what had really happened, but she didn’t have the energy or the desire to explain things to him at the moment.

      “I can walk fine now, Isak. Thanks.”

      Aspen tried to slip her arm away from him but almost at once her legs went weak. Isak caught her and helped her keep moving.

      “Not just yet, I guess,” Isak said, grinning slightly. Aspen grunted.

      Lucien stopped at the next street corner and motioned them over. Shoved between a pawn shop and a quick stop market was a bar. The front of it was so unassuming Aspen would have passed right by—and indeed she probably had before. They were near one of the entrances to Ember’s Landing.

      “Cliff will set us up with some accommodations,” Lucien said, stepping up to the door. He looked at Isak. “You can go now.”

      Isak pulled Aspen’s arm farther over his shoulder. “She needs help getting inside.”

      “She’s perfectly capable—”

      Nina put a gentle hand on his arm. “Lucien.”

      Lucien continued to glare at Isak before whirling around and stomping inside. Isak let out a soft breath. “I almost liked him better when he didn’t take anything seriously,” he muttered.

      Aspen agreed.

      It was still early, so the bar was empty of customers. There were only a couple waitstaff setting out chairs. One man who had been toweling off the bar was leaned over it, resting his massive tattooed forearms across it as he spoke to Lucien. Lucien nodded to their group as they stepped inside.

      “This better not come back to bite me, Lucien,” Aspen could hear the man say as they approached. “Takes a lot to keep this place going without the Council sticking their noses in here.”

      “I promise it won’t be an issue, Cliff. I just need a place for her to stay until this blows over. They don’t know we’re here and you’re not part of this.”

      “Darn right I’m not. Plan on keeping it that way, too.”

      Cliff looked at Aspen, still leaning heavily on Isak. He sighed relentingly, then snapped his fingers. One of the waitstaff—a young guy with a death metal T-shirt and a mop of brown hair—hurried over.

      “Show them to the guest rooms,” Cliff said. “Last one on the left.”

      The guy nodded. As the group moved past Cliff, his eyes met Aspen’s. He leaned a little farther over the bar.

      “What happened to you? Lucien won’t say.”

      “The less you know the less trouble you’ll be in,” Lucien said from across the room. Cliff shrugged.

      “Fair enough. Just curious was all.”

      “This way,” the T-shirt guy said.

      The rooms upstairs were at the end of a slim hallway, the wood caked in smoke and the lingering scent of spilled liquor. Lucien walked behind them as they went, casting charms every few feet. T-shirt guy wrinkled his nose at Lucien.

      “You don’t need to do that. No one’s gonna mess with Cliff.”

      “We’re dealing with things that would love to mess with Cliff,” Nina said. “The spells stay up.”

      The guy shrugged.

      The room was pathetically tiny, filled with only one dusty bed with stained sheets and a yellowing window, so dusty you couldn’t see out of it anymore. The entire place smelled of sewage.

      “Wow,” Isak said.

      But the moment Aspen’s eyes fell on the bed, all her previous strength left her. The magic from before—the feeling of too much magic, too much everything—welled up inside. She found herself stumbling toward it, with a surprised Isak fumbling right behind to try to steady her before she collapsed.

      She was out before she hit the sheets.
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        * * *

      

      For once in a very long time, Aspen dreamed of nothing.

      No fire and flames. No blackened bodies or wickedly grinning men.

      Peaceful bliss.

      And then her eyes were cracking open. It seemed no time had passed at all. It was dark outside—or maybe that’s how it always looked with the dusty window. The reassuring honk and squeal of traffic still passed by below. Her body felt heavy with sleep. She felt rested but…different. It took her a moment to zero in on the new sensation. Magic. It had to be. Her body was brimming with it. It sloshed over the sides of her senses, begging to be let out. She could feel it pushing against the back of her eyes, on the tips of her fingers, in the pit of her gut. After all her years of absorbing magic it was as if a wild animal had finally been released inside her and she had no idea what to do with it.

      She rolled over and found she’d been tucked in, still wearing her bloody clothes. Nina was by the bedside table, gently setting down Aspen’s weapons and remaining gear.

      “Sorry to wake you. I managed to grab these from the Night Court. I wish I’d given them to you earlier. Maybe then you would have had more of a chance…”

      “It’s all right.”

      Nina gave a shuddering breath. “What he did is inexcusable, but…Xavier. I can’t get my mind around it.”

      “Believe it.”

      “He…out of all of us, he was the most passionate about keeping the peace, about doing a Mage’s job. I suppose that’s why he…no, I don’t know why he’d do it.”

      Aspen sat up. The movement briefly hurt, but not too badly. Her forehead was still sore where she’d smashed it into Segur’s nose and the small cuts from the glass in the alleyway stung. The moment she moved, the magic sloshed inside her again. Her body felt jittery. Wired.

      She reached over and gathered the pieces of her gear.

      Her knife was still there, thankfully. So was Charlotte and her grapple. But her powders and other traps were gone. She would miss them. She didn’t think she’d get a chance to restock before doing what she needed to do. Her anger was focusing now, fixating on a single point: Xavier.

      Aspen threw off the sheets. “You tucked me in, right? It wasn’t…”

      Despite everything, Nina let out a tired grin. “Your special friend?”

      Aspen focused on putting her knife back into her jacket while the heat on her cheeks settled. “Just as long as Lucien hasn’t killed him yet. I know Lucien blames him for what Xavier did.”

      “They’re downstairs. They weren’t talking when I left. But Aspen, you know Isak has no clue about Xavier. I mean…he knows you were attacked by someone when you were with Xavier, but he doesn’t—we haven’t told him yet. We thought you should. We thought he’d take it better from you.”

      Aspen slowly nodded. “I’ll tell him.”

      Nina put a gentle hand on hers. “You’re absolutely sure? I could, if you wanted. We might be able to explain a bit more of the why. Not that we know much...”

      Aspen’s stomach was curling itself into knots, even as she said, “I want to tell him.”

      Nina patted her hand. “That’s fair. It’s going to be a shock.”

      “Oh yeah, I kno—ouch!” Aspen winced as she tried to slip her jacket on. Her ribs and probably a thousand other places were bruised, like a toddler had used them for hammer practice.

      “Scooch.” Nina settled beside Aspen. She raised a hand and glowing runic symbols appeared in the air.

      “Sem Sali fer ma,” Nina chanted. “I call on my contract with thee, denizen.”

      There was a small pop and a dark blue sprite with large eyes and glass-clear wings hovered where the symbols had been. Nina pointed to Aspen. “Heal, please. Don’t move,” Nina told Aspen as the sprite buzzed behind her and placed two tiny hands on her shirt. “He’s a healing sprite. He can’t fix everything, but he’ll make you feel better.”

      Aspen slowly settled back onto the bed as the sprite’s tiny hands moved over her back and skin, tickling wherever he went. Everywhere he touched there was almost instant relief, like someone had slathered a soothing balm over her wounds.

      “If you don’t mind telling me…What did Segur do to you?” Nina asked.

      “She jammed me full of magic.” Aspen paused, trying to gather her thoughts from the jumbled collection scattered around her mind. The last hours were an ever-cycling flow of shaky memories that made her head spin. “I told her what I was, that I was a Null and couldn’t use magic, but she said I was more than that. She said she could make it so I can use magic.”

      Nina sucked in a sharp breath. Aspen glanced at her. “You knew?”

      “No! Well, some of the Council’s suspected that was possible...but Nulls are so rare nobody was really sure. The one good thing about the way the Council’s treated Nulls is they’ve never used them for testing. But there’s a theory that if a Null takes more magic than it can handle then it begins to reflect that magic, to reject it.”

      “That’s what Lucien said.”

      “Unless the Null can’t take the magic, and then…”

      “They die.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well I didn’t die. But I’m not sure if I can use magic.” Aspen raised her hand. If she looked close enough, she could almost swear she saw small sparks buzzing from the tips of her fingers. Despite everything, the sight made an excited trill run through her body. Magic. She had magic.

      “Hold it out in front of you,” Nina said.

      Aspen did so.

      “Now, do you feel the magic?”

      “It’s impossible not to. It’s so full it’s…I don’t know how much longer I can take it.”

      “She filled you up completely then. You have to let some of it go. Push at it. Push it to the ends of your fingers. Closing your eyes might help.”

      Aspen did so. Nina was right. If she closed her eyes and turned inward she could almost imagine her body as a glass, and the magic had filled it right to the very brim. She envisioned her arm stretched like a straw out in front of her. Now she just needed to coax it that way…

      She egged the magic toward her fingers. There was resistance at first. She tried again, pushing harder. The magic fought back but slowly, very slowly, it began to move. Her hand grew warm. Nina let out an exclamation of surprise.

      “You’re doing it!”

      Red sparks were shooting off Aspen’s hand, cascading to the floor. Aspen continued channeling the magic as much as she could until the effort exhausted her. She could still feel plenty of power within her, but the feeling of unbearable fullness had tapered off slightly. She felt lighter now, almost…happier at what she’d just done. Never in a million years had she thought she’d be able to do this.

      “You’re so new to this that if you can really wield magic it will take a while for you to master it,” Nina said. “For now, it’ll probably come out only during times of high stress, like during a fight.”

      “All done!” The sprite squeaked.

      “Thank you,” Nina said. She waved her hand again and the sprite vanished with another pop! Aspen rolled her shoulders. Most of the bruises were gone. Everything felt better.

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” Nina said. She’d leaned to rest her elbows on her knees. “But Xavier…Like I said, he’s the most passionate out of all of us. When I think about it, he’s also always been…intense. But never like this. I don’t think any of the Mages ever suspected this.”

      Only Aspen could have suspected it, and she had been too blinded by thinking the culprit was Hugo to ever think that perhaps Xavier could have been behind more than just murdering her parents.

      “Is Lucien okay?” Aspen said. “I’ve never seen him so mad.”

      “He’s fine. And he usually never gets like that. He hasn’t in a long time.”

      “Not until me,” Aspen said, realizing something she hadn’t before. “Not until I came along. That’s why he doesn’t take apprentices, isn’t it?”

      Nina was looking at Aspen.

      “Lucien does the same thing I did—I do,” Aspen explained. “He’s kept his distance from the Council, refused to take an apprentice before they forced him to. Because he’s already had one, hasn’t he?”

      Nina was silent for a moment. “His name was Alex, and he was Lucien’s first and only apprentice.”

      It took Aspen a moment to process that. “He…must have meant a lot to him.”

      “Not at first he didn’t. Lucien’s never liked the idea of having an apprentice, even before Alex. He told me it was because he hadn’t figured everything out, so how could he teach someone? In a way I suppose he was right. Lucien wasn’t much older than Alex when he first took him on. Lucien was a prodigy. He was nineteen when he was voted onto the Council. Youngest Mage in history.”

      Only two years older than her, Aspen thought with surprise.

      “The things he can do with magic…” Nina said, almost to herself. “The things he refuses to do with magic. Even when we were together he never tried living up to his potential. I think he’s afraid to. After Alex, he couldn’t bring himself to…He loved him so much.”

      “What happened?”

      “I shouldn’t be telling you all this,” Nina said suddenly. “Lucien would kill me—”

      “Lucien’s never going to tell me,” Aspen said, for some reason now desperate to know. “I want you to tell me. It’ll…I don’t know, help me figure him out a little more, I guess. I’m not sure.”

      Nina bit her lips, looking at the door. After a moment, she said. “Alex’s death…Lucien pushed him because he loved him, because he could see potential. And for the most part Alex excelled. But he went even faster than Lucien expected him to. Ended up taking a job he wasn’t close to ready for and was killed. I think it was a low-level demon. We still don’t know. Lucien’s never been the same since. He had wanted to start a school before. He bought the house and started to get it all set up and everything. Now some days I swear he can barely take care of himself.”

      There was no disguising the bitterness in Nina’s voice. Perhaps it was at Lucien and what he’d become, or at the circumstances that had brought them here.

      “You can’t tell him I told you,” Nina said.

      “I won’t.”

      “No, like you cannot—”

      “Nina,” Aspen made the motion of zipping her lips. “I know how this works. I’m good at keeping secrets.”

      Nina relaxed. Then she pushed off her knees and stood. “Actually…thanks for listening. That took a lot off me. More than I thought.” She winked. “You could be a therapist if this whole Mage thing doesn’t suit you.”

      “Let me work on one impossible task at a time,” Aspen said.

      “Fair enough.” Nina suddenly grinned. She was looking over Aspen’s shoulder. “And I’ll leave you two to it.”

      “Two…?”

      “Hey.” Isak was standing in the doorway. “I heard talking so I assumed you were up.”

      “You assumed correctly.” Aspen held her arms out wide. “Still in one piece.”’

      Isak shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Was it the Fae again? Nobody will tell me what happened but I can’t believe they’d be able to take you from Xavier.”

      The happy, bubbly feeling inside Aspen suddenly vanished, as if the bed had dropped from beneath her.

      “I’ll…be right outside if you need me,” Nina said. She scooted past Isak who stepped inside the room, looking confused. “Is everything okay?” His voice lowered. “I was…really scared. When I saw you on that table in the Night Court…I thought she’d killed you.”

      His sincerity was killing her. Those dark eyes boring in her own, the worried expression she wished she could remedy.

      Just tell him. Get it over with.

      “Segur…did put a lot of magic in me. She thought I could use it.”

      Coward.

      “I can, a little. But…it’s strange. I’m not quite sure what all I can do yet.”

      “If you need help you can ask me,” Isak said. “We can talk to the Council, clear this whole thing up once we find who’s really behind this. Break the Bond and—”

      Before she could think too much, Aspen stepped toward him and pressed her lips to his, first gently, then forcefully.

      Just a bit. Just to show him how she felt. Her body buzzed with a sensation that had nothing to do with magic. She wasn’t sure what had come over her in that moment, wasn’t sure if her feelings had been leading up to this for a while or just the last few seconds, but she wanted nothing more than to feel his arms around her and think about nothing else but the two of them here, together.

      “Uh…” Isak looked pleasantly blindsided when she pulled away. “Not that I’m not happy, but what was that for?”

      “A thank you… for saving me.”

      She kissed him again and this time he responded enthusiastically. His hands found her waist, ran up her arms, while hers measured the contours beneath his shirt, tasted the scent on his lips.

      “And that one,” Aspen said softly when they broke apart, “was hopefully to make what I tell you hurt less.”

      “What are you talking about?” Isak said, still grinning like a fool.

      “I’m going to hurt you, Isak.”

      He sighed. “If this is about the Bond, I told you we can—”

      “The Fae didn’t take me from Xavier. They didn’t hurt me after I was taken out of the Council.”

      His smile remained fixed. “What?”

      “Lucien and Xavier were fighting, that’s what. Because Xavier tried to kill me, Isak. He killed my parents during the Shopping District fires ten years ago, and I know, I know he’s the one draining supernatural beings and trying to take down the wards.”

      The words were rushing out of her now, as though a stopper had been pulled. They came faster and faster, and as they did Isak’s smile fell more and more.

      “He’s not who you think he is,” Aspen said. “I knew it from the moment I saw him again on the Mage’s Council. But I didn’t tell you because…well at first I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want you to possibly use it against me. I told myself that was the reason. Until I realized I really wasn’t telling you because I cared about you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      Isak’s hands dropped from her waist. He didn’t shove her away, but his dark expression might as well have.

      “Did Lucien tell you to say this?”

      “Lucien didn’t tell me anything,” Aspen said, shaking her head.

      “But you don’t believe what you’re saying, do you?”

      Aspen’s mouth fell open. “Of course I believe it! Xavier murdered my parents, Isak!”

      “So you say.” Isak’s voice was rising. “I get what this is, Aspen. You’re just saying it to hurt me, not because you believe it but because this—” He gestured between them. “—whatever this is, might be the most real thing you’ve ever had. All of this is, Lucien included. You’ve been alone so much of your life that you’ve pushed everyone who ever cared about you away, and now when you’ve finally found those who do care, you can’t handle it.”

      “Would you stop being selfish for just one moment!” Aspen bellowed. “This isn’t about me and you—”

      “It has everything to do with me!” Isak roared, and Aspen knew she’d lost him. “Look at you! You’re not a Mage, not Lucien’s apprentice, not anything. And you’re still siding with Lucien.”

      Isak turned to go but Aspen grabbed his arm. “You can’t go back to Xavier! I don’t care if you don’t believe me, but he’s going to—”

      But Isak yanked his arm back at the same time he thrust out with his other hand. Magic shot from the floor and slammed into Aspen, shoving her back into the bed.

      “Isak! Isak, wait!”

      Aspen rushed out after him, past a stunned Nina, straight into Lucien who was coming up the stairs. He caught her arm.

      “Aspen, stop.”

      “He won’t believe me! He’s going back to Xavier!”

      “Aspen.” Lucien remained infuriatingly calm, still firmly gripping her arm so that Aspen couldn’t get away unless she attacked him. Didn’t he know? Couldn’t he see what Isak was doing? “Of course Isak won’t believe you. Who do you expect him to trust, you or the man who gave him a new life and raised him like a son?”

      “But Xavier…”

      “Xavier won’t harm his prodigy.” Lucien slowly let go of her, a humorless smile on his face. “I know Xavier, and he wouldn’t dare hurt someone so devoted to him, someone he’s molded to be just like him.”

      Aspen shook her head furiously. “Isak’s nothing like him!”

      “Oh? You know him that well?”

      Aspen wanted to blurt out that yes, of course she did. Isak was infuriating, deadly, coarse but kind, clever, an equal to her in every sense.

      But really, did she know that? They’d been around each other—heck, really only talked—for three days. The old Aspen, the one who had been more sensible before the boy with the dark eyes and a new world of magic had arrived, would have laughed at her.

      Cliff appeared at the foot of the stairs. “You had an escapee,” he grunted. “The boy. Ran out of here. Should I…”

      “It’s fine,” Lucien said.

      Cliff nodded. A couple minutes later, Aspen, Lucien, and Nina sat around one of the tables in the bar. Cliff nodded to T-shirt boy. “Lock the door for a bit, will you?”

      “Sorry to lose you any business, Cliff,” Lucien said as T-shirt boy closed the front door and slid home a large deadbolt. Cliff shrugged. He’d looped behind the bar and started pouring them all drinks.

      “No harm done. You can’t do any more damage than the Unseelie Fae have.”

      “The Fae?” Nina said. “What have they been doing in here?”

      “Ruining the place, that’s what,” Cliff said darkly. “Going unchecked, scaring off my customers, taking things without paying, the works.”

      “I…didn’t know,” Lucien said. “Simshar hadn’t mentioned anything. And I hadn’t noticed.”

      Cliff finished topping off the last of the drinks. “Honestly, Lucien, when’s the last time you actually looked?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “That’s the correct answer. Unseelie Fae have been running amok here for a while, unchecked. My guess is I’m not the only one with problematic supernatural beings.”

      “Hey…there’s a girl here,” T-shirt boy said from the front window, just before someone knocked on the door. With a nod from Cliff, T-shirt boy pulled back the deadbolt and Tana came in.

      “Aspen!”

      She hugged Aspen fiercely, quickly reminding her that the sprite hadn’t managed to heal all her bruises quite yet. “When I heard…those stupid Fae…and now Xavier?” A low growl started in her throat. “I’d punch ‘em both if I didn’t think they’d kill me. Did they…”

      She gave a quick once-over to Aspen. “You look all right.”

      “I’m fine,” Aspen assured her.

      “Any more guests, Lucien?” Cliff said, returning to the bar for a final drink.

      “She’s it,” Lucien said.

      Cliff slid all the drinks in front of them. Aspen, despite her glowering mood, was at least a little bit cheered at the prospect of drinking alcohol she didn’t have to swipe, but when she sipped it, it was lemonade.

      “What gives?” Tana demanded, putting down her own glass.

      Cliff cocked an eyebrow. “You’re a minor, kid. Friend of Lucien’s or not, I’m not losing my license because of you.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “But come back later if you want the good stuff.”

      “I’ll pretend like I didn’t hear that,” Nina said.

      Lucien put his glass down with a loud thunk. Everyone looked at him. “It sucks,” Lucien said. “But we need to act now. Isak will be back with Xavier within the hour and then…” He shook his head. “I’m not sure what he’ll do.” He gave Aspen a sorrowful look. “Aspen, I’ll…I’ll save him if I can. He might be stubborn and arrogant, but he’s a product of his master and I can’t kill someone for something that isn’t entirely their fault.”

      Aspen swallowed the lump in her throat. “And Xavier?”

      Nina shook her head. “The Council’s already shown they’re too stupid or willfully ignorant to handle this. We can’t risk bringing Xavier in for a trial.”

      “This ends with him,” Lucien agreed quietly. “I think I’ve always known it would, even from the very beginning. But if I can save that idiot boy too—”

      Aspen hugged him, reaching across the table and practically shoving her face into his chest, nearly toppling Lucien off the bench. “Wha—Aspen…?”

      But Aspen held onto him. She couldn’t explain this sudden rush of emotion, just as she couldn’t explain how she’d acted with Isak earlier. It was as if she’d been so numb to her feelings the last few years, she’d allowed them to sneak up and erupt like a volcano when she least expected it. Finally letting them out was relieving.

      And a little awkward.

      “Ah…” Lucien said, patting the top of her head uncertainly. “Not that I don’t appreciate…ah, getting attacked by hugs, can you please not get tears on my robe? I’m sure they’re a pain to get out.”

      “Thank you,” Aspen said, still hugging him. “Thanks for coming after me. And thank you for being willing to save him.”

      “Aspen…please don’t. I don’t deserve your thanks.”

      Lucien managed to gently pry her off and she sat back, rubbing her eyes. Tana gave her a reassuring pat. Nina was smiling.

      “Don’t thank me just yet. Please,” Lucien said again.

      “You saved me. You came after me.”

      “Of course. After all, you’re my apprentice.”

      “Even after this?”

      Lucien almost looked pained. “If you’d like. If we get through this. But Aspen, I need to tell you…I think I should…”

      Nina took his hand, wrapping it in hers. Lucien fumbled for his next words, then fell silent. He stood. Aspen was dismayed to see a spatting of tear stains on his chest.

      “I need to go,” Lucien said. “Tana, you know we have a few allies in the city. I hope we won’t need them, but I’m counting on you to get the word out about Xavier. Perhaps some of them will come help us.”

      “Got it,” Tana said, draining the last of her lemonade. She gave Aspen another reassuring pat then slipped out the door.

      “I’m going with you, too,” Aspen said. “Don’t.” She held up a finger to stop Lucien as he opened his mouth. She’d pieced together something that had been bothering her before. “I recognized the tattoo on Xavier as the same one Maladias’ book had. And I’ve seen it somewhere else.”

      Lucien frowned. “Where?”

      “A Mage’s house I broke into a little while ago. It must be Xavier’s house, though I’m not sure if Hugo knew that or not. I found something there. An object in his study with the same symbol on it.”

      Lucien’s frown deepened. “Describe the object.”

      Aspen recounted the details of the cylindrical, metal pill-like thing. It had been a little while, but she found the events of that day were still somewhat fresh in her mind. She never thought she’d be glad about breaking in there.

      “It’s a battery,” Nina concluded when she’d finished. “A magical storage unit.”

      “My guess is he’s probably taking the magic he’s stolen and temporarily holding it there to release it at once,” Lucien said.

      “Into the spell Isa—into the spell we found,” Aspen said. “The one that’ll take down the wards.”

      “Then you’d better hurry,” Nina said. She stood beside Lucien and pulled out her knives. “Xavier might have enough magic by now. I’ll keep the Mages off your back, then meet you there.”

      “Aspen, I don’t think—” Lucien tried again.

      “I’m going with you,” Aspen said again. “No arguments. I’ve seen Xavier’s house before. Heck, I’ve broken in before. This’ll just be round two.”

      “You don’t think I can do that without you?”

      “Not if you want your strength for fighting. Lucien,” Aspen took a deep breath. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for ten years. Don’t take it away from me. I still haven’t forgotten what he did.”

      “This isn’t about revenge. This is justice.”

      “This is my justice.” Aspen stepped to the door and turned to look back at them. “So are we going or not?”

      Lucien took a breath. “Onward ho, into the fire and flame.”

      Nina gave him a peck on the cheek. “And may you come out unscathed on the other side.”
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      Something was wrong.

      “You’re positive this is his place?” Lucien said.

      They crouched on the inside wall of Xavier’s garden, looking at the house Aspen had broken into before. Only, she hadn’t needed to break in this time. The outer charms along the walls were gone. The inner gardens so far had held no nasty surprises lying in wait for them among the shocks of well-trimmed grass and the glittering pool. Aspen couldn’t even see any shimmer of magic like she had the first time.

      That’s what had her worried.

      “Maybe you were thinking of a different place,” Lucien said, brushing his robes aside so he could lean forward to get a better look. “Easy mistake.”

      “I didn’t make a mistake,” Aspen said indignantly. “There aren’t exactly a lot of houses that look like this.”

      “Well…”

      “Why are you blaming me? Shouldn’t you know which house is Xavier’s?”

      Lucien gave her a wry, sidelong glance that told her she still had a lot to learn about the way Mages worked. “I’m not in the habit of handing out my address to anyone. Especially Mages. Why do you think I keep Caretaker around?”

      “Because of his sparkling personality, of course.”

      Aspen did one final sweep of the yard just to ensure she hadn’t missed anything (she hadn’t—she knew she hadn’t), then took a deep breath and said, “Shall we?”

      “I still don’t know how the magic Segur put in you will react,” Lucien said, his voice clipped with uncertainty. “Hopefully your body’s breaking it down like normal. But if something goes wrong in there…”

      “Nina told me a little already. She said I could now have the ability to store and use magic.”

      “That’s a huge ‘could.’ It ‘could’ also kill you, so it’s best not to be taking any hits for a while.”

      “Gee, that’s some swell advice. Wonder why I never thought of that earlier?”

      Lucien grumbled before moving from his position. Aspen gripped the hilt of her knife firmly and followed. She tried ignoring the worsening weather growling overhead. The storm had moved in fast and low; thick black thunderheads bottled up just under the skyline and prowled around the buildings.

      “Wait.”

      Aspen tugged on Lucien’s sleeve as they approached the steps leading to the back door. Aspen pulled out Charlotte. Lucien recoiled as the iPod sprang to life.

      “What on earth is that thing?”

      “Hello, Aspen. Looking lovely as always,” Charlotte said, gazing up at her.

      “Go check the perimeter and report back,” Aspen said. She placed her hand near the ground and Charlotte jumped off and scrambled up to the steps.

      “Was that spider…flirting with you?” Lucien shook his head. “Never mind. Too many questions. I assume you made that thing yourself.”

      “Of course.”

      He shook his head again. “Remind me never to underestimate you.”

      “I thought that was already clear.”

      Charlotte returned a minute later.

      “There is no magical perimeter,” she hummed. “There is no magic out here at all.”

      Aspen glanced at Lucien.

      “That’s…unusual,” Lucien said. He stole to the back door and, with some slight hesitation, tried the handle. It opened easily.

      “Definitely not good,” Lucien said. “He may be gone already.”

      The two of them slipped inside and Aspen was immediately hit with the recurrence of unwelcome memories. The remnants of the chandelier she’d shattered in the center of the white marble rotunda had been swept away, but not replaced. Aspen’s eyes immediately went to the paintings on either side of the room. The dragons were gone. She couldn’t see them on the pillars or near the winding staircase. She still didn’t relax.

      “Either he’s left,” Lucien whispered, “or this is a trap.”

      “Where would he have gone?”

      “The wards surround New York City proper almost like a dome. He doesn’t have to be right next to them for his spell to work, but my guess is he wants to bring the spell at least a little closer to the sky for maximum effect.”

      As he said this, both their eyes trailed up the winding staircase to the second floor.

      “The roof,” Aspen said. “His house is tall. He’s got to be on the roof.”

      “Or the Empire State Building, but let’s hope it’s the roof.”

      They took the stairs, Aspen keeping her eyes peeled for any sign of movement that would predict an impending attack. The house seemed deader than the last time she’d been here, and that had been pretty dead. The marble lacked its lustrous sheen. The artifacts on display seemed dull and uninspired. There was only the brush of moving air as they ran, the hush of silence in all the rooms they passed.

      And there was no shimmer of magic. Anywhere.

      “He’s drained the house, too,” Aspen panted when they reached the top of the steps.

      “I know,” Lucien said. He checked where they were before taking off down the same corridor where Aspen had found Xavier’s study. He reached it before Aspen could. He stretched out a hand to open it.

      “Wait! Lucien, don’t—”

      When Lucien touched the handle, there was no explosion of magic. Aspen let out a sigh. Stupid. Of course there wasn’t. All the magic was gone.

      Lucien threw the doors open. A pair of deadly growls came from inside. He quickly shut it.

      “Did you know he animated the dragon paintings?”

      Okay, apparently not all the magic.

      “Did you see the battery in there?” Aspen said.

      “No. But I didn’t really look.” Lucien took a deep breath. “I want you to check for me on three. One. Two—”

      He threw the doors open again. There was a flash of color and curling dragon whiskers, and the pair of them wriggled between the seams of the door jamb. Lucien was already raising his hands, his mouth forming the words to a counterspell.

      Aspen ducked under them just as the first of his spells crackled through the air, making her skin buzz.

      Xavier’s study, much like the rest of the house, appeared as it had before, except for the lack of magic.

      And the lack of the battery.

      The center table where Aspen had seen it before was completely empty. She quickly scanned the rest of the room to make sure he hadn’t moved it anywhere else.

      “It’s not here, Lucien!” she called.

      The sound of magic from the hallways had tapered off. When Aspen cautiously stepped out again, Lucien was staring down at two colorful strips of paint as they lazily drifted from the wall to the floor.

      “Good job,” Aspen said, impressed.

      “It wasn’t me. Well, it partially was, but…”

      He tilted his head up. He raised his hand and snapped. A small ball of ghost-blue flame ignited on the tip of his finger. It flickered there for a moment before sputtering and whisking away above, as though being sucked through the ceiling.

      “Xavier’s spell must be drawing all the nearby magic to it. The closer we get, the weaker my spells will grow,” Lucien said. “On the plus side, that means Xavier’s magic should be weaker, too.”

      He didn’t sound encouraged by this. He looked at Aspen. “No battery?”

      “He’s taken it with him.”

      Lucien spun in a circle. He pointed to a door at the end of the hall, one Aspen hadn’t noticed last time. On the other side of it was a stone stairwell, narrow and rotating upwards.

      They started up. Aspen’s heart pounded faster the closer they grew to the top. The closer they grew to Xavier. She was here at last; she was going to face him, and this time she was going to—

      Her foot tripped over the next step. She tried to catch herself but the brick her foot landed on simply vanished beneath her, reforming itself the moment she wasn’t touching it. Now the steps her back foot stood on were giving way, too. Aspen began sliding backwards.

      “Grab something!” Lucien called above her, beginning to slide back himself.

      Aspen frantically clawed at the steps nearest her until she figured out they wouldn’t stay solid beneath her anymore. Hoping this didn’t hold true for the walls, she jammed her fingers between the jagged cracks to her right. Her body jolted to a halt. Her wrists and shoulders screamed in protest.

      By now the entire stairway seemed to have turned on them. Lucien hadn’t found a way to slow himself down and was rapidly descending toward her, picking up speed by the second. Aspen could imagine him gaining more and more momentum all the way to the very bottom where he’d come to a sudden, abrupt halt.

      He was nearly to her now. Her fingers felt like lead chips, but still she reached out and grabbed the collar of his robe. No sooner had Lucien jerked to a stop than he rolled over and yelled, “Sesulian!”

      Glowing pads of light blossomed on the wall across from him. Lucien held his hands up and they were pulled across to the center of the pads and stuck there.

      “Aspen! Hurry and follow me! Put your hands where I do!”

      Aspen shook her head frantically. “It won’t work on me! I’ll just negate it!”

      The pad was shrinking beneath his hands, being eaten up by the spell Xavier was performing above.

      “It’s already negating,” Lucien said. “Hurry up!”

      Aspen hurriedly contorted her body so that her feet were nearly flat against the wall, her toes tucked just beneath her fingers. She took a single, steadying breath. Then she kicked off, her hands flailing for the nearest glowing pads Lucien had left.

      Her palms collided with them. They almost immediately began to dissolve beneath her.

      “Next one! Quick!” Lucien said.

      Like he needed to tell her that.

      He was already making his way up the wall like some sort of magical leap frog, looking ridiculous with his lanky, longish limbs grasping for each glowing point, his cloak trailing behind him.

      Aspen followed. Each time she landed she had to rock her body in place to maintain any sort of balance. Her eyes were constantly forward, timing the next jump. The nearer they grew to the top, the faster the patches of magic faded until she was often jumping onto almost nothing at all.

      Her foot slipped on one and hit the stairs, which immediately gave way. She kicked to try to put something solid beneath her. Her left palm had unstuck and it was all she could do to keep her fingernails dug into the gritty rock.

      The magic was almost gone. She reached up with her remaining arm and—

      Lucien caught her.

      With a tremendous heave, he yanked her past him. When Aspen had caught her breath, she found they had reached a landing at the top of the stairs. There was a single door in front of them.

      “Thanks,” Aspen said.

      “No worries.” Lucien looked back the way they’d come. The stairs appeared perfectly harmless. “Just think how easy it’ll be to go down.”

      That was the last thing Aspen wanted to think about. The impending confrontation with Xavier had netted all her thoughts in its snare. She could see nothing beyond the next few minutes.

      “Can you feel it?” Lucien said in a low voice. He’d faced the door and closed his eyes. Aspen didn’t need to do that to know what he was talking about. The sensation of magic was a deep thrum within her bones. She could feel it beckon to the new power within her, trying to take it as it had begun taking Lucien’s, but her magic held firmly inside her. Her body guarded it as jealously as a successful thief.

      “I feel…so powerless. So empty,” Lucien said. He stared glumly at his ringed hands, as if they’d betrayed him.

      “Oh come on, it’s not that bad,” Aspen said in her most encouraging voice. “I’ve managed so far.”

      Lucien turned to her. “Your magic…it’s there. I can feel it. And you can bet Xavier will too. He’ll go after you first. I’ll keep him off your back while you destroy that battery. Hopefully doing that will put a stop to whatever he’s managed to do with the spell.”

      Lucien began to push the door and paused.

      “There’s one more thing I need to tell you. Something…I’ve been meaning to tell you from the moment we met.”

      “It can wait, Lucien,” Aspen said, pushing him forward. “I know we’ll both get through this. The universe won’t make it that easy to get rid of each other.”

      “Wait—Aspen, I—”

      But the moment they stepped out into the rooftop he stopped.

      It’d been cleared away of all decorations, leaving only a wide-open space of concrete and a couple humming air conditioning units.

      Lucien’s brow furrowed. “No battery. I don’t sense any spells, either, unless Xavier’s cloaking them. So where…”

      “There.” Aspen pointed. From this point, Xavier’s roof was flush with the next beside it, which in turn sat next to one slightly higher and so on, creating an ascending staircase of rooftops, terminating at one higher than all the others. Even from here, Aspen could see the blue glow of magic emanating from it.

      “We’re not too late!” Aspen said excitedly. “Hurry, Lucien!”

      “Aspen, no—”

      Lucien lunged for her, but her momentum caused them to stumble into the middle of the roof. There was a click, like the sound of one of Aspen’s traps. Glowing symbols appeared in midair at each of the four sides of the roof. Beams of light shot out the sides of these, linking with one another until a cage of magic had completely enclosed them.

      “And she shall be your downfall.”

      Xavier emerged out of thin air at the other end of the roof, smirking. Isak stood beside him. He didn’t look smug. Mostly sad, as if he was disappointed to find Aspen here. Aspen glared at him.

      “Really, Lucien,” Xavier said. “The way she acts, one would almost think she wasn’t actually your apprentice. Oh, that’s right.”

      Lucien drew up a fist full of magic and slammed it against the side of the cage. The bars shot out red sparks, but didn’t break. He could only hold the magic for a second or two before dropping his hand, his magic flickering out. He was panting.

      “You’ve always been a disgrace to the Council,” Xavier said. “Your magic is next to useless here without the proper safeguards. Even if you get out, you and the rest of the Mages will be hunted down and finished.”

      At this Isak stirred, as if from a trance. Aspen saw her chance.

      “Isak!” She drew as close to the bars as she dared, not sure whether they would react to her touch or not. “You know what he’s going to do. Why don’t you stop him? Or does everything the Mages stand for mean nothing to you anymore?”

      “The Mages are finished, and you know it!” Isak said. He shifted again, as if struggling with himself. His dark eyes met hers and she could see the pain in them. “I’ve talked to Xavier. We don’t have to bring Maladias through. He was just a tool, just something to show how weak and useless the Mages have become. But the wards have to go. They’re just like the Council. Old. Obsolete. A symbol of separation. It allows them to ignore what’s really going on. The real problems in our world. But not anymore.”

      “That’s insane!” Aspen yelled. “If you destroy the wards that means Maladias can still come here—”

      “And why do you care, Aspen?” Isak bellowed. “You’re one of those they forgot! The lowest of the low. Where was justice for your parents? For any of those years you were alone? Where were the Mages for you then? This might not be the best way, but it’s real, it’s a start.”

      “It’s the wrong start!”

      Isak sneered. Between the bars of the cage it almost looked evil. “Like you would know what the right one is.”

      Aspen took a deep breath, trying to calm her shaking breath so she wouldn’t explode and start screaming at him. “Look, I was wrong. You were right. I pushed people away. It’s not fair what happened to me and I know that, but that wasn’t any of the Mages’ fault, and taking it out on everyone else isn’t the way to fix it.”

      She could see his defenses were faltering now. His slick façade of indifference began to give way to the Isak she’d known before. The one who wouldn’t be blinded by Xavier’s fanaticism.

      “Forget what Xavier means to you and see that he’s wrong,” Aspen said. “This isn’t about him or you, it’s about everyone—”

      A bolt of magic hit the outside of the cage so hard Aspen was thrown back. Her arms burned from the aftershock of the spell and she rubbed them furiously to fight off the growing pain.

      “You are a witch with words,” Xavier said. “I underestimated that. Something I won’t do again.”

      His hand moved until it was pointed just above her heart. “Isak, it’s time to complete the final stage. It’s time for you to prove how far you’re willing to go: kill them.”

      Isak stepped back in horror. “What?”

      “You heard me. You know what they’ve done: they are a threat to everything we’re trying to accomplish, and the girl is a dangerous Null. Already she’s proven too unpredictable to let live.”

      Isak continued staring at Xavier, aghast, as Lucien helped Aspen to her feet.

      See? She wanted to shout. See the kind of monster he really is?

      But the longer Isak waited without saying anything, the more her heart stuttered at an unnatural pace. Surely he wouldn’t. She understood now that she didn’t know him as well as she’d thought, but Isak wasn’t a cold-blooded murderer. He couldn’t be.

      “I know you had feelings for the girl,” Xavier said amicably, clapping a rough hand on Isak’s shoulder. “But trust me when I say it would never work. In a month’s time you’ll forget. You’ll move on. When your aspirations are complete and you’ve righted every wrong against you, then you’ll see.”

      “I can’t, Xavier,” Isak protested. His eyes flickered for just the briefest moment around him, as though seeking out an escape. “My…magic. We’re so high up I can’t—”

      “You have enough for this.”

      “But the cage—”

      “It will let our magic go through. Now do it! I’m tired of you wasting time!”

      “No!” Isak threw Xavier’s hand off. He didn’t look scared now, but angry. “What are you doing, Xavier? Murder? I—I heard…” Again his eyes moved to Aspen, “Someone told me you had done that, but I didn’t believe them. I defended you! I know things have to change, but this isn’t the way to do it!”

      Xavier’s expression slowly sobered. “I see. Their word over mine? That is your final decision on the matter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very well, then.”

      Xavier’s attack came without warning. A bolt of green magic shot through the cage, aimed directly at Aspen’s heart.

      Aspen couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. She felt only the physical sensation of her body; was aware only of the knowledge that, as much magic as she could absorb, she wouldn’t survive this.

      “Move!”

      The bolt clipped Lucien’s arm as he threw her aside. They went sprawling. Lucien immediately clutched his elbow with a gasp of pain. His robes had been burned away. The skin beneath was raw and red.

      “Lucien!”

      Aspen scrambled to him but there was nothing she could do. The usual healing salves she carried were long gone, along with the rest of her missing gear. And with no clue how to use the magic inside her, it left her with no options.

      “I’m fine!” Lucien gritted out. “Xavier!”

      Another bolt of magic exploded beside her. Aspen spun on her heels, expecting the next attack. Instead, she saw that Isak had grabbed Xavier’s wrists and was wrestling him away from the edge of the cage.

      “Let go, idiot boy!” Xavier roared. “I am your master! I am doing this for you and everyone else!”

      “You can’t kill them! I won’t let you!”

      Xavier snarled. There was a tremendous bang! and when the flash had cleared, Isak lay on the ground, motionless.

      “NO!” Aspen cried.

      Xavier took a moment to calm himself. Then he waved his hand, using magic to heft Isak up and over his shoulder. Aspen could just see Isak’s chest rise and fall and the dark clamp of fear around her chest loosened slightly.

      “He will become the leader he was meant to be,” Xavier spat. “Whether he wants to or not. And no disgrace of a Mage and a pathetic Norm is going to stop that.”

      He faced them. His hand came up. From this range there was no way he could miss.

      “Goodby—”

      An explosion rocked the rooftops, making Aspen stumble before catching herself. Xavier was already looking toward the rooftop in the distance. The glow was brighter now, but had turned from a vibrant blue to a sickly sort of green. Arcs of electricity spurted off in every direction.

      “The spell!”

      He took off, using his magic to propel him from rooftop to rooftop toward it.

      “Aspen…” Lucien said behind her. He’d managed to move himself into a crouch, but Aspen could tell even that had pained him. The arm might have been the most visible damage, but Xavier’s spell must have done something else to him.

      “You shouldn’t be moving,” Aspen said, kneeling beside him.

      “We still have to stop him. There’s not much time.”

      Aspen looked around at the magic bars crackling behind her. They were still solid as ever.

      “I hate to break it to you, but we aren’t going anywhere.”

      Lucien drew himself up and looked toward where Xavier had gone. “You have to break us out of here.”

      Aspen laughed harshly. “Did that spell hit your head, too? I’m useless, remember? No magic?”

      “You have magic.”

      “None that I can use.”

      “Unless…Unless something pushes you so far you can’t help but release it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You need something to push you. Something that will make you so angry you can’t help but let it out.”

      “Lucien—”

      He sighed, long and loud. It was a sigh of defeat. “I should have told you when I first met you. I saw you and I knew, just as you knew Xavier was the one who had murdered your parents. Except you were wrong.”

      Aspen’s skin had started tingling. Her heart had kicked into overdrive again. “Whatever this is, I don’t want to hear it now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucien murmured. “But, Aspen, Xavier didn’t kill your parents. I did.”
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      He lied. And yet he didn’t. His mouth said the words and…

      It wasn’t possible. Her mind repeated the words over and over again, but every time she repeated them, a single memory continued reforming in her mind. The one she’d seen back at Car’s shop, the one with the new shadowy figure. Car hadn’t implanted that in her mind; it had been there all along. Now the figure was no longer faceless but had Lucien’s face. Lucien, as he cast the spell that had protected her from the worst of the fire. Lucien, who had stepped over her parents’ bodies and pursued Xavier.

      He’s never been good at elemental magic. Never. Especially not back then.

      In her mind’s eyes she saw the flaming creature in the alleyway rearing up. She saw Lucien trying in vain to rein it back in.

      But mostly, Aspen believed him because she knew something like this was inevitable. Because of course the one who had wronged her would be the man she’d slowly begun to trust. What were friends and family, but merely people who were there to let you down?

      But not Isak, a small voice said. Or Tana. Or Nina. Even Lucien...Even Lucien whose eyes were now filled with anguish. They were fixated on her, begging her to say something, anything. Perhaps he was filled with ten years of guilt and nearly bursting at the seams with it.

      “It was back when I first became a Mage,” Lucien said.

      “Stop talking,” Aspen said, voice shaking.

      But Lucien didn’t. He was trying to rile her up, get her to use her magic—or maybe exorcise his own guilt. Either way, it was working. She could feel the magic growing agitated inside her, rising angrily like the hackles of a dog.

      “Xavier and I have never gotten along, not since we first set eyes on one another. He thought I was pretentious and self-centered, and perhaps he’s right. He’d always been the more intense of the both of us, but regardless we were both chosen for the position of next Mage. Back then we had a similar contest to this one, without the death.”

      “Lucien, I’m warning you…”

      A large explosion shook the building beneath them. Lucien looked behind Aspen to where Xavier was casting the spell. He began speaking faster.

      “Xavier had always hated me, been jealous of me. We went to different magic academies, had different masters. We were both talented, though I was younger and still more accomplished and he hated me for that.

      “Back then the apprentices never interfered with each other during the assessment. They were allowed to, but it was an unspoken rule to keep out of each other’s way. One he broke. He came for me the second morning, trying to catch me off guard. Wanted it to look like an accident. I fought him off. I should have left it at that but I was young and stupid so I pursued him. He led me to your house.”

      Aspen’s fists were shaking. The magic swirled and rose like bile in her throat. The air snapped around her, tasting bitter in her mouth. The bars of the barrier bent outward.

      Lucien needed to stop talking. She would not be forced to re-live that day. Carsisiphus had taken some of it. It shouldn’t have hurt her this much anymore…yet she was feeling the pain drive like a knife through her gut.

      “I was never good at elemental magic,” Lucien muttered. “But I used it on him anyway. He had brought me to your house. Why yours…I’ve asked myself a million times over the years.” He looked up at Aspen. “You know what happened next. You were there.”

      “Enough!”

      Part of the barrier exploded outward. The rest of the bars trembled in place before shattering. Her body was expelling the magic in waves now. It ate away at Xavier’s cage like a hungry pack of wolves on a kill.

      “I won the competition,” Lucien said. “I became Mage. But it didn’t matter. Another Mage died the next year and Xavier got the spot.

      “I am sorry for what happened, Aspen, and I have been ever since then. But I’m happy you lived. I’m happy you found me.”

      “You aren’t allowed to be happy!” Aspen screeched. She could barely breathe now. The cage was disintegrating. Every second that passed, more magic leaked out of her, her body growing spent. “I trusted you…I trusted you…”

      “I know. But you’re alive. Alive enough to still fight. And whatever you may think of me, I am happy about that.”

      The last of the cage disintegrated. Aspen sank to her knees. The magic inside her was almost gone, her body feeling limp and useless—but already she could feel the magic from Xavier’s spell seeping into her. It felt twisted and raw, but still began to slowly fill her once again.

      Aspen turned to look at the roof where Xavier had gone. The light had stayed tinted green, but was growing brighter. He was still going through with the spell. He was still trying to destroy her home. Broken as the place was, as painful as it was sometimes, it was still hers. She wouldn’t let him finish it.

      “I can’t get much closer to him,” Lucien said somewhere outside her cloud of anguish. “But you can. End this.”

      Aspen waited for him to say more, and then waited for the next wave of anger to sweep over her, but it didn’t come. She should be furious. She was furious. But she was tired. So, so tired of running and expecting people to let her down. Lucien had. And maybe that was for the better. She could still live with that. She had survived this before, and she would survive it again.

      Aspen pushed off her knees. She pulled her knife and the moment her fingers wrapped around the hilt the shaking in her hands stopped. She turned to Lucien.

      “I never want to see you again.”

      Then Aspen took off running toward Xavier. At first her steps were slow. The earlier strength and assuredness the magic had provided her was gradually returning, but the delay while her body soaked up more magic was debilitating. Soon enough though, her familiar stride returned and she was flying across the roof and leaping to the next, landing at a roll and sprinting on.

      Her thoughts swirled behind her eyes so much that she thought for sure they’d cloud her vision. Lucien. Her parents. Xavier. Isak. That day and every day since. Living with Brune but still feeling lonely. Finding Lucien and Tana and Nina and Isak and seeing all their broken parts, beautiful parts. How living with them had not guaranteed her freedom from pain; it hadn’t given her the luxury of a perfect relationship, but it had given her something real…something she’d been missing before.

      The next roof came up ahead and Aspen leapt, windmilling her arms as she did. She hit the opposite side hard enough to knock the breath out of her, half her body dangling over the traffic below. Up ahead was the final roof, and beyond it, the spell. She could make out the slight blurred shape of Xavier standing before it.

      With great effort, Aspen pulled herself up. She was forced to crouch for a moment to catch her breath. Though she could feel magic entering her, she could also feel it doing something else: the magic eating away at her, piece by piece, causing the seams that held her together to erode away.

      She might have been immune, but she wasn’t invincible, Lucien had said. It was only a matter of time before her body gave out and she was finished.

      Aspen sprinted to the nearest metal ladder. Her hands stung as they slapped each rung, finally pulling herself up to the final roof. It was as though she had emerged in a private stadium in the heart of New York. The skyscrapers rose in a ring around them like indifferent spectators. Aspen knew powerful magic kept most Norms from seeing the magical world, but with as much magic as Xavier was using, she didn’t want to know what they were seeing now.

      Xavier himself stood on an elevated cement platform ahead of her, back turned, facing an ever-growing bubble of magic that swelled in front of him. The dark clouds that had rolled in grew. The light from the magic sliced reflections off the glass of the nearest buildings. The silver, cylindrical battery sat at his feet. It pulsed to the rhythm of Xavier’s chanting.

      Xavier bellowed another syllable, and Aspen looked up in horror as a tremendous crack split the sky. The darkened clouds coiled and stretched apart, revealing a barrier that had once been invisible to her. She couldn’t make out the detail this far away, but it appeared to be comprised of thousands of interlocking runes—jagged slashes, swirling brushstrokes, ancient spells and scrabbled scrawls.

      As Aspen watched, the barrier began to peel apart. Beyond it, the sky once again appeared blue, but Aspen knew the city would be left defenseless if she allowed it to come apart completely.

      She gripped her knife tighter and—

      “Aspen?”

      Isak sat propped against the wall just below Xavier, blinking groggily as he tried to focus on her. He clutched his head. “Aspen? What are you—I thought you were…”

      Ignore him, Aspen thought. He doesn’t matter anymore. Nothing but stopping Xavier mattered.

      But…What’s the point of stopping him if nothing good remains after?

      Agonizingly aware she was running out of time, Aspen sprinted over and crouched beside him. Isak’s eyes were still glazed over, the remnants of Xavier’s spell still wearing off. With great difficulty, he managed to turn his head and meet her eyes. That smirk she’d come to expect lit up his face.

      “That figures. I get hurt trying to break you out of something and you do it yourself anyway.”

      “Do you believe me now? About Xavier?”

      “Of course I do. I’m not an idiot, I just refused to see. But I know he’s doing it for the right reasons, Aspen. I know it.”

      He was coming around now. His strong arms tried to push himself up but hadn’t quite mustered the strength yet. Aspen found her eyes wet as she watched him struggle to keep fighting.

      “Goodbye, Isak. Don’t come after me.”

      Isak grabbed her hand. The intensity of his gaze stirred something inside her, something that had nothing to do with the magic swirling around them.

      “You’re not an idiot, either,” Isak whispered. “You can’t run from people forever. I hurt you, and I’m sorry. But I still care about you. There are a lot of people who still care about you.”

      Aspen tried to tug away, but Isak’s old strength was returning, and he held on. “I know he’s done some horrible things, but don’t kill Xavier. Don’t kill him. For me. Please.”

      He might as well have slid a hot poker into her gut. Part of her didn’t want to let him go, didn’t want to take this on alone. She wanted something to fight for, a future she could look forward to, maybe with him…maybe…

      But…

      Aspen leaned in and kissed Isak, letting her lips linger on his before pulling away. She tugged her hand out of his.

      “I can’t promise that. I’m sorry.”

      “Aspen!” Isak yelled as she started up the ladder toward Xavier. She kept climbing, tears burning her cheeks.

      “Aspen, please!”

      She leapt onto the platform and immediately staggered with the sudden push against her. The magic was so overwhelming. She had never felt anything like it; dozens of supernatural beings’ power concentrated into a single area. Each bit of it touched her. She could almost feel the beings the magic had once been part of; taste their fear, their anger.

      Their desire for revenge.

      It mingled with her own and she honed it, sharpening it, forgetting Lucien and what he’d told her and shoving all her fury on the man before her.

      Aspen aimed the knife’s tip at the back of Xavier’s neck and charged.

      She didn’t see the ghouls.

      The first one’s arm came out of nowhere. Aspen couldn’t stop in time, only try to adjust her body to stave off the worst of the blow. The ghoul’s chipped, yellowed nails cleaved the skin of her forearm and she crashed to the concrete. Xavier turned. He didn’t look the least bit surprised to find her there.

      “Deal with her, idiots! I’m almost done.”

      Aspen rolled backward as a ghoul plunged its jaws down where her neck had been. She ducked as another tried to take off her head with a single, powerful swipe. They were blocking her in, herding her away from Xavier. Already she could see the wards above looked less solid. How much time did she have before it was too late?

      Aspen bobbed and weaved, keeping light on her feet as the ghouls tried pinning her down. She attempted calling the magic she’d used earlier but it wouldn’t work.

      A ghoul made a lunge and Aspen saw her chance.

      She dipped beneath his arm and trapped it between her own, snapping it with a single twist. The ghoul’s screech was cut off as Aspen hammered the side of her free hand against his cheekbone, shattering it. She let the ghoul fall and charged Xavier once more. She ducked the next ghoul trying to cut her off, sinking her knife into his thigh and yanking it out again as she passed. Then she was free, leaping toward Xavier—

      He turned. He clutched a fistful of magic.

      A searing bolt tore through Aspen. She could feel the spell pierce her, felt her body flying backwards off the platform and hitting the ground hard. Her muscles seized in violent contractions. Her lungs forgot how to breathe, even as she knew her body was breaking down the magic. That one had nearly killed her. She was sure his next one would.

      She pushed herself to a crouch. Someone cackled.

      “Girlie, girlie in trouble now.”

      A sickening hand gripped her hair and yanked up until she was face to mouth with rank breath and rows of yellowed, misshapen teeth.

      “Girlie’s gonna taste gooood,” the ghoul said. Its lower jaw distended, easily wide enough to fit her head in. Aspen weakly reached for her knife still on the ground beneath her. The ghoul drew her closer. A fresh wave of hot, rancid breath washed over her face.

      “That—” Aspen gripped the ghoul’s top and lower jaw, being sure not to get any flecks of rotting meat on her hands. With a heave she forced them apart until she felt something snap. “—is disgusting.”

      The ghoul let out a gargling howl as it dropped her. Aspen’s legs gave as she hit the ground. Before she could recover, the rest of the ghouls pounced her.

      There was a swirl of a cloak. Lucien caught the nearest ghoul in a headlock and with his injured arm shoved a sparking ball of magic in its face. It twitched in jerky convulsions and went limp.

      “Xavier,” Lucien said to her, his breathing ragged. “Hurry.”

      He spun away, drawing the rest of the ghouls with him.

      Aspen shakily drew herself up. Nobody else was around her. It seemed, in the confusion, she had been left alone.

      She scooped up her knife. On rubber legs, she made her way back to the ladder then up to the platform.

      An earthquake shook the ground, tossing her forward before ceasing. Aspen pulled her head up in horror.

      The barrier in the sky was coming down. Chunks like puzzle pieces broke away from one another and plummeted toward the city, disintegrating into nothingness before they reached the tops of the first buildings.

      “It is done,” Xavier said, turning to her. “The reign of the Mages is over.”
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      Aspen charged him, rage filling her.

      “You’ve killed us!” She snarled as she swung.

      Xavier stepped back. His eyebrows rose in surprise as her knife nearly cleaved skin. He didn’t seem crazed or angry anymore. Calm, more than anything. Resigned, now that his task was complete.

      “You have no idea what I’ve done. I’ve saved us.”

      He was using magic to move quicker. The outer edges of his body were a blur, but Aspen could tell he was slowing. The spell must have taken more out of him than he’d realized.

      The spell…

      The battery was in its same spot. Every other second, a pulse of magic shot toward the sky, into the crumbling barrier above. If she could stop that, stop the source, then it just might be enough to stave the worst of the damage.

      “No you don’t!”

      Xavier’s fist cracked against her cheek as Aspen lunged for the battery.

      “Idiot girl! You of all people should be grateful for what I’m doing! Or do you want to be the victim your entire, pathetic life?”

      Aspen wiped the trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth. Xavier stood between her and the battery. He looked exhausted, but she was flagging as well.

      “Without the Mages there’s going to be chaos,” Aspen said, trying to buy time to figure out a way around him. “We need them to keep order. More people are going to get hurt.”

      “There’s already chaos. More than you could ever know. More than any Norm could ever know. The strong are made stronger and the weak are left by the wayside.”

      His eyes flashed maliciously. “But you’re more than just a Norm, aren’t you? Aspen Rivest, the Null; something even your parents didn’t anticipate.”

      Aspen breath caught in her throat. “What?”

      Xavier crouched, placing his hand flat on the ground and then pulled, drawing up a metal spear fixed with a wicked tip. He pointed it at Aspen. “You should be thanking me, girl. Thankful that they burnt away before they could see what you’d become.”

      Aspen flipped aside and Xavier’s spear pierced air. Her mind had fixated on Xavier’s words, but his constant attacks forced her to focus on the fight.

      “The Mages will be gone, and we will all be better for it,” he said. “When Maladias’ thirst for power is quenched, he has promised to deliver to me a time of equality, a time of peace.”

      Xavier blocked her knife as she leapt from above. Another pulse of magic from the battery sent them both tumbling away. Aspen used her momentum to roll into a crouch, and then she was up and sprinting toward the battery. She reached out her hand—

      Xavier’s spear pierced her arm. Aspen screamed as the tip drove through the flesh of her forearm and into the ground, pinning her in place.

      “The Mages will be gone,” Xavier hissed. “And a new age—a better age—will rise in its place. An age not just for the few, but for the many. Even if I fall, this is just the beginning. You can’t stop the change.”

      Xavier twisted the spear and Aspen bit her tongue until it bled to keep from crying out. She wouldn’t dare give him the satisfaction of hearing her scream.

      “And…Isak?” she grated out. “What will happen to him? If he doesn’t…agree with you…then you’ll just kill him…too?”

      Xavier’s eyes glinted. “Still fixated on him, girl? I’ve taught him to be far superior than those other fools. I’ll admit I could have prepared him more for my true goal, but once he’s adjusted, once he sees that this is a better way, he will lead the rebirth.”

      “And if he…doesn’t want…to?”

      Xavier drove the spear down more, drove his snarling face closer to her. “He will learn. He doesn’t know what he wants—what potential he has. But he will discover it.”

      Aspen curled her knees to her chest and lashed up with her heel, catching Xavier in the chin. He staggered back. Aspen gripped the spear with one bloody hand and yanked until it came free. Then she was up, turning, bringing her knife around—

      Driving it into flesh.

      Xavier gasped. His body went rigid, then limp. His legs collapsed beneath him and Aspen followed him to the ground, her knife still embedded just beneath his heart. Xavier gasped again. He stared down at the knife, then up at Aspen. Then he chuckled, a pulpy, watery sound.

      “So you ended up killing me after all. One of the greatest Mages…felled by a…Norm. It’s rather…ironic.”

      Aspen checked where her blade had entered. She’d probably punctured a lung, but had missed most of the vital organs.

      “This won’t kill you. Isak didn’t want me to. You’ll live to see a trial.”

      “Isak…trusted you…not to…?” Xavier let out a long breath. “I…see.”

      With a sudden burst of strength, Xavier gripped Aspen’s hands around the hilt and wrenched them upward, driving the blade into his heart.

      Aspen gasped as Xavier’s breathing shuddered. The pulse of his heart beneath her fingers slowed, then stilled.

      “This…is for Isak’s…own good.” Xavier’s eyes lost focus, drifting over her shoulder. “For…his…own…”

      He slumped to the side. Aspen caught his head before it hit the ground.

      There was a strangled sob behind her.

      Isak stood there, eyes wide, face frozen in horror as he looked down at Xavier’s body.

      “Aspen, I…I asked you…I begged you not to…Xavier!”

      Aspen was shoved onto her back as another pulse of magic washed over her. The barrier above was now a patchwork quilt of broken runes curled within a dark sky.

      Aspen didn’t have time to comfort Isak. She let Xavier’s body rest and ran over to the battery. She could find no off switch, no cords to yank out. She tried to pick it up, but it wouldn’t budge, the spell apparently locking it in place. The only thing she could do was channel the magic that remained inside of it somewhere else. Into someone else.

      Aspen rolled up her sleeves. With a deep breath, she slapped her hands against the smooth metal.

      Magic instantly flowed into her. She could feel its direction divert, seeking this fresh, easier outlet. She was nothing but a conduit for it, the path of least resistance. It filled her. It pushed at her blood vessels and sharked around her organs, taking up every available space within her. She couldn’t take much more. She needed some way to let it out again…

      Agonizingly slowly, Aspen pulled one hand away from the battery and pressed it against the ground.

      Go she begged it. Go that way. You’ll like that way, I promise.

      The magic didn’t move. Pressure was building behind her eyes. Too much. It was too much. She would soon burst from it.

      Go. Please. She pushed it with all her might. Willed it with all her anger.

      She thought of Lucien. Of what he’d done to her and what he’d told her. She thought of Isak’s lips on hers, and then his horrified expression as she held the body of his dead master. She thought of being alone and afraid, then of Tana, feeling the same but not giving up, finding a friend and a new place among those who accepted her as an equal.

      Go, she ordered, Leave me.

      The river of magic coursing through her diverted. It flowed down her arm and out her hand, leaking into the ground. The growing tension within her tapered off and then began to dwindle.

      She crouched there until her legs went numb. Until she couldn’t feel her body anymore and the last of the magic was drawn out of the battery. When at last it had, Aspen fell back against the ground, completely spent. In the sky above, sections of the wards remained. They were sporadic; some large chunks still held together, looking like the fractured remnants of an ancient Roman city. Other pieces continued falling from the sky, but the dark clouds that had pervaded earlier were gone. For now, at least, she had diverted its complete and utter destruction.

      As soon as Aspen removed her hand, the rest of the world came back in fits and starts. She was aware of the stillness around her. The ghouls were not cackling. She couldn’t see Lucien among the number of bodies below her. Only then did reality come crashing in. She heard the wail of sirens going crazy below; the honk of fire engines as they parked at the bottom of their building. Every part of her body hurt so much she was sure she couldn’t move.

      But she had to. Xavier might have been done but he had somewhat succeeded. The barrier was severely weakened. Maladias could now come through. She needed to move…

      With immense effort, Aspen forced herself to roll over. She sat up. Xavier’s body lay where he’d fallen.

      Isak was gone.
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      “How is this possible?”

      For the hundredth time within the last three hours of questioning, Aspen wanted to march up to where the Mages were sitting and literally slap some sense into them.

      “Again,” Aspen said with an exasperated sigh, “Xavier was the one stealing the magic from the borough locations. And the one murdering the supernatural beings. Then he used the magic to take down the wards. Or he tried to. Some of the wards are still in place, but I don’t know how long they’ll stay that way.”

      But it was the why that still bothered her. In the scant few minutes she’d had to herself since her showdown with Xavier, Aspen had puzzled over why he’d done what he did. Was it all the depravations of a sick mind? No, Aspen didn’t know much, but she knew that wasn’t it at all. Xavier was sick, but not insane. He’d known exactly what he was doing, she just wasn’t sure what that was…

      And how did her parents tie into this? Why had he led Lucien there? Why her?

      “Not possible!” Etienne protested, breaking into Aspen’s thoughts. “The wards cannot be broken! I refuse to believe it!”

      “He attacked me after you falsely accused me of murder and gave me over to him!” Aspen yelled back.

      “A minor error in judgement,” Don Jones said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “You must understand…the evidence…it was quite overwhelming, you see…anyone could have made that mistake. And in our position there needed to be results! You understand, of course.”

      “Not to mention we don’t like you, girl. I, personally, found it quite enjoyable watching you being carted off,” Etienne said with a sickly smile on her face.

      Breathe, Aspen thought. Just breathe. Killing them won’t do any good.

      She tried to recollect her thoughts to continue with her explanation. “Xavier—”

      Killed my parents.

      No. No he didn’t.

      “—has murdered others,” Aspen finished. “Even before these recent attacks. And now that he’s brought down the wards, Maladias can get through.”

      “Maladias won’t come here,” Simshar said. “He’s confined to another plane altogether. He sought entry into our plane years ago and was denied.”

      “He is coming here.” Nina had stood. Aspen felt a rush of gratitude toward the other woman. It was good to have an ally, one in such a powerful position, and one whose head was a bit clearer. Aspen hadn’t gotten much sleep in the days following the incident on the roof. Because that’s what the Council was calling it: an ‘incident.’ As if their entire system of government, their entire seat of power, didn’t hang by a thread. Like one of their own hadn’t betrayed them right under their noses. Like the entire city wasn’t still at risk.

      Aspen’s muscles still seized in the night, a side-effect of the residual magic still coursing through her. Her dreams were startled, fractured things, composed of old memories and new ones; of Xavier’s maniac, leering face and the wards falling from the sky and dark eyes glaring at her from another place, another plane.

      They were also of Isak.

      Now Aspen’s eyelids were drooping again. She felt heavy enough to sink through the floor. A couple times, Brune had offered to carry her to the Mage’s Council as they’d made their way over here. She’d refused. She couldn’t show any weakness. There was still so much to do…

      “You’ve already heard witness testimony from Aspen, myself, and Mage Lucien,” Nina was saying, gesturing to Lucien’s empty chair. “You have seen the result and discovered for yourself what Xavier was up to. What more do you need?”

      “You have always been a solid member of this Council,” Don Jones said, perhaps trying to sound pacifying but coming off condescending. “Lucien’s record, unfortunately, is less than stellar. His word doesn’t carry as much weight on the Council.”

      “He’s still a Mage. That should mean plenty.”

      “Against Xavier’s word it doesn’t.”

      Before Aspen could shout out something she’d undoubtedly regret, Nina puffed with anger. “Xavier doesn’t have a word. Xavier’s dead because of what he tried to do. He played you all like fools, murdered one of your own, and still you defend him!”

      “Nina, please…” Simshar said.

      “Maladias is coming. The only people who slowed that down is the girl in front of you and the man you’ve shamed.”

      The man who wasn’t here, for which Aspen was grateful. She wouldn’t have come if he had. And Lucien knew that.

      There was a long pause after Nina’s last words faded.

      “Very well.” Simshar pushed himself to the edge of his seat. “The evidence appears…unfortunately not in Xavier’s favor, but we’ll be going over it, of that you can be sure.”

      “You do that,” Nina said, sitting with a huff.

      “We need to focus our attention to a more pressing matter,” Simshar said. He uncurled a hand to the empty seats on either side of him. “Rather than filling a new place on the Council, it seems we now have to fill unexpected vacancies. The assessment is over. The new Mages have been decided.”

      Aspen blinked. “Wait, it’s…it’s over? What about the Bond? Neither one of us won.”

      “Look at your hand, silly girl,” Etienne said. “Given the circumstances, the Bond was broken the minute new vacancies became available.”

      Aspen glanced at her hand. Sure enough, the faint mark where she and Isak had shook was gone. She almost missed it. It was the last sign she still had of him, the last thing before he’d vanished.

      “So we…tied? Nobody won?”

      “You both did. Technically,” Don Jones said. “As much as it is…unusual, you, Aspen Rivest, are now a Mage, destined to take the spot vacated by Gurk, as the Mage of Rivendell. Isak, naturally, will take the position vacated by his late master, Brindle’s Spire.”

      “A Null on the Council,” Etienne muttered, loud enough, Aspen was sure, to make sure she heard her. “And a Norm at that. What is this world coming to? The Council used to have such dignity!”

      All the tiredness and frustration Aspen had felt to that point charged through her like a vengeful storm. “I’ll tell you what the Council’s coming to, you old hag,” Aspen snarled. “It’s the Fae kidnapping me in broad daylight. It’s the heads of Ember’s Landing being murdered in their own borough. It’s what’s crumbling around you while you sit and do nothing. A Mage—a freaking Mage, a position everybody trusted—betrayed you and still you have to get your butt kicked to even believe there’s a problem with that. Yeah, it’s a huuuuge surprise all the boroughs have lost faith in the Council. So, yeah, I’m a Null, and a Norm, but I’ve already done more than your wrinkly old butt has, and I’m going to keep doing it, so maybe I’m exactly what this Council needs right now.”

      Aspen was breathing heavily, meeting each of the Mage’s eyes. Nina was smiling. Etienne looked as though she’d like to blast Aspen into dust where she stood.

      Simshar chuckled. “She is just like him, gods help us. Politics come later, girl. We can’t deny that these boroughs need the Mages more than ever. Maybe we have strayed a little from our original path,” he added in a softer voice. “Maybe this was the wakeup we needed. Maybe adding you will be the worst choice we ever made, but it’s not much of a choice, is it?”

      “No, it’s not,” Aspen said firmly.

      Simshar chuckled again. “Shall we do it, then?”

      He nodded to Nina who cleared her throat. “I, Nina Ashmir, with the permission of Mage Lucien Dunadine, nominate Aspen Rivest for the position of Mage of the Council of New York and its magical boroughs. I present her to the Council to judge her worthy, and for you to voice your assent or denial.”

      “Aye,” Simshar said.

      “Aye,” Nina said, “and an ‘Aye’ from Lucien.”

      Don Jones threw up his hands. “If this whole Council’s going to hell we might as well do it right. It’s an Aye from me.”

      Etienne hadn’t stopped glaring at Aspen the entire time. She leaned forward, curling her wrinkly hands around her chair arms. “Don’t make us regret this, girl. You aren’t a quarter of what it takes to be a Mage.”

      “Sounds like you’re speaking from personal experience,” Aspen snapped.

      Etienne’s crinkled lips twisted into a cruel smile. “I’m going to enjoy watching you get yourself killed. It’s an Aye from me.”

      “Then, for good or for bad, welcome, Aspen Rivest, to the Council of Mages,” Simshar said. He glanced to Aspen’s left, as though expecting someone there.

      “And Isak Uchida? Where is he?”

      “He’s…” The words caught in Aspen’s throat. “He’s gone.”

      Simshar frowned. “The boy’s dead?”

      “No! I can’t find him. He’s in hiding somewhere.”

      “We think he’s in shock about Xavier’s death,” Nina said, saving Aspen from speaking any more. “We don’t know where he’s gone.”

      “Then I’ll leave that to you, Mage Aspen,” Simshar said. “We need all the Mages here where they belong, even the un-initiated ones. Find him, bring him back.”

      I can’t. The words nearly passed her lips, but instead she gave a jerky nod and tried to ignore the pitying looks Nina was giving her.

      “That’s all for now,” Simshar said. He stood. “We’re still in the process of modifying all the memories of the Norms who saw the incident on the roof and putting up extra safeguards around the boroughs. In the meantime, we will each convene with the Heads of our boroughs and reassure them that we are on their side and that there’s no reason for concern. Some will undoubtedly want more protective spells…”

      “Ha!” Etienne snickered. “They always want something!”

      “We’ll convene in three days to get updated,” Simshar finished.

      Aspen was walking out before Simshar was done dismissing them. Memory charms and safeguards? Necessary, but simply a band-aid for a bullet wound. The wards were down. They should be replacing that, prepping for Maladias, or the Kings he commanded. They were coming. She could feel it. She knew it.

      “Aspen!”

      Brune’s rumbling voice shook the tunnel walls. With great difficulty, he pushed himself up from the floor where he’d been forced to sit to fit inside the narrow passageway. Even now, as he smothered Aspen in a hug, he had to bend to avoid hitting the ceiling.

      “Did they yell at you?” Brune said when he released her.

      “A little,” Aspen said. “But it’s okay. I’m a Mage now.”

      “A Mage?” Brune’s eyes bulged. “A Mage! Wow! That is…is that good?”

      “I don’t know yet. Come on, we’re leaving.”

      Brune lumbered behind her, head down, as they made their way back to the main part of Grand Central Terminal. Sibyll gave Aspen a knowing smile behind her desk as Brune straightened up with a sigh of relief.

      “Back home?” he asked as they started across the foyer toward the exit. “We can stop at the store and get some of your favorite ice cream and…”

      But Aspen had stopped listening. She’d noticed a man lingering near one of the exits. He looked unsure if he wanted to come in or out—whether he should come in or out.

      Lucien looked as though he hadn’t slept at all in the last four days, either. The bags beneath his eyes were nearly purple. His normally lustrous blond hair was as dull as the rings on his fingers.

      Serves him right, Aspen thought. He was nothing to her. She wasn’t mad or sad or anything. She was indifferent. Completely, totally indifferent. It hadn’t even been worth bringing up his past crimes to the Council, that was how finished she was with him. He could stew in his own guilt for another ten years for all she cared.

      Lucien saw her as she approached the exit. His face grew panicked before settling on sorrow. Aspen kept looking straight ahead as they passed. Lucien opened his mouth. Closed it. Then, “Aspen?”

      Brune growled. Lucien flinched but didn’t step away. “Aspen?”

      Aspen stopped.

      He doesn’t matter. Whatever he says can’t hurt you. He doesn’t matter.

      Why did she have to keep reminding herself of that?

      Aspen kept her expression neutral and faced him.

      “I’m sorry,” Lucien said. “I really am, and you know I am. This is the last time I’ll say it because I know you don’t want to hear it anymore.”

      “You go away!” Brune growled louder, taking a menacing step toward him. Lucien still didn’t budge and, despite herself, Aspen was a bit impressed.

      “It was an accident,” Lucien said. “That doesn’t make it right, but it’s true. I never meant to hurt you like that.”

      He straightened his robe. He’d gotten a new one to hide the still-healing part of his arm. He held his head up. The familiar glint in his eye was back. “I’ll get your trust back, one way or another.”

      “Don’t bother.”

      Lucien nodded like that was the response he’d expected. “Congrats on becoming a Mage. I hope you’re ready.”

      He gave a small salute to a menacing Brune and backed down the stairs.

      “Forget him,” Brune said. “You can be a Mage if you want, but you can come back and live in your room again. Everything will be the same again, you’ll see.”

      “No,” Aspen said under her breath. “I don’t think it will be.”

      They were across the street when Aspen heard footsteps pounding behind her. She spun, hand already reaching for her knife.

      It was Tana.

      “Don’t do that, Tana!” Aspen gasped. “I nearly skewered you!”

      “Come back!” Tana said, panting, hands on her knees. “You have to come back!”

      She wore a ridiculous wide-brimmed hat that shaded her face and shoulders from the harsh midday sun. Massive sunglasses took up much of her face and pants and long sleeves covered her limbs.

      “Look.” Tana put a hand on each of Aspen’s shoulders. “Lucien’s an idiot. I know it, you know it. I don’t know what he said but you have to come back. I know he hurt you, but I know whatever he said he still cares about you a lot. I know he does. You have to come back, because I…because I miss you.”

      “Aspen…?” Brune said.

      Aspen gently removed Tana’s hands before giving her a hug.

      “I’ll still be in New York. I want you to visit me.”

      Tana’s face fell. “It won’t be the same.”

      “It’ll have to be. Sorry.” She pulled away from the hug. “I have to go.”

      “Where?” Tana said.

      Aspen adjusted her knife and the rest of her gear beneath her jacket. The city hummed and honked and teemed with life, but just beneath it, if she listened hard, she could make out the howls and hisses of the supernatural mixed right alongside; the faint glimmer of magic sheen covering all. Their world. Her world.

      “I’m a Mage now,” she said. “I’ve got work to do.”
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      Sometimes, Douglas Hewlett hated his job.

      But only sometimes. The Mages of the Court of the Arcane Arts in Scotland, Europe’s equivalent to the Mages Council in New York, weren’t bad bosses. Not really. They never treated him like an errand boy. Much. He had signed up for this, after all. If you couldn’t make the cut as a Mage on the Court there was always work for you helping them out. The supernatural community in Edinburgh was one of the largest and most powerful in the UK. Heck, most of Northern Europe, if he was being honest. The birthplace of a dozen myths and legends, filled to the brim with different races, though theirs weren’t nearly as hostile as those ones in New York.

      Douglas stomped on the gas in frustration and the truck they’d let him borrow lurched ahead, nearly spinning him off the narrow, rain-slicked road.

      New York. That’s what had started this whole bloody chore in the first place. And that’s what it was: a chore. So one Mage cracked and took down the wards around their city and suddenly the whole world was in danger. He knew the New York Mages thought themselves the head Council of all Mage Councils—and, aye, maybe they were—but the arrogance that their screw-up was everybody’s problem, his problem, made his blood boil.

      But he didn’t mind. Really.

      He waved at another passing car. Part of the reason he didn’t mind (really) was where they’d sent him. The Highlands, east of Inverness, the Balnuaran of Clava. The cairns were out here, ancient burial sites the Highland clans had used for ages. The countryside was beautiful, even in the rain and gray mist. Hairy cows, a tourist favorite, mulled around flocks of sheep contentedly grazing in the drizzle. As Douglas turned down another small road, winding his way to the cairns, he could see an ancient stone bridge up in the hills. More white sheep dotted the stark green fields. Rain sloshed against his windshield.

      “The Clava Cairns?” he remembered saying. He’d looked up from where he’d bowed his head in front of the Mages on the Court. Some were giving him indulgent, playful smiles.

      Yes, Douglas, you silly man, he could hear them think. The Clava Cairns.

      “It’s just a wee task, to make us feel better,” Norris, Douglas’ Court patron, had said gently. His wise, kind face wrinkled into a smile.

      “But they’re empty,” Douglas had argued. “We removed the Mages’ bodies ages ago.”

      “But the magic still remains. Strong magic. Perhaps strong enough for Maladias to use as a gateway,” Norris explained patiently.

      Maladias, Douglas had thought. Of course. The bloody Americans again.

      “Just take a wee peek, make sure it’s still sealed up,” Norris said. “Make sure nothing’s amiss. There are other ways he could try to enter our plane, but that is the most likely.” Norris had then leaned forward. “We trust no one else with this task. Will you do it?”

      That had got him. How could he say no to the Mages—to confidence in him—like that?

      He couldn’t. That’s how.

      Douglas pulled into the parking lot near the Clava Cairns, the most popular cairns by far. Sure enough, despite the weather, the lot was half full. Visitors milled around the rock-strewn green space in brightly colored rain jackets. A tour bus guide was unloading more people. In Scotland, you learned there were many different shades of gray. And you either rolled with the weather, or didn’t go out at all.

      Douglas turned the engine off and stepped out. Immediately a gust of drizzle and wind cut into him, making him tighten his jacket collar. Roll with it, yes indeed. It’d grown colder since he’d started driving. He was already counting down the seconds until he would be back in his truck and heading home to his wife, dog, and warm house. Sarah hadn’t liked him doing this any more than he had, but she’d understood. She’d always understood, bless her.

      Douglas cut across the parking lot onto a narrow lane, a rock wall cobbled between them. The Clava Cairns were burial grounds, though they hadn’t been used much, even when they’d first been made. Those that studied them—whoever they were—had only found a couple bodies within the stone walls. Still, they stood. And they had to have some kind of importance.

      But they weren’t the real thing.

      Oh, the cairns the tourists visited were real enough. But the Mages had kept them in the spotlight; made it sound like these were the only cairns here.

      Douglas walked until he reached the end of the lane. Here there were no tourists. The houses tapered off to empty fields. There was a farm in the distance but the Council would have already alerted whatever supernatural being keeping watch there that he was coming. They wouldn’t be out to get him today.

      Douglas unlatched the gate to a small path, stepped through and locked it behind him. All this was private land, owned for centuries and passed down from family to family until the Mages got ahold of it. Until the Mages started using it as their own burial grounds. Douglas knew powerful supernatural members from the community, all the way up to the Mages, had been buried here. That was because of the natural magical energy. Ley lines or something like that. He didn’t know the details. That was the Mages’ job. His only concern was to check the cairn, make sure it was still magically sealed like it was supposed to be, then get out of this blasted weather.

      He walked through another gate and took a right. He had entered another wee glen, well out of sight of the road and parking lot. Even out of sight of the farmhouse. He could see the stony top of the cairn now. Time to check it and be done—

      Douglas stopped. He was suddenly aware that his heart had sped up. What was this feeling? This tightening in his body, this pressure on his mind? Not the magic from the cairn. It couldn’t be. It was safely locked away…

      Douglas walked around the other side of the cairn. His knees went weak.

      The door was open.

      It wasn’t possible. The Mages themselves had sealed it, imbued it with enough charms and magical defenses to fend off any and all dark forces in this world that wanted to desecrate a sacred site of power. How was it open?

      Douglas stepped closer. Now he could hear whispers from inside the dark interior. Rasping words, like dry leaves over a gravestone. Maybe the Mages had already sent someone to check it out. Yes, that had to be it. The Courts had crossed wires or some such. That or one of the smaller Courts outside Edinburgh had sent someone ahead and forgot to tell him.

      “Hello?” Douglas called. He stepped closer. “I’m Douglas Hewlett? From the Edinburgh Court? See here, this isn’t supposed to be open.”

      The whispers stopped. Everything went still, as if he’d suddenly entered his own pocket of silence separate from the outside world.

      Nobody came out.

      “Hello?” Douglas said, agitated now. “Look, mate, why don’t you step out here? The Mages won’t be pleased to hear about this…”

      With a sudden surge of boldness, Douglas stepped up to the entrance. He had to duck his head to enter the low doorway.

      “Come on, unless you want me dragging you—” He saw what was inside. “Now hold on—”

      Three figures—shadows, really, though Douglas could tell they were men, or men-shaped—knelt, heads bowed in front of an altar. An altar Douglas knew shouldn’t have been there. An altar that a wisp of thick, black smoke was rising from, filling the room in a choking haze.

      Then the dead-leaves voice spoke.

      “Kill the intruder.”

      Douglas only had time to open his mouth in a silent scream. A bright flash of red light was the last thing he saw before his body hit the rocky ground.

      The inside of the cairn was still and silent. The three figures remained knelt, heads still bowed, as the smoke regathered above the altar.

      “There will be others,” the voice said. It spoke from afar, as though on the other side of a sheet of glass.

      “We can deal with them,” one of the crouched figures said.

      “No. I will find another place to enter. But you must ensure no one else interferes.”

      “What would you have us do?” another figure asked.

      “Go and prepare the way for my arrival,” the voice said. “Go and kill all of the Mages.”
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        The Seven Magical Boroughs of New York City, and the Mages of Each

      

      

      
        
        Ember’s Landing, Manhattan—Shifters, Vamps.

        Overseen by: Mage Lucien Dunadine

      

      

      

      
        
        Jade Palace, Chinatown—Djinn, Low-level demons

        Overseen by: Mage Nina Ashmir

      

      

      

      
        
        Brindle’s Spire, Staten Island—Giants, Ogres, Trolls

        Overseen by: Mage Isak Uchida (Pending Council Confirmation)

      

      

      

      
        
        The Courts (Day and Night Court), Central Park—The Fae

        Overseen by: Mage Simshar Kelso

      

      

      

      
        
        Necropolis, Hell’s Kitchen—The Undead, ghouls, wraiths, ghosts

        Overseen by: Mage Don Jones

      

      

      

      
        
        New Salem, Brooklyn—The Coven, Succubus, Incubus

        Overseen by: Mage Etienne Lavilei

      

      

      

      
        
        Rivendell, The Bronx—Orcs, Elves, Dwarves

        Overseen by: Mage Aspen Rivest
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      What an absolute mess.

      Mage Don Jones cut through the rain-slicked streets of New York City, head down against the slowly worsening weather. His mind repeated the words that had almost become a mantra to him the past few weeks. Ever since…ever since…She’d shown up. That’s when everything had started falling apart.

      What an absolute mess. What an absolute mess. As if Maladias wasn’t bad enough.

      He paused at a riverside park, whitecaps dotting the tops of the river’s swells as the wind scooped its hand over the surface. A small, worn path cut inland up the hill from where he stood on the sidewalk. There was a cemetery up that way. It was one of the many entrances to the Necropolis, one of the seven magical boroughs of New York; the one he was supposed to be the overseeing Mage for.

      Supposed to being the key words. But now…now…

      Don Jones struggled up the path—panting the entire way—and peered over the lip of the cemetery’s rusted gate. He wiped his eyes to see better. The cemetery was filled with weeds and thick with mud. Some of it splattered the nearest tombstone, a slight that in days past would have got him more than one complaint from upset Necropolis residents. But he didn’t care about those who were long dead now. He was here to see if…

      The door to the crypt was tightly shut. Don Jones closed his eyes and reached out with his other sense, but felt nothing. The magic from this borough entrance was still and truly gone. Sucked dry. Stolen. By Mage Xavier no less. Don Jones still had trouble believing that, but it turned out that insufferable troublemaker Lucien Dunadine and his pseudo-apprentice—Mage now, Don Jones reminded himself with a scoff—Aspen Rivest had been right. Xavier had been stealing magic from the boroughs and from supernatural creatures alike. He’d killed quite a few of them, too. And with their magic he’d nearly completely taken down the protective wards that had been conjured around the city for centuries. The boroughs hadn’t been happy when they’d found out that a Mage—someone who was supposed to protect them, was supposed to be above corruption—had been behind the wave of terror gripping the supernatural community the last few weeks. How they’d found out Don Jones still didn’t know.

      The crypt door remained shut, no matter how much he stared at it. Don Jones grumbled and pushed off the fence. So…another entrance to another borough closed. The other Mages weren’t too keen on sharing any of the goings-on in their boroughs, but in the sparse meetings the Council had called since Xavier’s demise, Don Jones could tell his wasn’t the only borough this was happening to. The Mages could punish and plead all they wanted, but the residents were getting unruly.

      Ungrateful pests.

      Don Jones raised a hand and pulled the light from the nearest streetlamp, casting a glow ahead of his footsteps as he waddled back down the path and into the winding streets of Hell’s Kitchen. He needed to go see the Heads of the Necropolis. Again. Not that they’d listen to him. Unruly. Ungrateful. A nuisance. Being a Mage had been so much easier back when he’d first started. He’d had power. Respect. Control. Nobody questioned every decision he and the Mages made. Nobody dared. The Council had ruled with a benevolent iron fist. Things had been working.

      Then that girl came along.

      Don Jones knew Mage Lucien and his upstart attitude would become an issue if unchecked. He’d warned the Council, but had they listened? Certainly not. And look where it got them. Lucien had brought the girl in. A powerless girl. A Null. Don Jones had been so hoping to see her fail. Perhaps he didn’t want her dead, but certainly maimed a bit, during the assessment against Xavier’s apprentice.

      But had that happened? Of course not! The silly nobody succeeded! She’d proved them all wrong, killed Mage Xavier, stopped the wards around New York from completely crumbling so that now they were only mostly defenseless. Now Xavier’s apprentice, Isak, the only possible hope of restoring some sanity and order to the Council, had run off to who knew where. Don Jones suspected the girl did, but she wasn’t telling, leaving them with this…this…

      What an absolute mess.

      Don Jones paused. Without realizing it he’d wandered into more narrowed streets. Ahead, the light from car headlights skimming by cast dancing refractions into the puddles at his feet. It might as well have been miles away for how alone he suddenly felt. Alone, and so very, very cold…

      “Mage Don Jones,” a voice hissed.

      Don Jones jumped, his belly jiggling uncomfortably. He forced himself to slowly turn.

      The street behind him was empty. He cast his light a little farther out. Still nothing.

      Perhaps he was hearing things. As much as he bluffed and blustered his way through that ridiculous girl’s warnings about Maladias coming to destroy them, he would admit he was nervous. Maladias would not be the first to come through the wards, she’d warned the Council. First he would send his Kings, three malevolent servants who would prepare the way. Their task, their horrible, wretched task, would be to kill all the Mages.

      Absurd. Absolutely absurd. As absurd as it was to hear Maladias of all beings was coming back. He was Mage Don Jones! He wouldn’t be frightened of children’s fairytales and the half-cooked stories of some Norm Null girl who would have been better off staying on her side of the city.

      “Mage Don Jones,” the voice hissed again.

      A shadow moved from beneath the overhang of a nearby doorway. Don Jones had to tilt his head ever-so-slightly to the right to view the speaker out of the corner of his eye, before he was able to look at him straight on. Wraiths did not make a habit out of being easily seen.

      “What is it?” Don Jones snapped, some of the tension leaving his body. Just a wraith. A normal, simple, pesky wraith. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      The wraith stepped closer, being sure to stay out of the direct light. More solid than ghosts but meaner than wisps, wraiths, the vengeful spirits of those wronged at death, perhaps had worried him at one time. Unlike spirits, they could affect the physical world. Most of them had unfinished business here on the physical plane. Even more had vendettas. Gods help the one they held those against.

      “Isn’t it a bit late to be out wandering the streets alone, Mage Don Jones?” The wraith said. Magic dripped over him like a cloak and pooled at his feet, giving him a vaguely human shape. His glowing eyes peered from wreaths of blackness where his head would have been. “Especially…” the wraith went on, “with the news we’ve been hearing.”

      “Is that all you’ve come to talk to me about?” Don Jones drawled. He raised a hand. The tips of his fingers glowed with the promise of a spell. “Should I show you what I do to those who waste my time?”

      The wraith didn’t flinch. His eyes continued boring into him.

      Ungrateful pest.

      “I simply came to see if you’re all right. You’ve been so absent from the Necropolis lately. We were…” The wraith chuckled. “…worried.”

      “You know very well why I haven’t been there!”

      “Ah, yes. The closed entrances. I am sorry. It’s a precaution, you see.”

      “A precaution?”

      “Maladias? And his three Kings? Surely you’ve heard—”

      “Of course I’ve heard! And as your Mage you will cease closing the entrances unless I give you explicit permission to do so—”

      There was a slither in the shadows behind the wraith and suddenly the darkness teemed with movement. Don Jones, in his experience working with the Necropolis for so long, was adept at seeing the true form of something that others often missed. And he did not like what he saw. Tentacles, tendrils, claws, fangs. A massive multitude of roiling darkness and nightmares. For a moment he was frozen by a somewhat unfamiliar sensation:

      Fear, he realized. It was fear.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, drawing his short frame as straight as he could. “You dare try to threaten me?”

      The wraith raised a hand and waved the teeming mass away. It slowly slunk back into the shadows; still there, Don Jones knew, still waiting, but just out of sight. “I apologize. They wanted to come along. You understand how hard it is to keep the undead under control.” The wraith gave him a heavy look. “Especially when they are tired of being under someone’s thumb.”

      The wraith tilted its head up to the sky. He breathed in deeply, and Don Jones, in all his time speaking with the undead, had never thought to ask if they could breathe. He’d never wondered, though they were dead, if they ever feared the physical threats he so often used against them.

      “Can you feel them?” The wraith whispered. “One is here. He is searching. There has been darkness moving in the boroughs. Darkness not of our making. It prowls the streets and seeks you. Seeks all of you.”

      Don Jones glanced sharply around. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find. Perhaps the eyes of a Vamp—they’d been especially rowdy lately—but all he saw were shadows.

      The stupid wraith was making him jumpy.

      “Have the False Mage come to us,” the wraith said.

      “Excuse me?” Don Jones blustered.

      “The False Mage.”

      “You don’t mean—the girl? What on earth do you want with her?”

      “Have her find us. We’d like to speak with her. There are things we think she should know. Things we wish to discuss.”

      “Now listen here!” Don Jones’ usual confidence returned in a sudden rush. He stepped forward, waggling his finger. “I am your Mage! You will speak to me, only to me. You will obey my commands and right now I command you open up the borough entrances for me once again. You will not deal with that…that...imposter!”

      And before the wraith could answer, Don Jones swirled around and stomped off. He stuffed his hands beneath his coat. Because they were cold, of course. They were shaking because he was cold.

      He kept the wraith and his shadowy cohorts at the edge of his vision until he turned the corner and let out a long breath. Home. He needed that. Needed to get inside his place of sanctuary, perhaps heat himself a nice mug of tea. Get his mind off all these unsettling thoughts.

      Speak with the False Mage. Ha! What a ridiculous idea. Though Don Jones had to admit that was a nice name for her. False Mage. The girl had some smidgen of talent. For a thief. And yes, even he would admit being a Null had its perks when one was dealing with the magical community.

      But residents from his borough speaking to her? Absurd. As if she could do anything he couldn’t.

      He was almost home. He’d gotten a nice apartment overlooking the Rockefeller Center. The spot hadn’t come cheap, of course. But then, it overlooked the plaza and had all the best restaurants in less than a five minutes’ walk. And he was a Mage. What good was having the position if he wasn’t able to indulge a bit?

      “Mage Don Jones?” a voice hissed.

      “Oh, now what—”

      He turned. There was a shape in the darkness, walking quickly toward him. Don Jones felt a clench of fear in his chest. This shape didn’t move like a wraith. This shape…

      “Mage Don Jones?” the voice hissed again, and there was a sinister growl beneath.

      “What are you—?”

      The figure raised its hands. There was a bright flash of light. The spell hit Don Jones square in the chest. He felt the searing, felt the agonizing burning as it crawled over his skin, buried itself beneath, scorched his bones and kissed his organs to oblivion. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think of anything except the excruciating agony. The spell reached his neck and crawled into his mouth, choking him. He tried to scream.

      Then he knew no more.
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      Aspen wanted to punch something.

      Specifically, she wanted to punch the slimy-faced orc currently smirking at her. The rest of his buddies he’d brought snickered, closing up ranks behind him in what she was sure they thought an intimidating display. To her left, the small group of dwarves she was mediating for looked as though they wanted to shove her out from between them and give her hours of explaining to the Council why a clan of orcs were now nothing more than neatly cubed chunks of axe meat.

      It wasn’t her favorite way to start a Monday.

      “Okay…Okay…” Apsen said, pinching the bridge of her nose in a movement that was becoming disturbingly habitual. “Go over what you told me one more time.”

      Grubly, the lead orc, sneered. “Go over it please, you mean.”

      Aspen’s fingers itched to wrap around the hilt of her Dakri knife. One nick and these pigs on two legs would bleed until she wanted it to stop. But she was a Mage now. She couldn’t do things the way she used to.

      Even if she really, really wanted to.

      “Please go over what you told me one more time,” Aspen gritted out. “And quickly. I haven’t got all day.”

      “But yer supposed to listen to us,” Grubly said. “Ain’t that what you Mages do? You work for us now, girlie.”

      “That’s Mage Aspen to you,” Aspen said. “Don’t make me remind you again.”

      “Oh? Is that so?” Grubly and the other orcs chuckled again. Grubly pulled up the sleeves of his hole-filled, filthy rags he called a shirt. His fat, gray pockmarked face looked like he’d run into an angry beehive, his mouth filled with unfiled, rancid teeth. He was big. Much bigger than her.

      No. Aspen clenched her fists, swallowing a sudden surge of anger. She couldn’t just stab them. She had to at least try acting like a Mage.

      “Sorry, Mage Aspen,” Grubly mocked. “But ya supposed to hear us out. Gurk never did. These land thieves—”

      “We’re no thieves!” the dwarf beside Aspen protested. He and his group took a threatening step forward. They were a full head shorter than the orcs but thick with muscle and gnarled, strong hands. Even the women. “This has been our hole for years!”

      “A hole you stole, ya mean!” Grubly said. He turned to Aspen. “Listen, girlie…”

      Aspen pulled aside the fold of her tattered leather jacket just enough so that Grubly could see the grapple, powders, and knife she had tucked away there. The little bit of magic her Null body had stored at the moment bristled. She couldn’t risk letting that out. As a Null, she could absorb and negate magic attacks, even use some of that same magic against her opponents. But she couldn’t control it well. Not yet.

      “That’s Mage—”

      “—Aspen, right, yah, sorry,” Grubly said, leering. “But these ground humpers’ve been squatting on our land for here bouts ten years now. Mage Gurk, rest his weary bones, would have seen it our way, you can be sure a that.”

      The dwarf beside Aspen was turning purple with rage, too angry to even sputter out a response. Aspen sighed and looked again at the hole in question, neatly bored into the side of the hill on the east side of the Cloisters in the Bronx. She’d seen dwarven housing before. It was often smooth-walled. Tidy. She might even call it quaint. This particular hole was all those things. It also looked like it’d been that way for a long, long time.

      But Aspen already knew that.

      She also already knew the orc’s claim was complete dragon piss, as was her time wasted coming out here. But the orcs knew she would anyway. They knew, as the newest member of the Council of Mages, she was required to listen to every petty grievance thrown her way. That meant most of the supernatural beings in Rivendell, home of the orcs, elves, and dwarves, were using this chance to rekindle old turf disputes. It was odd, how much all the supernatural beings had hated her before because she was a Norm and a Null. But the second she became a Mage and poof! Suddenly she was the most popular person around.

      “Mage Aspen.” The dwarf nearest her looked pleading. His hazel eyes were practically brimming with tears. “I know you’re new here, but I promise this hole is ours. I swear by my father’s hammer it is.”

      Aspen took a deep breath, preparing herself. “I believe you.”

      The slimy grin slid off Grubly’s face. “’Scuse me?”

      Aspen faced him, mentally preparing herself for a confrontation. “We all know you have about as much claim to their home as I do. That means absolutely none, in case you were wondering. I’ve heard your complaint and I’ve made my decision. Now get out of here.”

      The orcs behind Grubly began to spread out, closing her in on either side. A few reached toward their waists for their weapons.

      “You listen here, girlie,” Grubly growled. “We’re taking that spot. We were tryin’ to do this the easy way, but if you’re gonna try to stop us then we’ll pick yer bones clean and take it anyway.”

      Aspen dropped a foot back. Her ratty sneakers dug into the dirt as she crouched, ready to defend herself. She tried channeling her magic so that it bristled off her body, filling the air around her.

      “You’re going to attack a Mage?”

      Please say yes, please say yes. Anything to let off a little steam.

      Grubly took a threatening step forward. “We’re gonna—”

      He stopped mid-stride, mouth agape. He took a step back. Then he spat at her feet and backed away. “Come on, boys! Another day…Another day…”

      Aspen blinked, feeling a small sense of relief. That had gone better than expected. Maybe she was finally getting the cred she deserved—

      “Hello, Aspen!”

      Aspen turned. Brune, her half-giant guardian, smiled down at her, his towering form blocking out the nearby lamplight. Aspen’s enthusiasm plummeted. So much for building a reputation…

      “Hey, Brune. How…long were you standing there?”

      “Oh, a minute or so. Those mean orcs didn’t seem to like me very much.”

      Aspen looked over her shoulder where the orcs had vanished into the Cloisters. “No…I guess they didn’t.”

      The lead dwarf approached her, his head slightly bowed. “Thank you, Mage Aspen. I’m sure they’ll be back,” he shot a nasty look toward the orcs. “But knowing you’re on our side gives us hope.”

      “Really, it’s nothing,” Aspen said, embarrassment creeping into her cheeks. “Just trying to do my job.”

      Right. More like trying not to completely screw up and ignite a blood feud between the races. But whatever.

      “Aspen?” Brune rumbled, and the dwarves shot him a wary look. “Are we done? Can we go now?”

      One by one the dwarves gave Aspen slight bows and retreated back into their hole, descending toward the deep underground where tunnels connected a sprawling network of dwarven cities. Aspen glanced once more at where the orcs had gone. She swore she could feel their hateful glares on her, just waiting for her to slip up. She might have been a Mage now, but nowadays, being a Mage didn’t mean much.

      “Yeah, we’re done.”
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        * * *

      

      The commute to Rivendell from Ember’s Landing was one of the worst things about her job.

      Before, when she’d only been a thief with nothing to worry about except being evicted, or having to live on the streets, or being hated as a Norm and almost driven out (Actually, when she thought about it, that had kind of sucked. Majorly.) she’d barely left Ember’s Landing. Most of the Supes never left their boroughs unless they had to. There was a reason the Supe world and the Norms’ were separate. It was to protect the supernatural beings from the threat of extinction. Aspen had been one of the few who actually ventured out on occasion. Now she had to do it almost every day.

      She could absorb tons of magic, but with the little she could actually control she couldn’t Farcast herself to where she needed to be. Walking took forever and was dangerous unless she stayed in the Norm world and didn’t shortcut through the northern side of Ember’s Landing. That meant taking the MTA at least two stops until she arrived at whatever problem was on the menu for the day. She’d tried to find some kind of spell that would make it easier, but so far was out of luck; if she absorbed too much magic without letting it out, then things could get volatile. Fast. But any spell she tried even slightly over the most basic gave her a serious headache.

      Like this one, Aspen thought, furiously rubbing her temples.

      “I cleaned up the shop again,” Brune said brightly as they walked. Him being here meant she was walking all the way back home. There was no way Brune could fit his massive frame on one of the buses. Assuming they’d let him on at all.

      “Sounds like you’re getting more customers,” Aspen said. Her eyes continued scanning their surroundings for any threats. Not that she expected the Kings to pop out and say hi right then. But there were plenty of other supernatural beings who were less than thrilled she was the new Mage.

      Not just you, a voice in her head said. There’s someone else who should be Mage right alongside you.

      Aspen shook her head to clear the thought away, but that didn’t stop the images rushing through her mind; those of a dark-eyed boy whose horrified face haunted her dreams. The boy she’d cared for more deeply than almost anyone else in her life.

      The boy she’d broken a promise to, and the boy who’d left her.

      “Aspen?”

      Brune was looking down at her, concern etched on his face. “You’re awfully quiet today. Are you tired? Is being Mage making you tired?”

      Aspen laughed. “I guess so. I was just thinking, Brune, don’t worry.”

      Brune nodded sagely. “Yes, thinking can make you tired, too.”

      They cut through a neighborhood park, Aspen pushing through the fence’s gate. Brune merely stepped over it. “You’re not thinking about that bad man again, are you?” he said.

      Aspen glanced at him. “The bad man?”

      “The other Mage. Luc—Lu—Luc” Brune thunked the side of his head in frustration. “The one who made you his apprentice. The one who hurt you.”

      Him. Aspen only thought about him, too, every day. About how Lucien Dunadine had blackmailed her into being his apprentice for the Council’s contest. How he was the most frustrating, arrogant person she’d ever met. How she’d come to care for him like a mentor, and, more shockingly, he’d come to care for her.

      But mostly she thought about how he’d admitted murdering her parents and then expected her to forgive him for it.

      “I’m not thinking about that bad man,” Aspen said. She pointed. “Want to stop for a treat?”

      They slipped inside the supermarket and picked up their usual ice cream—raspberry-mint—and ate it sitting on the curb. Aspen absentmindedly licked her spoon while Brune finished off the carton in a couple large bites.

      Aspen continued staring at the empty carton after Brune had put it down. Lucien had paid for this ice cream. He’d paid for their rent too. That’d been part of the agreement she’d made him take, that he would take care of Brune if Aspen had died during the assessment. He’d assured her she would be in no danger, but she’d made him promise all the same. Now he was following through on his promise, giving them enough money each week to help Brune keep the shop and Aspen to put food on the table.

      Aspen hated him for it.

      She was often overtaken by this internal battle. She wasn’t an idiot. She wasn’t going to turn down free money, especially when she didn’t have time now to steal or work for it herself. Brune never knew where it came from and he was too happy to ask.

      But to take it from him…

      Ten minutes later they arrived at Brune’s Magical Surplus, squashed between two other houses just like it on either side. It was three stories of worn red brick and rusted bars over the cracked, yellowing windows, but it was theirs.

      “Home sweet home!” Brune chortled as he unlocked the door. “Some more food arrived today. I don’t know where it is coming from, but somebody’s being very nice to us!”

      “That’s great, Brune,” Aspen said.

      “I can cook some pasta and some chicken and cut up some of the green vegetable. The, uh, the zuch-zuchi…”

      “Zucchini?”

      “Yes, zuchininini,” Brune said proudly.

      He lumbered off back into the kitchen. Aspen resisted slumping exhaustedly into the nearest chair and set about restocking her necessary supplies from the bins in the center of the shop. That had been one plus of her new position. As a thief, she was part of the lowest scum on the totem pole, and everyone knew it. It meant too many were willing to give her trouble.

      But not as a Mage. Despite the lack of respect most of the supernatural creatures didn’t bother with her as much. Probably ‘cause most of them didn’t know she couldn’t use magic properly. Her being a Null was common knowledge, but after Lucien had nearly killed Segur, Dark Queen of the Unseelie Fae, for kidnapping Aspen, word had gotten around she wasn’t somebody to mess with.

      Another thanks she owed to Lucien, she thought, throwing one of the vials angrily back in its box. Troll piss.

      She finished stocking her powder, made sure her grapple was recoiled, and readjusted her jacket so that everything was within easy reach. The rest of her stuff went into her jean pockets, tucked on the side of her scuffed shoes, or slipped beneath the collar of her shirt below the nape of her neck, where her silver hair—her only physical feature she was somewhat proud of—would keep it concealed.

      The only thing left was her Dakri knife, which needed a little blood to keep the blade from rusting. She pulled out her vial and applied it, then went over to the table in the corner.

      Ever since becoming a Mage a little over three weeks ago, she’d begun painstakingly searching any text she could find for clues on locating the Kings. She knew that, out of the three powerful Kings serving Maladias, one of them had to be trying to get into New York, no matter how much Simshar and the other Mages scoffed. They could deny it all they wanted, but as one of the, if not the most powerful concentration of magic and supernatural beings in the world, Maladias would have to be the dumbest super evil overlord in existence to not send one of them to screw up their city before he arrived.

      Aspen leaned across the table to the map she’d tacked to the wall and put a thick X over the Cloisters in the Bronx, making the total X’s an even ten. At least her trip today hadn’t been a total waste. The Cloisters were one area she’d been worried the Kings would use to come into the city, but from what little magic she’d sensed while there, it wouldn’t be nearly enough for them to use it. It was funny, in a way. Xavier had been trying to bring Maladias in, but in doing so had taken so much magic from so many other places that it’d actually helped narrow down her search.

      At least that was one good thing he’d done.

      Aspen peeled apart the yellowing pages of the latest book she was working through and peered at the squiggles of runic symbols and spells. Her mind flashed back to the last time she’d done something like this, in a cramped, stuffy demon’s shop with Isak standing beside her, the heat of his body close, his dark, intense eyes burning with concentration as they peered at the pages…

      Aspen shook her head. Hard. Enough. Enough! She couldn’t torture herself anymore. She was supposed to be looking for him, but even if she found him, how could she face him again? He would never want to see her again, not after what she did to him. Not after she’d killed his master, Xavier, the one man Isak had cared about most in the world…

      Hmm…that sounds awfully familiar, an annoying voice in her head chuckled.

      Aspen redoubled her grip on the book. But as much as Isak probably still hated her, the Council needed him. He was supposed to take Xavier’s spot. And with the Kings out there they needed everyone they could get to help protect New York.

      Problem was, she had no clue where to start looking. He’d just…left, and she hadn’t yet been brave enough to travel to the Brindle’s Spire, the Staten Island borough where Isak had lived, to see if she could find anything there.

      Coward. She was a total coward. The old Aspen, the one who wasn’t afraid to get her hands a little dirty, who wasn’t worried about what others thought or about something as trivial as caring for someone else, wouldn’t have bothered.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      There came a tremendous crash from the kitchen, followed by Brune’s stumbling footsteps.

      “Go away! Go away, you annoying fly!”

      Aspen immediately pulled her knife and rushed to the kitchen door; just in time to avoid nearly getting crushed as Brune lumbered out, waving at a small flying creature buzzing around his head.

      “I said go away!”

      Brune gave a massive sweep of his hand. The air current it created swept the buzzing creature into the shop’s front window where it hit with a slap!  There it lay against the glass, stunned.

      “Hold on—Brune, stop.” Aspen held up a hand as Brune stomped forward, meaty fists clenched and ready to finish it off. Aspen peered closer at the window. “I think…that’s a sprite.”

      “I am! I am a sprite, you great oaf!” the small creature squeaked. It peeled itself off the window and erratically fluttered before Aspen. Up close, she could see the baby-blue tint of its skin. Its large, watery eyes and glass-clear wings gave it an almost adorable look. The needle-sharp teeth, however, did not.

      “You’re one of Nina’s,” Aspen said in realization. “What are you doing here?”

      “Delivering a message,” the sprite shrilled. It eyed Brune warily. “At least I’m trying to! If someone will let me!”

      “You scared me,” Brune said sheepishly. “I’m sorry.” He raised a hand to pat the sprite on the back, but it buzzed out of reach.

      The sprite continued glaring at him until Aspen snapped her fingers in front of it. “Nina? Message?”

      “Oh yeah, right.” The sprite cleared its throat and straightened up regally in midair. “By the request of Mage Nina Ashmir, Mage of great renown, contractual master to me, a lowly sprite, summoner of powerful entities across the planes—”

      “Skip the formalities,” Aspen growled. “Message. Please.”

      “Mage Don Jones is dead,” the sprite said.

      Aspen’s stomach dropped, as if a trap door had been opened beneath and all feeling had fallen through.

      “They’re here…” she muttered.

      “Mage Nina requests your assistance,” the sprite went on. It rattled off an address. “She says that it’s of utmost importance and implores you to hurry—”

      “I’m already there,” Aspen said. “Brune, I’ll be back later!”

      “But—but Aspen! What about dinner?” Brune sputtered.

      The sprite buzzed ahead of her, and in a second Aspen was sprinting out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Hurry, hurry!” the sprite squeaked, taking another right on 50th Street. Aspen had to slow to avoid slipping on the sidewalk. The morning commuters merely glanced her way before shuffling on. For not the first time, Aspen thanked the magic that concealed the sprite—and most magical beings—from Norm eyes. That, and the New York state of mind. Mind your own business. Keep to yourself.

      The sprite zipped down another street and turned onto a wide plaza. Aspen slowed to assess her surroundings. Even in the gray morning, Rockefeller Center was impressive; two broad rows of buildings flanking either side, closing her in like the walls of a canyon. Islands of teal-blue pools ringed by trees made a procession toward where the ice rink and Christmas tree would be in just over a month’s time.

      “Would you come on?”  The sprite complained. “I’d like to complete my contract and get back home, thank you very much!”

      Aspen forced herself to keep running. She was flagging, and she knew it. Her lungs ached and her limbs felt sucked dry of energy. Weeks of nights more sleepless than normal were making her head hurt. But she never got much sleep these days.

      The sprite suddenly came to a screeching halt, hovering in midair. They’d arrived at an impasse between a couple of the buildings, a narrow, empty alleyway cutting between two halves of the complex.

      “There’s no one here,” Aspen said. “Why’d you take me—”

      “Aspen!”

      Nina appeared out of nowhere, running toward her.

      “All done!” the sprite squeaked. “I’ll be taking off now, if you don’t mind.”

      Nina waved to him. “Thank you, Clarejoy. Your contract is finished.”

      The sprite vanished with a loud pop! Nina turned breathlessly to Aspen.

      Nina Ashmir, Mage of the Jade Palace, the borough of the djinn and low-level demons, gave her a tired smile followed by a brief hug. Aspen saw tear tracks had dried on the caramel-brown skin of her cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry,” Aspen said, gripping her tighter. “You knew him longer than I did, but…” Her throat closed up, trying to imagine how it’d be if she’d lost Isak, or somebody she’d known as long as Nina had known Don Jones. “It’s still a shock.”

      Nina nodded into her shoulder before wiping her cheeks with the sleeves of her robe. Her arm was covered in elaborate mehndi tattoos, trailing down to her wrist where she’d hooked two wicked wrist scythes beneath. “It’s okay. It’s not like it’s a huge shock. Well…it is, but…you know. You knew.”

      Aspen nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      “They’ve already cordoned off where they found him.” Nina thumbed to the alleyway behind her. “As you can guess, this is big news. All the boroughs know something’s up, but we haven’t told them what exactly. I don’t want to know how the Necropolis is going to react when they find out their Mage is dead.”

      “You…don’t think someone there did it?” Aspen said, hating the slight, desperately hopeful tone in her voice. If Don Jones had been killed by just a regular supernatural being…

      But Nina shook her head. “We both know what did it. At least, we’re pretty sure…Maybe you’d better come look.”

      Aspen once more peered over Nina’s shoulder. “Come look…where?”

      Nina took her over to the alleyway, right where the building’s outer wall lay flush against the sidewalk. Then she stepped across it, taking Aspen with her. Aspen felt cool liquid running across her skin like a thin film, before dissolving behind her. Instantly, she was crammed amongst chattering voices and supernatural beings all crowded together in the alley-squashed space.

      “Stay close to me!” Nina called over the din of grunts and howls.

      She pushed her way through the crowd, Aspen struggling to keep up and trying not to bump anybody. The entire alley smelled of dampness and garbage. There were the supernatural beings she expected: a couple ghouls, their ice-blue eyes narrowed, distended jaws salivating at the prospect of so much potential prey around them. She spied a few Vamps in their stylish, well-trimmed daylight garb. Aspen was surprised to see some ogres, an unnaturally good-looking incubus, even the tell-tale glimmer of the Fae. She averted her eyes in case that one caught a look at her. The last thing she wanted was any report getting back to Segur.

      They finally broke through the crowd and headed toward a dumpster. Aspen froze. Nervousness and panic and anger flashed through her all at once.

      “You didn’t say he would be here.”

      Nina looked where Aspen did. Crouched beside the nearest pile of trash, deep in conversation with Mage Simshar, was Lucien.

      He hadn’t changed much since she’d seen him last, on the lone rooftop, a dark sky overhead. His pale, flawless skin seemed to glow under the dim light filtering into the alleyway. His honey-blond hair, the bangs sliding over his eyes, matched the golden rings slipped over his fingers.

      He brushed aside his Mage’s robe as he turned and saw her. His almost ever-present megawatt smile lit up his face.

      “Mage Aspen! So nice of you to join us!”

      Aspen suppressed a snort. Only Lucien could manage to remain chipper, even at a murder scene.

      “What—” Aspen said, grabbing Nina and turning them so they were facing the pushing crowd, “—is he doing here?”

      Nina didn’t look the least bit surprised Aspen was reacting this way. In fact, if Aspen had to guess, she’d expected it.

      “He’s a Mage, Aspen. And one of the Mages is dead. That involves all of us, which means he’s going to be here. We need his help.”

      “You could have told me before!”

      “And give you the chance to avoid coming?” Nina gave a wry grin. “You’re a Mage now, Aspen, and I’m not a total idiot.”

      “I wouldn’t have avoided…”

      “Yes you would have, and we both know it. Aspen…” Nina looked like she was choosing her words carefully. “Lucien…told me what he did.”

      Aspen’s breath caught in her throat. A brief memory seared through her mind: her house up in flames. Her parents’ bodies charred beyond recognition as Aspen sat in the middle of her burning home and watched them wither away. Lucien had caused that. Lucien had…

      “It was an accident, Aspen,” Nina insisted, pulling her back to the present. “That doesn’t make it any better, but it’s true. Aspen…Look at me.”

      Aspen dragged her eyes up to meet Nina’s.  “I know it’s hard, but if we’re going to get through this you’re going to need to work with him again. You did it once.”

      “That was before—”

      “You can do it again. One of the Kings is here in the city. I know it, you know it. If we’re going to get through this we have to work together.”

      Aspen glanced over her shoulder. Lucien and Mage Simshar were coming their way. She took a deep breath, mentally prepping herself for what she already knew was inevitable.

      “For how long?”

      Nina gave her a smile. “As long as it takes. He’s a total pain, but we’ll get through this, okay?”

      “Mage Aspen!” Simshar said. He looked at her disapprovingly. “A little slow getting here, considering how close your borough is. Perhaps the threat to a Mage doesn’t mean as much to you as it should—”

      “Lay off her, Simshar,” Lucien said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Not everybody can get here as fast as you did.”

      Mage Simshar adjusted the fez atop his chocolate-colored head. Being this close to the glimmer of Fae magic emanating off him made Aspen’s eyes water. “I heard he was killed by one of the Kings,” Aspen said.

      Simshar gave a derisive snort. “We’re still investigating. King or not, a Mage is dead. I’ve sent out instructions to the Heads of my borough to help enforce order, and I suggest you all do the same.”

      A particularly aggressive ogre tried to shove his way to the front of the gathering crowd to get a look at Don Jones’ body. Simshar raised his hand. There was a bright flash of light followed by a pained squeal. The crowd surged back, but almost as quickly began trickling forward again.

      “Mage Aspen, do some crowd control!” Simshar barked. “I don’t want this riffraff to interfere!”

      “Perhaps she should take a look,” Lucien said. “After all,” he said as Simshar gave him a dubious look, “she does have a few talents we lack.”

      “I’ll take care of the crowd, Simshar,” Nina said. She pulled at one of the small metal beads on her wrist and pinched it. A glowing circle of runic symbols opened at her feet. A tiny, green-skinned imp with needle-sharp teeth leapt through.

      “Back them up,” Nina commanded, pointing at the crowd.

      With a maniacal cackle, the imp bounded toward the crowd, gnashing his teeth and causing the front line to hurriedly backpedal.

      Aspen felt a gentle tug on her arm.

      “Come on, before Simshar changes his mind,” Lucien muttered.

      “Don’t expect me to thank you for that,” Aspen said, following him over to the dumpster.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.” Lucien brushed aside his flowing cloak to avoid dipping it in a puddle of scum water. He pointed inside the dumpster. “See anything unusual?”

      Besides this conversation? Aspen thought. She hadn’t so much as spoken to Lucien the past few weeks, and now he was treating her as if she were his equal; as if nothing had ever changed between them.

      She couldn’t figure out whether she was furious or relieved.

      Aspen peered over the lip of the dumpster. Yep, there was Mage Don Jones. Former Mage Don Jones. From his bald head and weak chin to now-unnaturally gray skin. He’d looked half-dead in life. Death hadn’t done much to change that.

      Aspen felt a twinge of sadness. The guy hadn’t exactly been a cheerleader for her, but he hadn’t been pure evil, either. Another life, snuffed out. Another hope they had to keep New York safe, gone.

      “See anything?” Lucien asked again.

      “What exactly am I looking for?” Aspen snapped.

      “Well…” Lucien stepped up beside her. He lifted a hand. One of his rings glowed and Don Jones’ body rose out of the dumpster and lowered on the ground. “You have a knack for sensing magic. Tell me what you see here.”

      “You can see magic too!”

      Lucien rolled his eyes. “Just do it, Aspen.”

      Aspen grumbled and knelt beside the body. She wasn’t a stranger to death, and this time was no different. It was also true that she could see the shimmer of magic around beings or wherever magic had been used. She’d been able to, even before having the ability to cast spells herself. The Mages could see magic as well, but as a Null, and ever since Segur had awakened her powers, her senses had seemed more attuned than even theirs.

      Using her knife, Aspen prodded the body. She gingerly lifted up one arm, then let it down again. She held her hand over it, dipping her consciousness into the magic surrounding them, poking and prodding for any abnormalities. Everything appeared normal.

      “Anything?” Lucien asked again.

      “Nothing,” Aspen said, confused. “No magical signature. No residual spells. Not even…” she used the tip of her knife to peel back the fold of Don Jones’ tweed jacket. “Wait…There’s something.”

      She felt the brush of air as Lucien leaned in beside her. His eyes narrowed on the small black hole burned through Don Jones’ shirt and onto his skin. “Interesting…”

      Lucien waved his hand over it and a thin wisp of dark magic raised over the body. He pulled it this way and that like taffy before dispelling it with an annoyed wave.

      “What was that?” Aspen said.

      “Remnant of dark magic,” Lucien said. “Which doesn’t tell us anything except—”

      His eyes widened. “Watch out!”

      He threw Aspen to the side as a burst of fire erupted from Don Jones’ body, a wreath of flame scorching the ground immediately around him. A hissing sound shot right over Aspen’s head, then everything fell silent.

      She pulled her head up to find the brick wall above their heads had a blackened message now burned into it.

      
        
        The tainted will be no more

        The weak will fall

        Your true master is coming

        Be still and weep

      

      

      “Are you all right?” Lucien asked, checking her over. It took Aspen a moment to realize he’d shielded her from the explosion. Don Jones’ body was now nothing more than an ashen husk, bare bones protruding from piles of gray.

      “I’m fine.” She pushed him away and stood. Lucien brushed himself off and examined the message. His expression darkened before he grinned. “I hope this building has insurance. At least this spells it out for us: Maladias sent one of his Kings to cleanse New York. The question is which one.”

      Aspen gawked at him. “Which one?”

      “Of course,” Lucien said, shrugging like this news was no big deal. “They aren’t just called the Kings for nothing. Three Kings, three different rulers, the King of Decay, Desolation, and Silence. At least, that’s what I know from what I’ve read about them.” He gave her a blinding smile. “I could be totally wrong!”

      “Lucien!”

      Simshar rushed over, trailed closely by Nina. He looked distastefully down at what remained of Don Jones’ body, then up to the message scarred on the wall. “What—what is the meaning of this?”

      “What does it look like?” Aspen said, managing to overcome her initial shock at seeing the message. “The King left his calling card.”

      Simshar’s mouth opened and closed. “We do not know this was the work of the King.”

      Aspen gaped at him. She was almost too impressed by Simshar’s insistence to deny the obvious to respond. “Not the King? Are you actually an idiot, or do you just look lik—”

      “Aspen!” Nina snapped.

      Simshar lowered his voice to a whisper. “Look around you, girl. Look at the rabble that’s gathered. It’s just as likely that one of our own borough residents killed him. They could do it. They want to do it. They don’t trust the Mages anymore.”

      “To be fair, we haven’t given them a reason to,” Lucien said. “But I agree with Aspen that a King is the most likely culprit. And if he is, then we need to—”

      “No! If this ‘King’ has returned, then where is he? He’s a servant of Maladias, isn’t he? Surely that means he’s powerful. I don’t know about you, but I haven’t heard of any unchecked magical beings rampaging through my boroughs.”

      “There could be a reason for that,” Lucien said, stroking his chin. “Remember when we visited Charlie in the toy store, Aspen?”

      She did remember, but why was he asking her that? She and Lucien had gone there to figure out whether whoever was stealing magic from the boroughs had been using the underground tunnels beneath the city to sneak…oh…

      “Yeah,” Aspen said, a small smile coming to her lips at the memory. She quickly dropped it. “But we’d have heard if something was using the tunnels. Somebody would have said something.”

      “I can still send someone to check,” Nina said. “I’ve got contacts in the Jade Palace who know the underground well.”

      Simshar snapped his fingers and Don Jones’ body rose off the ground, ashes and all. Another snap and an invisible cloak seemed to settle over him, so that all Aspen could make out was the small shimmer in the air when Simshar moved him.

      “Enough about this King business,” Simshar said. “We should be more worried about maintaining the little order we have left, not on chasing phantoms!”

      He paused as he walked away. “And Mage Aspen, didn’t we task you with searching for Mage Isak?”

      Aspen’s cheeks flamed. “I—yes, but…”

      “If you’re so convinced that we’re under a threat as malicious as Maladias, then you’d want our Council back to its full strength, wouldn’t you? I suggest you get on that.”

      Aspen ground her teeth as Simshar stalked off.

      “I think that went well, considering,” Lucien said brightly.

      “You’re impossible,” Aspen scoffed. “A Mage is dead and we have a King running around that he’s too blind to see.”

      “Not blind, willfully ignorant, as the Council tends to be,” Lucien said. “I don’t blame him,” he added in a low voice, looking at the crowd that had lessened somewhat since Nina had intervened. “He wasn’t wrong about the boroughs being upset. We’re…losing our grip. That’s hard for anyone to take, mostly someone who’s been in power as long as he has.”

      He turned to her. “Are you still looking for Isak?”

      Aspen pursed her lips. She was and she wasn’t. She did and she didn’t want to. Seeing Don Jones’ body had reminded her how vital it was they got him back, and yet…

      “I’m working on it.” She gave Nina a brief wave and began walking off.

      “You might want to work faster,” Lucien called unhelpfully. “I think we’re running out of time.”
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      Aspen sipped her coffee, mulling over murder, and how her own death was creeping closer with each passing day.

      She had wandered about after leaving Nina and Lucien, trying to decide where she could go and just think. She couldn’t head back to Brune’s. She loved him, but his good-natured helicoptering would drive her insane. And now, with Don Jones’ death having left her shaken, she wanted to be alone.

      That, and the King’s message on the wall had been yet another reminder that she needed to seriously start looking for Isak. And she had a good idea where to start.

      She just hated the idea.

      So until she worked up the nerve to go there, she was going to sit here in Starbucks. It was one of the rare times she got time to herself, even on days when things hadn’t come crashing down around her. She could let her guard down for a bit. She didn’t have to be Mage Aspen, or a Null, or even a former thief. She could simply be herself, alone with her thoughts.

      But even that wasn’t much fun anymore. The guilt at not trying to find Isak sooner was making her stomach ache, but imagining his face when he saw her, the hurt, the anger, the betrayal…that was almost worse.

      Aspen rotated her drink back and forth. The Empire State Building loomed across the street, casting a shadow over two more Starbucks packed tightly together right across the street from one another. Herds of tourists flocked by, heads tilted up, mouths so agape they were practically begging a pigeon to poop in it. Aspen took another sip and watched a little girl swinging between the arms of her parents. She shoved down the thin thread of jealously. That was something she hadn’t felt in a while. Perhaps it was because she’d almost had something like that—a new family in Lucien and Nina and Isak—not too long ago.

      Not anymore.

      The shop door dinged as another group of customers bustled in and began filing into line.

      “Four shots of espresso, please,” a familiar voice said.

      “Four?” the barista said skeptically.

      Aspen turned in her chair.

      “Four,” Tana confirmed. She shot Aspen a playful glance. “With lots of whipped cream.”

      “What are you doing here?” Aspen said when Tana finished her order and came over. She narrowed her eyes. “Lucien didn’t send you, did he? Because if he’s worried about me doing my job then he can shove his worry right—”

      “He didn’t send me,” Tana said, rolling her eyes. Or…Aspen was pretty sure she’d rolled her eyes. It was hard to tell with the enormous sunglasses covering half of Tana’s face. She was dressed in baggy sweatpants and a long-sleeved shirt. A wide-brimmed hat covered most of her stringy hair. She’d tied that back, leaving the Vamp-pale skin of the back of her neck uncovered. As a Vampee—a half Vamp, half banshee—she was still somewhat susceptible to overly-sunny days.

      Tana must have realized Aspen couldn’t see her expression and pulled off her sunglasses, blinking bright yellow-gold eyes. She rolled her eyes again for emphasis. “Believe it or not, Lucien’s life goal isn’t to annoy you. And no, I came because I wanted to see you. I happen to know this is one of your favorite spots.”

      Busted…Aspen would have to find a new one next time to get some peace and quiet. Not that she minded having Tana here. She was one of the few people that didn’t actively annoy her.

      “So—One sec.” Tana retrieved her drink and returned, scooting closer to Aspen. She took a deep sip and let out a satisfied sigh. “Not as good as blood, but close enough.”

      Aspen cocked an eyebrow. “Are you still…”

      Tana shook her head. “It’ll always be toxic to me. But I still haven’t given in to the cravings, either. Like June said in Prague, it doesn’t get any easier, but I can control it. Thus,” she held up the cup. Aspen tapped it. “Coffee shots and jittery nerves it is!”

      They sipped in silence for a moment before Tana’s luminous eyes re-focused on her.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      For once, Aspen was grateful to have someone to bounce things off of. She ran through the events of the past twenty-four hours, from her tense meeting with the ogres to Don Jones’ death. As she did, Tana’s eyes grew wider and wider. The stubby fangs in her mouth peeked out as her mouth hung open.

      “Don Jones is dead? B-but, he can’t be! He just…can’t!”

      “So says you and Simshar,” Aspen said bitterly. “He’s convinced himself it wasn’t one of the Kings who killed him.”

      Tana chewed her bottom lip. “Not that I didn’t believe you, but I can see why. I never thought, you know…Maladias would actually send one here…Although, it’s New York, so it makes sense…” Tana took another sip, staring out the window, her eyes narrowed as though any random T-shirt toting tourist was potentially a King out to murder them.

      “We’re missing something,” Aspen said.

      Tana’s eyes pulled back to her. “How’s that?”

      “Jones’ death…it’s just like when Lucien and I were investigating Xavier’s magic theft. He could hide because he was a Mage, because he knew what we’d be looking for to catch him. But the King is immensely powerful. There’s no way we’d miss something like that entering the city.”

      “But that was before most of the wards around the city were taken down,” Tana pointed out.

      “Yeah, but still…Even if he did get in we should have noticed something by now. Which means the King’s found a way to hide.”

      “Or somebody’s protecting him.”

      A chill ran down Aspen’s spine. Though she couldn’t cast them (yet), she knew there were powerful spells that could do pretty much anything; including cloak a demented, Mage-killing magical monstrosity. Worse than that, as Tana had pointed out, was the possibility that one of the boroughs was helping the King hide. Simshar hadn’t been too far off: the boroughs were tense. Even before the Council had begun to fall apart, there were those who would have happily dismantled the institution of the Council of Mages.

      By any and all means possible.

      Aspen drummed her fingers against her forehead, as if doing so would coax any new ideas to the surface, but she was going off little sleep and even less information. As sick as it sounded, one death wasn’t going to be enough to narrow down the King. He’d have to expose himself more than once. And each time he did was another chance for someone else to die. She just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      Tana sipped the last of her drink, then looked at the bottom sadly. “I miss this. Talking with you, even if it is about death and stuff like that. Lucien’s hardly ever at the house anymore. He’s expanding it, you know. I think he wants to re-open his magic academy. He told you about that, didn’t he?”

      He had, back when she could still trust him. “Did he ever tell you why I—?” Aspen shut her mouth. Tana was looking expectantly at her, but suddenly Aspen couldn’t bring herself to tell her about Lucien’s confession. Lucien had taken Tana, an undesirable according to the other boroughs, in as his own ward. He’d given her a place to stay, cared for her, probably even loved her in that annoying way of his. As furious as Aspen was at Lucien, he’d have to be the one to tell Tana about what he’d done to Aspen’s parents. If he ever told her at all.

      “Tell me about what?” Tana said.

      “Nothing. Never mind. It’s not important.”

      Tana picked at the side of the cup, apparently not put off by Aspen’s sudden reluctance to talk. “Nina’s been over a lot lately.”

      Aspen cocked an eyebrow. “Is that right? Are they…”

      Tana grinned. “Together? No idea. But for how much she complains about him, she sure can’t stay away. She says she misses seeing you more often. Caretaker misses you too.”

      “Caretaker’s a demon-kin, Tana. I doubt that guy knows what an emotion is.”

      “Meh, he looked like he missed you, then. I miss you,” Tana added in a soft voice.

      Aspen sighed. “I…can’t go back, Tana. Not now.”

      Tana slowly nodded. “Maybe someday?”

      “Let’s just…get through the next couple weeks alive, then we’ll see.”

      “And what are you going to do about Isak?”

      Aspen gave her a side-eye while Tana pretended to take a large sip of her drink to cover up her guilty expression. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh…Nina might have mentioned something. She said the Council’s charged you with finding him.” A faint bloom of red colored her cheeks. “And…how you two had…feelings for each other.”

      Had feelings? Is that what they were calling it these days?

      “I guess I was just wondering if you were okay trying to find him again,” Tana said quickly, apparently fearful she’d said something stupid. “I guess you two were…close?”

      Aspen stared at her drink. Now she was getting embarrassed, too. “I think. Maybe. I don’t know. We had…I cared—care—about him. A lot.”

      “So then where do you think he went?”

      That was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? “I have no idea.”

      She pushed her chair back, tossing the rest of her drink in the trash. “But we’re going to find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Aspen stood outside the apartment, dreading what was coming. She’d found Eve’s place again easily enough, even though last time Isak had been the one leading her here. If she didn’t look beside her, didn’t see Tana standing there with a befuddled expression on her face, she might almost believe she was back at that time again.

      “You…know somebody here?” Tana said, staring up at the rusting second floor railing.

      “Kind of,” Aspen said. “She and I go way back. Way back...”

      “You don’t sound too happy about that.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Has she tried to kill you yet?”

      Aspen thought about that. “Only once.”

      “There we go!” Tana gave her a supportive pat on the back. “That’s already loads better than a lot of the other people you know. How bad can she be?”

      They were about to find out, Aspen thought as she led Tana up the stairs to the second floor. The first time she’d met Eve, they’d been seven years old and the witch-girl had tried using Aspen’s face as fireball target practice. The second time…hadn’t been much better, but Isak had intervened.

      Also, Eve was Isak’s ex. That didn’t help any.

      But if anyone might have a clue as to where Isak was, it would be someone he’d been close to. Closer to, anyway.

      “I’d stand back,” Aspen said when they reached the apartment door. Tana shuffled a little ways toward the stairwell. Aspen sucked in a deep breath and knocked. Large footsteps pounded toward them from the other side, and a moment later Eve’s boyfriend answered.

      Tana let out a little gasp. Aspen rocked on her heels, but she’d mentally prepared herself against the sudden waves of desire the guy gave off. The incubus’ flawless skin, perfectly straight white teeth, and all-around unnaturally godly looks might have caught her off guard the first time, but she wouldn’t be left gaping like…well, like Tana.

      “He’s…he’s so…Wow…” Tana mumbled, leaning against the stair railing for support.

      The guy gave her a rakish grin, then turned to Aspen. His perfectly trimmed eyebrows furrowed, his demeanor turning icy. “You’re the Norm girl.”

      “Guilty,” Aspen said. “Is Eve here?”

      The incubus put his other muscled arm against the door frame, blocking her from looking inside. Tana let out another sigh.

      “Tana.” Aspen snapped her fingers behind her, never taking her eyes off the incubus. “Focus. Come back to earth.”

      It took Tana a second to return to herself. She wiped what might have been a spot of drool from the corner of her mouth, looking sheepish.

      “Eve’s not here,” the guy said. “In fact…” his eyes darkened, “she left soon after you guys did.”

      “After we did? You mean when we visited?”

      “Can’t remember another time, can I? She went back to her Coven. Did you say something to her? Did you convince her to go back?”

      “What? No! Why would I—”

      His eyes narrowed further. He seemed to swell in the doorway. “Are you sure you didn’t? Because I’m pretty sure it was right after you came by that she left. You get it? She left me. That doesn’t happen. Ever. Get it?”

      His voice was rising, as though he’d latched onto this sudden, crazy idea and was running with it for all it was worth. “You did, didn’t you? She left me because you two showed up. You and that girl-stealing druid freak. Is he here?” The guy thrust his head out into the corridor, as though Isak was hiding right outside, waiting to yell ‘surprise!’

      “He’s not here,” Aspen said, growing more nervous by the second. “And we didn’t say anything to her.”

      The guy finished searching then glared at her. He took a step closer. “She left me because of you. We had a good thing going. I might have even loved her, but now I’ll never know. Get it?”

      “I get it, but you’re wrong. Look, all I want is to know where she is now.”

      “I told you she’s with the Coven. You should know where that is. So why are you still here? You want to make fun of me? You wanted to come make fun of the incubus who couldn’t keep his girl?”

      Magic was rising in Aspen’s throat, the hair on her arm bristling with fear. If this was how the guy acted after a breakup, she was glad Eve had left.

      “Great,” she managed. “If she’s at the Coven we’ll just go then…”

      “Aspen…” Tana said, warning in her tone. She’d uncurled her ragged nails, ready to attack.

      The guy took another step toward Aspen. “She was the best thing to happen to me! Yeah, I think I loved her! And now that she’s back with those witches, she can’t be with me!”

      “I’m sure…you won’t have…too much trouble finding another…girl,” Aspen coughed as he let off another wave of desire that tried to coax her body into pressing against his, that made the tips of her toes curl with pleasure.

      The guy let out a deep growl. His hand lashed out, faster than Aspen had anticipated, gripping her upper arm so tight she could already feel it bruising.

      “No, Tana!” Aspen barked as Tana rushed forward. Aspen glared into the incubus’ fiery expression. “We didn’t tell her to do anything. But if we see her, maybe…maybe we can let her know how you feel.”

      “It’s too late for that. Once you go back to the Coven you can’t leave again. She chose them over me. She chose them over us!”

      “That sucks, but it’s not our fault.”

      The guy squeezed harder. Aspen’s hand was tingling from lack of blood. With each passing second, she felt the normally somewhat-controllable magic within her rising closer to the surface of her skin, threatening to burst free. Her headache was back, and this time it was much, much worse.

      “Stop touching me,” Aspen hissed.

      The guy shook her, hard. “She’s gone because of you!”

      Aspen’s skin was buzzing. She tried to hold the magic back but it was spilling out of her now. The air crackled and spit. Faint wisps of red were curling from her fingertips, searing into the floor. “I’m warning you… Stop. Touching. Me.”

      “You—”

      A spell rocketed from the tip of Aspen’s fingers, slamming into the incubus and launching him back into the apartment.

      Aspen faintly heard Tana yelling her name as she dropped to the floor, curling her head in against her chest to stop the knife-slice of pain threatening to split her head open. A torrent raged within her, waves crashing into her over and over. It was too much at once. But what had Nina told her? The magic inside her was like a faucet; she only needed to find the valve to control how much she was letting out…

      Aspen bit her tongue, hard. The blossom of pain briefly brought her back to herself. She forced her breathing to slow, concentrating on finding that valve, on clamping down on it until the worst of the magic ceased within her.

      “Okay! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” The incubus was scrambling to his feet now, eyes wide and horrified. Aspen’s magic continued eating away at the doorframe, practically begging her to let it free to devour him. “I just—I miss her, you know? I told you she’s at the Coven! New Salem! In Greenwood Heights!”

      Then he slammed the door in their faces.

      Aspen bit her tongue again, tasting copper. The second time was the charm and after another deep breath the remaining magic seeped back into her, back into that deep, dark place where it coiled like a waiting snake, ready to spring again.

      She realized she was moving. Tana had slung one arm over her shoulder and was guiding her down the stairs. They walk-limped around the corner, out of sight of the apartments, before Tana eased her down onto the curb.

      “Breathe,” Tana ordered. “Just…breathe.”

      Aspen put her head between her legs and did just that. The headache had somewhat subsided. Her head still felt like a gong had gone off inside it. Her chest felt cavernously empty again. She wasn’t sure how much magic she’d let escape that time, but the release was a blessed relief.

      Aspen let out a long breath.

      “Feel better?” Tana said.

      “Yeah…” Aspen pulled her head up. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      “Great. Now please explain what in the ever-loving ghoul’s gorge-fest that was.”

      Aspen fixed Tana with a firm stare. “You can’t tell Lucien about this. Or Nina. You can’t tell anyone.”

      Tana snorted. “I’m not Lucien’s spy, Aspen, I’m your friend. And I won’t have to tell anyone. They’ll just need to be around you for more than half a day and they’ll get to watch the fireworks themselves.”

      Aspen groaned. That was the truth, wasn’t it? As much as she hated to admit it.

      “Ever since Segur used her spell to ‘awaken’ whatever Null powers she thought I had, I haven’t been able to stop absorbing magic.”

      “But…I thought as a Null you were always absorbing magic.”

      “No. I absorbed it only when someone used a spell against me. But it’s like she broke open this…this dam or something inside me. The regulator that tells my body when to stop. I absorb it all the time now, even when I don’t want to.”

      “So right now you’re…”

      Aspen focused inward again. There it was, the ever-present drip of residual magic from the outside world soaking into her, like she was a thirsty sponge. “Yeah, right now. And since I’m not exactly good at using it yet, once it gets to be too much…”

      “I thought Lucien helped you with that.”

      Lucien, Lucien, Lucien. Always Lucien. She couldn’t escape him, no matter how much she wanted to.

      “He did,” Aspen said. “He gave me a jade amulet that absorbed some of the magic I give off. Segur broke it.”

      “Ah…”

      “If that magic has nowhere to go I get headaches. I’ve…been having bad dreams. I don’t sleep much. And then, yeah,” Aspen nudged her head back toward the incubus’ apartment. “Sometimes that happens.”

      Tana mulled this over. “I don’t know what to tell you. I could ask Lucien for—”

      Aspen gave her a sharp look.

      “Or not. Or I could not ask him. But geez…” Tana stared straight ahead. “Whatever spat you two had, you need to get over it. There are kind of bigger things happening right now, you know?”

      Aspen looked at her, debating once again whether or not to tell her about what Lucien had done. Nina was one thing. Nina already knew Lucien and even loved him at one time. Maybe she started loving him again, if what Tana told her was true. But Tana…she’d once said Lucien was like a father to her, faults and all. It was the same relationship Isak had with Xavier, and Aspen hadn’t brought herself to tell Isak about who Xavier had really been until the end.

      “Listen, we’ll figure this out,” Tana said. She stood and pulled Aspen to her feet. “In the meantime, give a girl a little warning before you go all sparkles.”

      Aspen grinned. “The Aspen early warning system. I’ll try to.”

      “Fantastic. Now, you still want to ask Eve where Isak went?”

      Aspen nodded.

      “Great. I know the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Greenwood Heights was completely deserted. Figured, since it was so late. Aspen and Tana sat on a bench beneath the yellow glow of a street lamp, alongside a lonely sidewalk that bordered a cluster of trees. Despite being in the middle of Brooklyn, the place was quiet enough for Aspen to hear the skittering fall leaves brush across the sidewalk.

      “He didn’t say it was a park,” Aspen said.

      “He…kind of didn’t get the chance to,” Tana said wryly.

      Aspen ignored that. She peered into the copse of trees that thickened as it rose up the hill across from them. “You’re telling me New Salem’s in there?”

      “I’ve been here before,” Tana said. “Scouting,” she added when Aspen gave her a questioning look. “I’ve talked to June a couple more times and I…well I can’t just sit around and do nothing, you know? If I want to make a change, if I want people to see me differently, then I have to start doing it myself. You showed me that.”

      “I did?” Aspen said, taken aback.

      “When you became Mage. You didn’t let anybody tell you otherwise and now look at you!”

      Yeah. Now look at her.

      “That’s great, Tana. So you’ve been here…”

      “Trying to find other half-breeds, other undesirables, like me. The Coven lets some in. I just wanted to get in contact with them. I haven’t found many, but there’ve been a few. More than I knew before.”

      Aspen nodded, feeling a swell of pride for Tana. Her attitude had changed so drastically, even after only a month. Aspen would never have called Tana shy when they’d first met, but there’d definitely been a reserved-ness, a caution in her manner. But not anymore.

      Another ten minutes passed without so much as a hint of a broomstick or summoning circle. Aspen peered right. She peered left.

      “Tana…not that I’m doubting you…”

      “Hush, it’s almost here.”

      “What’s almost here?”

      “Once you’re in New Salem, it’s easy to find your way back. But getting in the first time’s a pain.” She pointed to the trees. “To all the Norms, this is just a park. You could walk around it forever and not find the Coven. But for those who know…”

      As if on cue, rhythmic hoofbeats clopped their way. A magnificent black carriage drawn by a pair of dappled mares rounded the corner of the sidewalk and hurried toward them.

      Tana grinned at her. “Then there’s another way in.”

      The cart came to a skittering halt in front of them. A wrinkly old woman sitting in the driver’s seat peered down from between the thick folds of her black cloak. “What do you two want?”

      Tana stepped forward. “Hello! Do you remember me?”

      “No.”

      “My name’s Tana? I visited a couple weeks ago?”

      The woman hocked a large wad of phlegm, barely missing their feet. “Don’t know, don’t care. You part of the boroughs—well of course you are, you can see me, can’t ya? Well?” She reached behind her and pounded the side of the carriage twice. The door swung open. “Hurry up.”

      Aspen and Tana scrambled inside. With a flick of the reins and a disorienting jerk, the cart took off again.

      “She’s cheery,” Aspen said.

      “Oh, she was much worse last time,” Tana said.

      Aspen peered out the window, expecting to see some sort of change now that they were inside, but they were still making their way down the sidewalk. The scenery didn’t look any more magical.

      Then they rounded the corner, and suddenly instead of a sidewalk the carriage was crunching down a finely ground dirt road. The trees were murky and thick on either side, with a faint blush in the darkness ahead, growing closer.

      The carriage pulled to a halt and the woman pounded the side of it again.

      “We’re here! Get out!”

      They scrambled to obey. No sooner had their feet touched the ground than the carriage pulled away once more, leaving them in the middle of a wide street lined with wood-thatched homes. Aspen knew each borough had a distinct…she’d call it ‘flavor’. Most supernatural beings preferred to model their boroughs in a way that was reminiscent of their heritage, giving it a feel of home while still adding modern-day perks.

      New Salem seemed to have forgotten that.

      There were no electric lights. All the houses were made of wood and one story, with gnarled, leafless oak trees looming over them. Bowls of blue-white fire hung magically suspended above the street, complemented by the large fire pits on each street corner. Aspen could faintly catch the spicy whiff of incense. The place was completely deserted.

      Aspen took a wary step forward, feeling as though she was about to spring a trap. “Where is everyone?”

      “I don’t know,” Tana whispered, worry in her voice. “Usually there’s someone—”

      Aspen reacted before she knew they were under attack, throwing Tana to the ground as a bolt of magic seared just over their heads. They’d barely hit the dirt before Tana was up again and running for the cover of the nearest house, Aspen close behind, each one scanning for their assailants. Shapes had begun manifesting from the shadows all around them. The intensity of the fire pits blotted out their identities.

      “I thought they were friendly!” Aspen said, skidding to a stop beside Tana. “If I’d wanted to be attacked I would have worn a sign that said ‘Kill me, King!’”

      Tana hunkered farther down as another spell blasted splinters off the corner of the house they were using for cover. “I don’t know what they’re doing! New Salem is supposed to be—Watch out!”

      Fire from the nearest bowl spewed into the sky before cresting midair and diving toward them. Aspen yanked on her magic and thrust a hand out. The fire hit her weak shield charm and deflected, singeing a hole in the trunk of the nearest oak tree.

      She tried pushing Tana forward but she’d frozen, gaping at a crowd of people who had converged on them from the other side of the house. They were surrounded in seconds and Aspen spun in place, sizing up their attackers.

      They were mostly women and a few men, some as young as teenagers all the way to ancient, stooped old crones. Aspen was dismayed to see the harsh glow of magic cupped in each of their hands.

      “Mage!” one of the women spat. “You’re not welcome here, Mage!”

      She raised her hand. Her spell crackled and spit as she wound up and threw it right at Aspen’s face. “Now you die!”
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      It was almost a relief when Scotland’s Court of the Arcane arts found him.

      Isak had been sitting outside his hostel, staring up at Edinburgh Castle, not thinking about much of anything. He’d gotten good at doing that lately, clearing all thoughts from his mind. He’d needed to get good at it, otherwise the angry, conflicting voices bickering in his head would have driven him crazy a while ago.

      A soccer game (football, he firmly reminded himself, so that others wouldn’t) was playing loudly from the bar inside. Every so often a backpacker or two would drift through the doors. They nodded at him as they passed and he would nod back.

      His eyes drifted back up to the castle. Then down to the ground, to the brickwork and tree-lined boulevard of Grassmarket Square. The awnings on the restaurants had been rolled out. At the end, Victoria Street wound steeply up past alternating shops, all painted varying colors.

      Isak felt a prickling on his skin. He shifted slightly so that his hands were free in case he needed to cast a counterspell. Being as casual as he could, he took another look around him, narrowing his gaze to try to pick up any unusual flicker in the air that would indicate someone using magic.

      His eyes landed on a man. He’d stopped in the middle of the crowd of passersby across the street, staring right at him. Isak had grown used to people giving him funny looks. Maybe because he somehow looked American. Maybe (hopefully not) it was because he hadn’t shaved in weeks and his personal hygiene was possibly bordering on ‘side-show freak’ levels.

      The man finally broke eye contact and shook his head, heaving a sigh Isak could hear clear across the square. Then he walked over, stopping just far enough away from him that Isak couldn’t decide if he was still a threat or not. He’d had his fair share of threats recently. More than he’d liked, less than he’d expected.

      Up close, the man had wind-chapped, lobster-red cheeks. His bulbous nose centered his face, swollen to appear about as round as the rest of him. He pulled off his cap and rubbed the back of his pepper-gray hair before slipping it back on again.

      “Hell’s teeth, yer a sight,” he said, his accent thick. “Yer Mage Xavier’s apprentice?”

      Ah. So they’d finally found him. Isak couldn’t decide if he was happy or sad about that.

      “Technically, I was Mage Xavier’s apprentice,” Isak said. “And since he’s dead, that makes me a Mage in his place.”

      The man grunted. “Hm…Meaning no offense, but you don’t look like no Mage to me, mate.”

      The guy was probably right. Isak had wound up in Scotland after drifting between countries for almost a month. He’d fled New York without a real plan, only that he needed to leave the place that’d hurt him so badly. And what better way to get far, far away than by crossing the ocean? He’d convinced a cargo ship to take him as a passenger in exchange for work, and after landing in Portugal had meandered his way around mainland Europe. He’d had money he could access, but didn’t. He’d had contacts he could get in touch with, but wouldn’t. Instead he’d worked for his accommodations and food. Mostly doing Norm tasks. Other times, when he felt like revealing who he was, for Supes.

      More than once it occurred to him how absolutely insane he was acting. Why was he, Isak Uchida, once apprentice to arguably the most powerful Mage on the Council, wandering around like a homeless vagabond? He should have been stronger than that. Should have reacted differently than that. His recent moods tended to spiral between anger, self-pity, and denial. Often his thoughts drifted back to New York and to Aspen. What would she think if she could see him now? And why did he still care? She’d killed Xavier, after all, after he’d begged her not to.

      She had to, idiot, said a voice in his head. Isak briefly shut his eyes to try to push it out. It persisted.

      Yeah, he knew she did. Knew that now, after he’d left her. After he’d left them all.

      So he’d wandered after leaving. He—as much as he hated to admit it—might have moped a bit. He couldn’t seem to get his head on straight, even knowing what kind of threat New York was undoubtedly under. Couldn’t seem to muster up the motivation to face that reality.

      Because maybe that was what you did when the person who meant the most to you in the world turned out to be a monster.

      “Hey, mate?”

      Isak jolted back to reality to find the man snapping in his face.

      The man frowned. “You strung out on something? ‘Cause if you are, yer gonna have to get clean before you meet with the Court, my friend.”

      “The Court?” It took him a second to realize he wasn’t talking about the Fae Courts of New York. “Oh, the Court of the Arcane Arts.”

      “Know any other magical governmental entities in Scotland?” the man said.

      “What do they want with me?”

      “Let’s see…yer a Mage, yer Council’s falling apart which, I can’t believe I’m saying this, is actually a problem for us. And yeah, we don’t let just any Supe roam around in our streets unchecked. Don’t know how you do it in that shamble you call a Council over stateside, but here we have rules.” The man gestured for him to stand. “Up we go. Best get you there quick as we can.

      “Name’s Elias, by the way,” the man added as they started walking. He stuck out a large hand and Isak shook it. “Sorry ‘bout being a little short with ya. We’ve got a lot on our plate right now too. Wasn’t exactly lookin’ to play fetch, but turns out it was you, wasn’t it? Makes it a little better. Never met no American Mage before.” He looked Isak up and down. “Thought you’d be taller, honestly.”

      “Are we almost there?” Isak grumbled.

      “Hardly. There’s where we’re going.” Elias pointed to Edinburgh Castle on the hill. “Onward we go!”

      They walked up the Royal Mile, passing cashmere shops and churches; street performers and walking tours. The crowds grew thicker the closer they drew to the castle. Isak expected someone to stop Elias at the front gate, but he stepped past the ticket counter as if the tellers couldn’t see him. Which, when Isak thought about it, they probably couldn’t. The Court undoubtedly had tons of spells and some of their own people planted all over Edinburgh to make going undetected easier.

      He was used to the subtle blending of the Norm and Supe world. Supes sometimes wandered, undetected, in the everyday world, and sections of the boroughs in New York were often slipped in beside Norm buildings. Even the Council’s meeting chamber was situated in Grand Central Terminal, one of the busier places in the city, yet no Norm was the wiser.

      They entered the castle’s broad courtyard, surrounded by high battlement-studded ramparts on all sides. Elias cut straight across to a crumbling brick building at the other end. He nodded at a long line of tourists beside it.

      “Going to see the Stone of Destiny, they are,” he said proudly. “Or Stone of Scone, if yer particular. Now, over here, and in you go.”

      Isak had to duck to make it under the low-hanging stone doorway. The passage was more spacious than he’d thought, lined with sunlight-filled windows on one side, and ending at another bright, low doorway far at the other end. Elias stepped past him and opened a wooden door across the hall. It was a bathroom. Isak stared at it.

      Elias jerked his head. “Well? Come on, haven’t got time to dawdle.”

      “Wow. Your guys’ Court is way more hidden than ours.”

      “It’s just a bathroom, mate. Go clean yerself up. Yer a sight. Won’t have you appearin’ in front of the Court like that.”

      Isak’s cheeks grew hot. “Ah. I knew that.”

      “’Course ya did,” Elias said, smirking.

      There was a bag of toiletries inside, including a razor, prominently displayed beneath the mirror. Isak took the hint. He didn’t want to think about how long someone had been watching him to know how badly he needed a shave. But then, he supposed one look would have been enough.

      As he cleaned up, he could feel the weeks sliding off him with each stroke of the razor, revealing the dark, claw-like tattoos swooping from the left side of his forehead, down his cheek and neck, and vanishing beneath his shirt. He’d been using concealing magic on those. But now that the Courts knew who he was, there was no point.

      Isak’s shaving hand paused, the blade still on his cheek. He had imagined, just for a moment, the brush of Aspen’s soft fingers as she traced the tattoos there. She hadn’t been scared of them—or particularly impressed. She never seemed to be impressed by anything he did.

      Isak smiled.

      The blade nicked him. The sharp pain brought him back to his senses, and he dropped the blade in the sink with a clatter, splattering a bit of blood along with it. He steadied his breathing, clenching the edges of the sink, and then continued cleaning up.

      His raven-black hair was still too long, but a shower washed it out, making it linger almost to his shoulders in messy locks. He combed it so the bangs didn’t slash so violently across his eyes. When he stepped out, a new pile of clothes had been left beside the sink.

      Okay, so they were giving him lots of hints.

      The black shirt hugged him tight, as did the jeans. The clothes made him feel like an entirely new person, bringing with it renewed purpose; along with no small amount of shame. He’d wasted so much time feeling sorry for himself. He was still confused, still unclear about where he needed to go. But he would seek out answers about Xavier here, answers he needed to know. Then he’d head back to New York, where he belonged. Even if Aspen never wanted to see him again, Maladias was still coming to put her, and all of New York, in danger.

      And he would stop him.

      Isak double-checked himself in the mirror, then went back out to the hall. Elias did a double-take.

      “Blimey, where’d those tattoos come from? Would have made my job much easier, those would. No second-guessing who you are with them.”

      “Uh…Thanks, I guess.”

      Elias straightened out Isak’s shirt, then gave his chest a solid pat. “Perfect. Now you look respectable. Onward we go.”

      They stepped into another courtyard and took a sharp left. Isak felt the buzz of a magic concealment charm on his skin as they passed through a second doorway into yet another open-air courtyard. This one was deserted. The sounds from outside were muted, as though a bubble enclosed the entire thing. When Isak looked back, the entrance they’d come through was gone.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be there when ya need it,” Elias said. “Concealment charm’s enough, but with all them tourists out wanderin’ best not to risk any strays passin’ through. Ah, here we are.”

      An old man, stooped slightly, was walking toward them, the edges of his long cloak brushing the cobblestone. He smiled at Isak, his kind, cleanshaven face wrinkling.

      “Welcome, Isak Uchida!” He opened his arms wide and gave Isak a solid pat on his shoulders. “Welcome, welcome, welcome. My name is Norris Broadstein. I would say welcome to Europe, but I believe it’s a long time too late for that.”

      “Yeah…it is.”

      “Thank you, Elias,” Norris said. “Please stay close. We won’t be long.”

      Elias tipped his hat and ambled off. Norris nodded for Isak to follow him in a ring around the open-air courtyard.

      “Where’s the rest of the Court?” Isak said, peering down other empty passageways, waiting for others to enter and join them.

      “Out,” Norris said. “They don’t need to be here for this, even as exciting as it is having a new Mage in our midst. There are…other things to occupy them these days.”

      Isak felt another flush of shame. He meant things Isak should have been helping with.

      “Enough of that,” Norris said, reading his expression. “The time for grief is a long one, and shame doesn’t help anyone, least of all yourself. I’m not going to ask what you’re going through, because it is different for everyone. Though I suspect you still have unanswered questions. There always are, even for those whose passing was less than violent.”

      They took a turn down another passageway. Norris paused at one of the arching windows, leaning against it, his hands clasped. “Obviously, we heard what happened to Xavier. I imagine the last months have been…trying for you. However,” he held up a finger and waggled it, his face turning stern, “you have every right to indulge in your grief, Isak, but enough time has been wasted. I’m sure you’ve heard about the Kings?”

      “Maladias’ servants. Are they here? Have they—”

      “They are here on Earth, yes. They’ve already killed one of the Mages in New York.”

      The breath left Isak’s lungs. For a moment the world stopped, hanging above his head, ready to come crashing down atop him. “It wasn’t…it can’t be…do you know…”

      “The unfortunate victim was Mage Don Jones,” Norris said, giving him a sad look.

      And then Isak could breathe again. As guilty as it felt, he could breathe again. “That’s horrible. I don’t…That’s…”

      “Not the first life the Kings have claimed,” Norris finished. “A little less than a month ago, a helper of ours, Douglas Hewlett, was killed while investigating a site of high magical energy near here. We think Maladias was trying to use it to get through to our plane.”

      “But he didn’t, did he?” Isak said hurriedly. “Maladias didn’t manage…”

      “I said he tried to use it, thankfully. After poor Douglas’ death Maladias left that place. He probably assumed we would be watching it closely, and he’d be right. We’ve been monitoring all places of high magical concentration, places that would make it much easier for him to gather power and break through to our plane. We try to seal off as many of these places as we can but…”

      Norris shook his head. “Alas, there’s no way we can close all the potential entryways to our world, which would be the surest way to stop Maladias for good. If it were that easy we would have done it a long time ago and saved us all the risk of anything like him coming over.”

      “But…it sounds like you’ve stopped him for now,” Isak said. “He hasn’t tried again in Scotland, has he?”

      "Not to our knowledge, which doesn’t mean much nowadays. Make no mistake, Isak, he’s undoubtedly going to try again soon, be it here or elsewhere. We’re not sure how, or where, but it’s only a matter of time. His three Kings are only making it more difficult. They are paving the road, so to speak, killing those who would threaten Maladias, buying him time to conjure his power.”

      Norris looked firmly at Isak. “That’s why you must get back to your Council, Isak. They need you—”

      “No,” Isak said. Norris looked about as shocked as Isak felt at his response.

      “No?” Norris repeated.

      “What I mean to say is…Not yet. There’s something I need to do here first.”  He fumbled for another excuse as Norris’ expression grew stern. “It won’t take long but I need answers, I have to know…”

      Norris frowned deeper. Then he sighed. “I suspected that’s why you left New York. It’s not because you’re scared of taking the Mage’s position, are you?”

      Isak scoffed. “Scared? Of course I’m not scared! I’ve been trained for it for the last ten years. I’m more than ready. But I need to know why. It haunts me all the time. I close my eyes and see his face, hear all the things he told me and wonder if they were lies or if he ever meant any of it. For over half my life I’ve listened to him, believed in him, trusted him with everything. Now...I just need to know why he…I just need to know.”

      “I see.” Norris peered out the window, the sunlight illuminating every aged line in his face. He seemed to be weighing the pros and cons of something. “While I strongly want to encourage you to head back home, there is…someone who might have the answers you’re looking for.”

      Isak looked sharply at him. “Really? They could tell me—”

      “I said they might. You’re seeking answers from the dead, which is never an easy thing to get. You almost might be better off digging Xavier’s body back up and asking it yourself. But no, I’m talking about a Seer. Her name is Glenny and she lives up north, in the Highlands.”

      “A Seer…?” Isak said, his spirits dropping. So much for getting his questions answered from her. Seers were about as rare as actually getting a straight answer from them. When they weren’t being driven insane by their powers, then their visions were notoriously vague, if they had them at all. A Seer could live their entire life and only have one or two, if you were lucky. Even if they did have one, interpreting it was an art unto itself.

      “How is a Seer going to know anything about Xavier? How is she going to help me at all?” Isak said, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.

      “I only said it was a possibility,” Norris said. “Xavier came to Scotland a couple times during his time on the Council, and Glenny is more attuned to what goes on around her than I know you’re giving her credit for. And if you’re really set on not leaving until you know—”

      “I am.”

      Norris smiled indulgently. “Clearly. Then I suggest you go to her. Elias can take you. This is actually quite perfect. There’s a bogle up that way that’s been giving the local residents some trouble. Nasty little shapeshifter, but none of us have time to take care of it.”

      Norris clapped Isak on the back. “Just the kind of thing to get you back on track to being a Mage again.”

      Right at that moment, Isak wasn’t sure if he’d ever be on track toward being a Mage again, but he nodded. It wasn’t much of a choice, anyway. He wanted his questions about Xavier answered, and he wasn’t going to leave without them. This was his best—maybe only—shot.

      “In fact…” Norris mused, “I see that this journey could have many potentially useful possibilities.” He tapped his chin. “Isak…is it true that Xavier was the one who first tried to bring Maladias over, who tried taking down the protective wards around New York?”

      Isak swallowed a lump in his throat. There was no point in lying now, even if he wanted to. He didn’t owe Xavier anything by trying to maintain his once-sparkling reputation. “Yeah, it’s true.”

      Norris nodded sadly. “If that’s the case I understand even more why you wish to seek answers to what he was doing. And while it may be a false hope…perhaps in your search of Xavier you might find some clues that could help us now. Perhaps a tidbit on how to somehow reverse the worst of the damage he’s done and protect our world from Maladias ever reaching it.”

      “I’ll look,” Isak said, not trying to hide the uncertainty in his voice.

      “Oh, and it’s unlikely…” Norris added. “But while you’re there, see if Glenny knows about the Kings as well. Where they might be, how they might be defeated. Anything would be helpful.”

      “Are they here in Edinburgh?” Isak said. “Have you seen them?”

      “No, but it’s just a matter of time, I’m afraid.” Norris gave a long sigh. “I’m afraid we’re all running out of time.”
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      “So what’s the crack?”

      Isak pulled his eyes away from the swiftly passing Scottish countryside to give Elias a confused look. “What did you just say?”

      “It means, as you Americans so love to say, ‘what’s up?’”

      “Please tell me you aren’t laying the Scottish on extra thick for me.”

      Elias winked. “I might be. So...” He tapped the wheel as he eased them around the next corner. “Norris told ya to go see Glenny, did he?”

      Isak gestured to the truck they currently sat in, leaving that as an answer itself. “You know her?”

      “Aye. Been up to her place more than a few times. Quiet lass. Poor gal has to keep away from others. Her visions come whenever they come and not everyone is understandin’ of it, ya see.” He looked at Isak as if to say ‘don’t you be one of them.’

      “So she actually has visions,” Isak said, feeling a bit more hopeful than when they’d started out. Maybe this little trip would be more fruitful than he’d first thought.

      “’Course she does. Fact, last one she had was just before your late master came up here.”

      That caught Isak’s attention. “Wait, Xavier went to see her? Why? When? What’d she say?”

      “Slow down, mate! I only got one mouth. Let’s see…this musta been a few years back, if I’m rememberin’ correctly. No idea why he came to see her—Xavier only visited the Court a couple times and his reasons were kept to himself and himself alone, ya see—and as to what she said…” Elias tapped the side of his head, peering at Isak out of the corner of his eye. “When someone asks a Seer something, that’s between them and the asker. My personal opinion? He got mad when she didn’t have no vision and stormed off. Since then she ain’t had one in years.”

      It felt as though a large balloon had just been punctured in Isak’s chest. “Oh. Great.”

      He went back to staring out the windows. It was one of the rare days of full sun in Scotland, the sky bright and blue, interrupted by wisps of melted clouds. In the distance, three great peaks rose up from the landscape. The mountainside they drove by was dotted with lush greenery and mounds of gray, lichen-covered rock. Isak swore he saw one of them move, but they were already around the corner by the time he’d turned to look.

      “Rock giants,” Elias said. “Like pests ‘round here in Glencoe. Don’t pay ‘em no mind. They don’t move much and Norms usually can’t see ‘em when they do. Here we are.”

      He took a sharp right off the highway to a gravel road that cut straight up toward the nearest mountain. It rose in their windshield, far, far bigger than Isak had first thought.

      “It was a great shame to lose Douglas,” Elias said. “He was a decent chap. Last thing I’d want would for his death ta be in vain.”

      “No, of course not,” Isak said.

      “Neither one of us wants that,” Elias said, with emphasis. He pulled into a turnout and threw the car in park. “Ya savvy?”

      “Do I savvy what?”

      Elias leaned over, fixing Isak with a hard stare. “What I’m saying is, whether Glenny has what yer looking for or not, you should be where yer needed, or more people than just poor Douglas are going to die. I know finding whatever yer looking for means a lot, but surely there are people back home you care about, too.”

      Aspen’s face rose unbidden in Isak’s mind. Her cocky grin whenever she was on the verge of shooting a barbed remark back at him. Her agile body as she moved gracefully through waves of opponents. Her laugh, a rare thing, in the few times he’d managed to make her relax long enough to crack up around him. He remembered Prague, that night they spent wandering the city’s streets; dancing beneath the lamplight, heedless of anyone else around them. For a short time, he thought they might have had the start of something there—and maybe they still did. He hoped they still did.

      “I think there are,” Isak finally said.

      Elias gave him a strong pat on the back of the head. “Good lad. Now, look close.”

      He pointed through the windshield, his finger moving up, up, up the rising mountainside he’d parked in front of. “See that little saddle between them peaks? Ya gotta get up there and crest that.”

      The more Isak craned his neck the more his jaw went slack. “Are you kidding? Isn’t her house closer?”

      “Obviously not. Got to work for it, you do. Glenny likes her privacy.” Elias reached over and opened Isak’s door before not too gently pushing him out. “There ya go. And keep an eye out for that bogle. He’s around here somewhere.”

      Isak straightened himself up. “I know how to take care of a bogle, thanks. We’re not totally useless in New York.”

      Elias shook his head. “They might be pests where yer from, but Scotland has powerful magic. Ancient magic. It’ll play with you. Make you weak while it makes itself strong. Don’t let it get the jump on you.”

      And with that, Elias pulled the door shut, backed out, and drove back down toward the highway. Isak glared after him until his truck was nothing more than a cloud of kicked up dust. Then he crossed the road and started hiking.
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      The storm came out of nowhere, catching him completely off guard.

      Though, when Isak thought about it, it really shouldn’t have. This was freaking Scotland. He should have expected wet weather as much as he expected someone to speak with an accent.

      One second, he was clambering up a steep incline, trying to avoid slicing his shins open on the jagged rocks sticking from the mud, the next he could barely see two feet in front of him. A sweeping cloak of mist had settled across the mountainside, obscuring everything above and below him. Ice-cold droplets coated his skin. He had to keep brushing his sopping hair out of his eyes as he continued pushing his way up.

      “Climb to the top, he said,” Isak grumbled. “She’s at the top. Aaaall the way at the top.” Isak stopped and peered up. Then quickly realized how futile that was; there was nothing to see. “How does she even get food up here?”

      After another five minutes, he stopped to catch his breath. He had no idea how close he was to the saddle Elias had pointed out to him. No idea how far he’d come, either. His world had shrunken to the small bubble of his immediate surroundings.

      Isak peered up again, wiping the mist from his eyes. Only grayness stared back.

      Then he kept going.

      Hours passed. Or maybe it was only one. Maybe it was a dozen. There was no light, just a constant gray haze. It occurred to him that maybe this mist was more than natural. Maybe Glenny was actually far more powerful than he’d given her credit for. She could have been a type of sorceress or weather witch, manipulating the storm to make it impossible to find his way. It certainly seemed that way. Especially since…

      Isak did a double take, then swore. He’d passed that rock before. He was sure of it. And that same cluster of myrtles, unmistakable with its ring of orchids. The air crackled with magic as Isak’s anger temporarily got the best of him. Then he heaved a sigh and sat on a boulder to rest.

      This was getting him nowhere. Only now was he beginning to realize how stupid he’d been. He trusted the Court enough, but Elias? For all Isak knew, he could have been one of the Kings. He could have left him out here to die.

      No, no, no. That was stupid. Elias couldn’t be one of the Kings. Not that Isak knew what the Kings looked like. Evil, he imagined. Monstrous, horrible creatures from another plane. They probably wouldn’t go around killing him in such an indirect way as leaving him in the wilderness to die. They’d need to be more efficient.

      Isak peered up. Or what he assumed was up. He had no other way to go. Eventually this had to lead somewhere, and when it did he could have a nice long chat with Glenny about how to make her house a bit more accessible to the average mortal—

      The rock beneath him shifted.

      Before Isak could react, he was airborne, arcing high before landing hard in the dirt. His senses were briefly stunned into inaction right before his instincts kicked in. He painfully rolled to the left a second before a rocky foot as big as he was came down right where he’d lain.

      A rock giant was rising from the mist before him. Its body was clumpy and misshapen, as though all the nearby boulders had stuck together to give him shape. A big shape. Easily five times taller than Isak was, with hands that could easily grind his body into dust. It was big. It was mean.

      And it was pissed.

      With an earsplitting grinding noise, the rock giant turned on him. Gouged, empty eye sockets glared down at him.

      “Ah, hex it all,” Isak muttered.

      The rock giant pulled up a nearby boulder and pulled back to throw.

      Isak started running. “Hexitallhexitallhexitall….”

      He leapt aside a moment before the boulder landed on his right, exploding into shards of sharp slivers of rock, forcing Isak to throw up his hands to protect his eyes. The ground beneath him rumbled as the giant started after him again.

      “I get it!” Isak yelled. “Your spot! Understood! Now please piss off—”

      Another boulder exploded next to him.

      Isak skidded to a stop, dropping to the ground as he did so. “Okay, screw this.”

      His earth magic flared to life beneath his fingertips, shooting up his arms and through his entire body, warming him up and making him feel stronger than he had in weeks. The rock giant continued lumbering toward him. One of its hands had sprouted a club and it swung it overhead, bellowing madly.

      Isak faced it head-on. He whispered a destructive spell and the magic turned an ugly shade of red. “Come get some, marble mouth. You want to play with dirt? Let a druid show you how it’s done.”

      Isak took another pull of magic and charged it. He dodged around the swiping club and hit the ground, sliding on the slick mud beneath the giant’s pillar-like legs. With a single thrust, he slammed the palm of his hand against the giant’s calf and released the spell.

      The giant shuddered. An explosive snap! echoed and then the giant was stumbling, pieces of him breaking off as his massive body careened toward the ground. Sharp pain bludgeoned Isak in the head and he lay there, stunned. Blood ran warm down his temple. The world around him had suddenly begun to twist, his hearing was watery and bent like he was in a tunnel.

      The giant continued to fall, and somewhere in the still fully-functioning part of his mind Isak knew he needed to get out of there. He’d hurt it. But it was down, not out. Sooner rather than later it’d realize he was still there and end him quickly.

      Isak pushed himself to his feet, clenching his teeth as his head spun. More blood touched the side of his mouth and he tasted copper. A part of the mountainside he didn’t think he’d hiked lay just ahead and Isak ran, slipping and catching himself on the mud before his shoes dug in and he was gaining ground. The roar of the giant followed until he was far enough ahead and the mist swallowed it up.

      Isak didn’t stop. The path he was on tilted steeply, turning into switchbacks when it hit a nearly vertical wall. He hoped that meant he’d almost reached the saddle Glenny was just over.

      He stopped walking. His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. His head didn’t hurt as much anymore, but the hair on his arms was standing on end. The temperature around him had nosedived until he was seeing his breath come out in frosty clouds. Beads of ice coated the mist-soaked plants at his feet.

      Isak slowly spun, keeping his eyes focused for any sudden movement. There were spirits around here, that was the only explanation. Even Scotland’s weather didn’t turn this bad this fast. Maybe it was the bogle, or any number of other supernatural creatures. He was honestly surprised he hadn’t run into one of the Fae yet. The UK was supposed to be lousy with them. This was their turf, after all.

      Once Isak was positive nothing was going to immediately attack him, he continued moving cautiously up, turning in a circle as he went. He kept the next spell pulsing through his body, ready to cast it at a moment’s notice. His arms began to freeze with tension in their ready position. His jeans had nearly iced over so that they crackled with every step.

      He whirled as something rustled behind him, then again to his left, forcing him to turn that way.

      “I know you’re out there!” Isak yelled. A wisp of movement flickered to his right. Isak forced himself to stay calm. “I’m here on behalf of the Court of the Arcane Arts,” he added, unsure if that would mean anything to whatever this was. “You’re required to leave this area and stop bothering people around here.”

      Something snickered. Isak narrowed his eyes. Just below him, he could have sworn he’d seen a shape, but it was gone before he could be sure.

      “Last warning—”

      Movement from behind. Isak took a deep breath, priming his attack, then spun.

      It was Xavier.

      Isak let out a wordless cry as he stumbled back, nearly losing his balance and slipping in the mud. His chest tightened, his mouth moving soundlessly as it failed to grasp any words to convey his shock. This…this wasn’t possible. He knew Xavier was dead; he’d seen him die. This couldn’t be…this couldn’t be…

      Xavier looked the same as he had in life; his bald head crisscrossed with vicious, pulpy scars, his ever-present sneer and cold eyes practically glinting at Isak. He brushed aside his robe and approached.

      “Hello, Isak,” it said in Xavier’s voice.

      It wasn’t possible, Isak repeated. This couldn’t be the real Xavier. Most likely it was a trick of magic and exhaustion. Isak knew that, but even still, all the frustration that had simmered beneath the surface the last month came boiling to the top.

      “You liar!” Isak roared.

      Xavier vanished in a wisp of smoke as Isak lunged at him. He whirled, growling. “Don’t run away from me! I’m not finished with—”

      Pain blossomed on his arm. Isak gasped, clutching it. His hand came away bright red, blood leaking from a nasty cut on his bicep.

      “Still pathetic.” Xavier’s voice drifted from the gray. “Still chasing things that are far out of your reach.”

      Isak clenched his teeth and tried to zero in on where the voice was coming from. A moment later Xavier’s figure materialized to his left, farther up the path. Isak stumbled toward him, holding his magic in check. He wasn’t going to attack again. Not yet.

      “Why’d you do it?”

      Xavier merely sneered. “I don’t need to explain my actions to you.”

      “I trusted you. And this is what you leave me with?”

      “You trusted me because you were weak. You were always weak. I made a mistake picking you.”

      Isak’s breath caught in his throat. He didn’t mean that. As much as Xavier had yelled at him, chastised him, berated him over all the years he’d trained him, he’d never once said he had made a mistake.

      Isak narrowed his eyes. And then he saw it. The edges of Xavier’s body were fuzzy like a grainy photo graphic.

      The bogle. In all the commotion with the giant, Isak had almost forgotten it was supposed to be up here. Somehow it’d gotten inside his head and created a picture-perfect illusion, a false Xavier stitched together from memories and his subconscious.

      Bogle-Xavier gave a chilling smile. “Worthless. Useless. A waste of breath. Come here and let me put an end to your suffering.”

      Isak straightened. He took another couple steps closer, clasping his hands tightly in front of him. Bogle-Xavier’s smile widened. He opened his arms in what might have been mistaken as a loving embrace.

      “Thank you,” Isak said.

      The bogle-Xavier paused. Its shrewd eyes narrowed. “For what?”

      “For reminding me why I’m really here.”

      Isak uncovered his hand, revealing the ugly red magic of his spell. The bogle let out a pained screech as Isak drove it into its gut. He twisted hard, but the bogle was already twisting away, causing Isak to lose his grip. He tried to drive it closer, but then his feet were slipping in the mud, giving the bogle time to flee back down the mountainside, arms flapping wildly at its side, before being swallowed by the mist.

      Isak caught his breath as he watched it go, debating whether it was worth chasing. He was sure he’d gravely wounded it. Surely now it would crawl into a hole and die.

      Besides…

      He drew his head up. The mist above had cleared and the top was within reach.

      Limping slightly, Isak made his way up. With the bogle gone the cold had vanished, but his joints felt as though they were still covered in frost. The cut on his bicep ran freely, the blood warming his icy skin.

      He painfully clambered up the last of the trail and came out on a wide green glen gently sloping into a shallow valley. A limpid blue lake glimmered at the bottom, and the sun now cutting through the clouds made the dew-soaked ground sparkle like carelessly cast diamonds.

      There was a single thatched-roofed cottage set beside the lake in a small copse of trees.

      And there was Elias, leaning against his truck in front of the cottage, watching as Isak limped up to him.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Isak said, too exhausted to be angry.

      Elias lifted his shoulders in a half-apologetic shrug. “Sorry, mate. She does this to everyone the first time. Needs to know if you were serious ‘bout seeing her.” He nodded at Isak’s cut. “Guess you found the bogle.”

      “And a rock giant, yeah.”

      Elias grimaced. “Nasty buggers, aren’t they? But you survived all right. Don’t look any flatter than you were before. In you go then. She’ll fix you right up.”

      Isak limped to the door, not sure anymore if he wanted to see the woman who’d put him through all this unnecessary suffering when he could have freaking driven up here.

      He raised his hand to knock. The door swung open. There stood a middle-aged woman wearing a long flowing dress, bunches of curly black hair strapped to the back of her head. She was barefoot. Her fingernails were caked with mud and Isak nearly coughed from the amount of fumes wafting from the roaring fire inside.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to get here,” Glenny said in a moony, detached voice. “Sure took your sweet time, didn’t you?”

      Isak blinked at her, a sudden wave of nausea hitting him. “Thought I’d take the scenic route up.”

      Glenny snorted. “Hurry and get inside before—”

      But Isak’s world suddenly pitched, and he fell forward into darkness.
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      Aspen spun out of the way as the first witch’s spell narrowly buzzed by her face and caught the house behind her on fire. Tana let out a yelp and, with an enormous leap, flipped up onto the roof.

      “Get her!” one of the witches screamed, pointing a knobby finger at Aspen. “Get her, get her, get her! Intruders must die!”

      “I’m a Mage!” Aspen yelled, staying light on her toes to keep the mob of other witches from boxing her in. “By order of the Council of Mages you must—”

      Three searing bolts of magic just barely missed her. She could smell the burnt marshmallow scent as they flew past and incinerated the ground behind her. Aspen stared at the smoking hole. That had almost been her head.

      “I don’t think they’re listening to you!” Tana yelled.

      “I got that, thanks!” Aspen yelled back. She gritted her teeth. Since they’d clearly made up their minds about her already, Aspen prepped to fight. She wouldn’t use her knife. She wasn’t Xavier. She wouldn’t kill unless absolutely necessary.

      With a cry, Tana leapt into the fray below, hurling people out of the way with her enhanced Vampee strength. Aspen darted in while they were distracted. She struck the nearest witches with an open palm, aiming for vital parts. Stomachs, kidneys, sternums. Men and women alike went down with cries of pain. Aspen skidded to a stop and prepped another attack—

      The ground warmed beneath her feet. Aspen leapt away as vines erupted from the earth and attempted to wrap themselves around her calves. She backpedaled as the vines continued grasping for her. She felt a gentle tug on her collar as Tana pulled her to safety.

      “I got you,” Tana said. “Keep hold of my—”

      A wall of thorns exploded in front of them, blocking them off, forcing Tana to dig her heels in to avoid skewering them. In seconds, the remaining mob had streamed around it. They looked angrier than ever.

      Tana stared at them, jaw agape. “Not sure about you, but I think it’s time for us to leave. So much for talking it out—”

      Another wall of thorns cut them off as they turned to go. Aspen whirled, spotting a lone witch through the growing mob. She was kneeled, head bowed, muttering incantations under her breath.

      “Tana, if I boost you, do you think you could…”

      “I got you covered. Do it.”

      Aspen crouched and cupped her hand. Tana sprinted toward her, and at the last second planted her feet in Aspen’s hands. Aspen wrenched her up and over the advancing crowd. Spells and hexes tried to take her down, but Tana landed on the other side of the thorn wall at a roll and sprinted for the one casting them. Aspen grinned in triumph.

      Just as an axe came flying at her head.

      She skirted back, dodging the blade just in time before facing a man charging at her. Aspen was momentarily struck dumb. He was huge. Not as tall, but certainly as wide as Brune. There was definitely some ogre or giant somewhere in his bloodline.

      He swung another axe. Aspen dodged but the man kept swinging, overreaching so much that Aspen was easily able to grab the back of his arm and shove magic through him, pushing him until he fell flat on his face.

      Searing pain lit up her back. Her body spiked with adrenaline. She could almost feel her body soaking up whatever spell had hit her between the shoulders. It hadn’t killed her, but a few more like that would.

      Aspen straightened up to find the mob staring at her, shocked. The witch who’d cast the spell looked between her still-smoking hand and a still-alive Aspen, as if this was some kind of joke.

      “Surprise,” Aspen said, right before she punched the witch in the face. She felt a little bad about hitting an old woman. But only a little.

      The woman dropped like a sack of rice, but it didn’t take long for the mob to recover. They closed her in, wary now about continuing to attack until they figured out why she hadn’t died the first time.

      “Where is Mage Etienne!” Aspen demanded. “I want to speak with her!”

      “Ha!” one of the closest witches cackled. “She hasn’t been here for weeks, and if she was we’d have given her what she deserved, too. Thinks she’s too good for us. Thinks she can order us around!”

      The mob stalked closer. Not good. A bunch of angry Supes and no voice of reason in sight. An excellent combination for things to go south fast.

      “Last warning!” Aspen said, resisting the urge to take a step back. “Attacking a Mage is an offense against—ah, hex it all. You hit me again and you’ll regret it. Does that compute?”

      “Death to the Mages!” one of the women cried. “Death to any who invade the sacred Coven—”

      Aspen went for her first, bringing her forearm up in a knife-edge strike that clipped the side of the woman’s head and brought her down. More spells primed to life around her. Aspen braced herself, hoping she could dodge them all.

      Then someone Aspen never thought she’d be happy to see pushed her way to the center of the mob.

      “Who are we attacking?” Eve demanded. “Who are we—stop that!” She slapped down the nearest witch’s spell. “Who are we attack—”

      She saw Aspen.

      “Oh…it’s you,” Eve said. She looked Aspen up and down, her curled waves of brown hair cascading down either side of her face. Her lips pursed together in a pout. “Never thought I’d see you here. Never thought I’d see you again alive, actually.”

      “Trust me, I wouldn’t be here unless I had to be.”

      “You know this intruder, Eve?” one of the old witches demanded.

      “I’m not an intruder,” Aspen insisted. “The borough barriers are opened to anyone. Especially Mages.”

      “Not anymore, little girl,” a witch with missing teeth cackled. “The Mages have failed us! We put our trust in those who would steal our magic for their own gain and let true monsters through. We allow no one in but our own kind!”

      “Let’s gut her as a warning!” a man said. “Let’s use her bones to divine our future! Let’s—”

      “Try it, big boy.” Aspen concentrated hard and was secretly relieved when a dangerous-looking ball of magic roared to life in her outstretched hand. She ignored the sudden headache that sliced through her skull and held the spell aloft. The mob took a step back. For the first time, Aspen saw something in Eve’s eyes she hadn’t before: Fear.

      “You think you can take us alone?” one of the crones said, regaining her courage.

      “Not alone!” Tana burst through them and planted herself in front of Aspen. She was carrying the unconscious witch who’d been summoning the thorn walls. “Any of you touch her and I’ll…I’ll…I’ll bite her!” She extended her fangs and brought the woman’s neck up to her mouth. The mob shrank back, horrified.

      “Just…Shut up so I can think!” Eve said, pressing her fingers against her temples. She eyed Aspen. “I know her,” she finally admitted.

      The mob waited, clearly wanting to hear if it was a good knowing, or a bad one.

      Eve eventually sighed and motioned for Aspen. “They’re with me. Tell Sister Fernanda I’ve got it under control.”

      “That’s not your call, Eve!” one of the men said. It was the axe-happy guy again. “You’ve only been back with us a little while. And Sister Fernanda would take our side. She’d say we were doing the right thing ridding the world of this Mage.”

      “And I say you’d be an idiot to believe that,” Eve said, addressing the rest of the group. “Think about it. She wasn’t stealing your magic. That was Xavier and he’s dead. I know the Mages haven’t listened to us in the past—”

      “At all!” another witch piped up.

      “At all,” Eve admitted. “But that doesn’t mean we go butchering everyone who comes into New Salem. And besides, you kill her, the rest of the Council will be coming down on you. They won’t care who’s innocent or not.”

      “The Council is weak!” someone else said. “They wouldn’t dare come here.”

      Eve fixed them with a dark stare. “You think so? Why don’t you try it and see just how much the Council is willing to do? Remember what happened to Segur of the Unseelie Fae?”

      There was a sudden hush, followed by some uncomfortable shuffling. Apparently they did remember.

      “That’s what happens when someone messes with a Mage’s apprentice, not to mention a Mage. If one Mage can do that to the Fae you can bet they can get in here.”

      There was some disgruntled mumbling. Then the crowd split apart. Eve nudged her head for Aspen to follow through. Aspen did so and, after dropping the groaning woman on the ground, Tana followed.

      “That was stupid of you,” Eve said when they were far enough away from the mob. “I didn’t know you’d come wandering right into the Coven.”

      “Your driver let us in!” Aspen said.

      Eve snorted. “Sister Eustene would let the King in here if it meant she’d be done with work faster. You might not have noticed, but she isn’t the most discerning when it comes to someone’s character.”

      “We…did notice, actually,” Tana said.

      “Clearly we’re not welcome, so I’ll make this quick,” Aspen said. “I need to know where Isak went—”

      Eve whirled on her, sticking a finger right in her face. “Shh!” She looked warily around, but the mob had slowly disbanded and there were only a few left glaring at them. “Not here, idiot!”

      They hurried a little farther down the street before Eve slipped inside one of the wooden houses. It was a schoolroom, rows of wooden desks lined perfectly straight on either side. At the far end was a single teacher’s desk with a projector’s screen pulled over the blackboard behind it. A group of kids were running around, hopping on the desks and throwing pencils at each other.

      “Out, you little gremlins!” Eve barked. The kids immediately scattered, giggling. Eve tussled one’s hair as she scurried past. Then she shut the door and whirled on Aspen.

      “Way to run your big mouth! You want the entire freaking Coven knowing one of the Mages is missing?”

      “I thought they already knew!” Aspen protested. “How could they not? He’s been gone ever since Xavier tried to bring down the barrier.”

      “Well they don’t. Heck, the only reason I know is because I was outside the Coven when it all happened. We know someone killed Don Jones, but apparently keeping Isak’s whereabouts under wraps is more important than that.”

      “But if they know…” Tana said, verbally pulling her thoughts together. “If they find out Isak’s gone too…”

      “More chaos, more distrust,” Eve said. “Exactly.”

      She peeked out the window, as though afraid the mob was marching up the street right now. “You’re lucky I was here when you swung by. At least New Salem is only trying to keep people out. With the Council breaking down, most of the boroughs are trying to expand. Take things that aren’t theirs. Old turf wars are starting up again.”

      “Trust me…it’s come to my attention,” Aspen said.

      Eve smirked. “I suppose it has. The Coven Heads have agreed to take an isolationist approach. Only Sisters and Brothers of the Covens are allowed in now, though Sister Eustene hasn’t quite gotten the message yet. Thing is, most of us don’t know what’s going on out there, and most like it that way.”

      “You’re saying that’s how they greet everyone?” Tana said.

      Eve shook her head. “No. Thankfully. You just got in at a bad time. That’s one of the fringe groups. They’re even more extreme than the Heads. Very secretive, don’t trust anyone, think anybody who’s not part of the Coven is really here to steal their magic and secrets like Xavier did in some of the other boroughs.” Eve scoffed. “As if they have anything worth stealing. But regardless, they’re gaining power. The more level-headed ones can still rein them in, but I’m not sure for how much longer.”

      Eve sighed, leaning against a desk. Now that she wasn’t running and ducking for her life, Aspen could see that the other girl’s normally perfect glossy hair had lost its sheen. Her skin, this close up, wasn’t quite as flawless as Aspen had once believed. She looked like she’d been through hard times recently. Heck, they all had.

      “Why’d you come back here?” Aspen said, feeling a small pang of sympathy. “Last time I talked to you, I thought for sure you were never going back to the Coven.”

      Eve gave her a look. “I have some loyalty, you know. Going out there was just to test the waters beyond the Coven. Play around a bit. See the world. I think though, in the end…I saw too much. I was close by when Xavier tried taking down the barriers. Right below it, actually. I’ve never seen…” Her voice grew soft. “I’ve never seen power like that. And when I looked beyond the barrier…” she hugged herself, shivering. “Only darkness stared back. I know what’s coming, Aspen. I know the Kings are just the beginning, and Maladias is next.”

      Tana leaned over the desk, jaw dropping. “Wait, you do? But…we’ve been trying not to tell anyone—”

      “Relax, I’m one of the few. And I’ve kept my mouth shut about it. New Salem is freaked enough as it is with the Council on the way out. If they knew what else was on its way…”

      “They should be warned,” Aspen said, after a moment. “I know Mage Simshar and the others want to pretend like it isn’t happening, but if we aren’t able to stop the Kings then the boroughs can’t be left unaware.”

      Eve gave a bitter laugh. “Try telling them that. They’re caught up in their pettiness even worse than before. And here in the Coven even those who do know about them think we can ride out whatever horrible thing comes their way while the rest of the world burns.”

      “The Coven is strong, but even they won’t be strong enough,” Tana said.

      “I know that. That’s why I came back. Even if you stop the Kings nothing can go back to the way it was before. Xavier started something within the boroughs. There’s a shift, a change. Either way, I knew I needed to be back here. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to my home and I just stood by and did nothing.”

      “Huh,” Aspen said.

      “Huh?” Eve said, cocking an eyebrow. “Huh what?”

      “As in ‘huh’, that’s pretty selfless. For you, I mean.”

      Instead of blasting her with a spell, Eve grinned. “Right back at you. Wound up and got yourself Mage’d. And learned how to use magic. Who would have thought, from a little magic-less Norm?”

      Aspen grinned. As much as she, initially, hadn’t liked the witch, the girl could send it back well enough.

      Eve tapped her fingers on the desk. Her brow furrowed.

      “Hold on…are you still wearing the jeans I gave you?”

      Aspen glanced down. Her jeans were stained, scorched, coming apart at the seams, and the fabric of her right calf had a pretty sizeable hole in it. She hadn’t noticed any of that until Eve pointed it out. She suddenly felt embarrassed. Had people actually seen her like this?

      “You really haven’t bought any more?” Eve said. “I gave those to you, like, a month ago!”

      “I haven’t had time!” Aspen protested. “And…they’re really comfortable.”

      Eve laughed, sounding as though she hadn’t done that in a while. “Fair enough. Glad they’ve been put to good use. I hope you at least wash them.”

      “Of course I wash them!”

      “Uh, guys,” Tana said from the window. She’d squashed her cheek against the glass, peering harder. “We should probably hurry up. Some of the weirdos from earlier are out there. I think they’re looking for us.”

      “Isak,” Aspen said, suddenly remembering why she’d come all the way out here in the first place. “I need to find him and I thought you would know since you and he…”

      “Were together. Makes sense.”

      Eve pushed off the desk and moved so close that Aspen instinctively went for her knife before stopping herself. Eve peered deeply into her eyes. A ring of magic circled her pupils and then vanished. Eve grinned.

      “You fell for him, didn’t you?”

      “F-fell for him?” Aspen sputtered. Tana was giving her a bemused look. “N-no, I…I really care for him, but…”

      Eve backed up, but continued staring at her. Her gaze was like a truth serum and Aspen found herself saying, as much of a surprise to herself as to anyone, “Okay, yeah, I did. I’m not sure how or when, but I did. I care for him a lot. But it doesn’t matter. He’ll hate me now.”

      “Hate you?”

      Aspen reluctantly told Eve about what happened since she and Isak first met with her. About discovering Xavier was the culprit behind the magic thefts, about how Aspen had killed him in the end, betraying Isak’s trust in her.

      Eve was silent for a moment when she finished. “I don’t know where he is,” she finally said.

      “But you have to have some idea, right? Some place he told you about, some place he would go when he wanted to get away from everyone…”

      Eve continued shaking her head. “No. Nothing like that. Isak…You know Isak loved Xavier dearly. The only thing I can think is he’d want answers. He’d want to know why Xavier betrayed all of us; why he betrayed him.”

      “Well yeah,” Tana said. “Only he and everyone else.”

      “He’d probably try to go back to some place Xavier had been, a place that meant a lot to him, thinking maybe it’d have some kind of clue. And no, I have no idea where that is either,” Eve added before Aspen could ask.

      Aspen bit down a swell of frustration. Then another idea hit her, one she hadn’t considered before:

      “Isak’s people, the Ulo—Ule—Ular clan! They’re druids, right? Don’t they live in Brindle’s Spire?”

      “Yeah, and he probably also told you that the Ular clan were the ones who cast him out when his parents died. Or refused to take him in, I can’t remember which. The point is, they never wanted him, and Isak wouldn’t go back to them now, not even for this.”

      “But his parents…”

      “Isak never told me about his parents. I asked, but…”

      Isak had never told Aspen either, but he hadn’t needed to. A sudden memory of a cramped demon’s shop came to her mind; Carsisiphus’ place, back when they’d gone to see if he knew what Xavier was using the stored magic for. Car fed off memories. Happy ones, sad ones, the stronger the emotions, the better. Aspen had cut in when Car had been feeding on Isak and got a glimpse of one of Isak’s memories. Even now it was still vivid: A sun-drenched countryside. Blooming flowers and a white fence. A glittering lake and rolling green hills. And two hazy figures that must have been Isak’s parents, people she knew had once meant so much to him.

      “You’re right. He wouldn’t go back to wherever they were,” Aspen finally said.

      “Sorry I couldn’t help more but…” Eve shrugged. “Sucks. You know, talking to you makes me realize that as long as I’ve known him, I haven’t really known him, you know?”

      Aspen did. And that was becoming more and more disturbing to her the more she sought him out. Because what did she really know about the boy she wanted to save? What did she really know about the one who’d captured her heart?

      “Guys…?” Tana said. “This is your Coven mob alert: They’re getting closer. I think now would be an excellent time to skedaddle.”

      Eve waved her hand for them to follow. “You can go out the back.”

      She led them past the rows of desks and down a short hallway to a small private room the teacher must have used as her office. There was another door here.

      “Go straight through the woods and you’ll wind up in the Norm part of Greenwood Heights,” Eve said. “Then I recommend you stay far, far away from here for a bit. And stay out of Brindle’s Spire, too.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’ve never trusted the giants and ogres over there, and they’ve never liked the Mages, but you can bet they’ve only gotten worse since Xavier’s not there to oversee them.”

      “Noted,” Aspen said.

      She was halfway out the door before she paused.

      “What are you doing?” Eve hissed. “Hurry up and go!”

      Aspen turned and stuck out a hand. Eve stared at it like she’d offered to shake a running buzz saw.

      “Thanks. For saving us. And for not being a total stuck-up brat to me.”

      Eve huffed. “I was never a stuck-up brat.”

      But she clasped Aspen’s hand, giving it a strong squeeze before letting go. “I hope you find him,” Eve said, softer now. “I hope he forgives you. And I hope you make him happy. I hope both of you are happy. I think you deserve that. And…if you ever need help…” Eve shrugged. “Maybe ask a few other people first, but I’m here if you need me.”

      Aspen grinned. If that was as good as she was going to get, then she’d gladly take it.
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      They managed to make it back to the Norm world without running into any more of the Coven crazies. Aspen paused to catch her breath once they’d broken free of the trees surrounding Greenwood Heights and were safely three streets away, winding through a row of townhouses.

      “I was only partly listening, but did you learn anything?” Tana said.

      Aspen shook her head. “I guess some spots Isak wouldn’t be. But nothing that’ll get me closer to where he is.”

      “And who was that girl? Eve? How do you know her?”

      “It’s…complicated. She was Isak’s ex.”

      “Ooh…” Tana waggled her eyebrows. “Competition, then.”

      Aspen didn’t think that deserved a response.

      “So if she didn’t know anything, then where does that leave us?” Tana said.

      Aspen worried her bottom lip in frustration. “With nothing, that’s what. No leads, nobody I could talk to. I even went to Xavier’s house, the one I broke into before. There was nothing on Isak. It was like he’d never even stepped foot in there. I just…”

      Aspen sank to the curb. Down the street, a brewery and a pizza shop were filling up in the early evening. The sunlight was sinking fast. Despite the King sneaking around somewhere in the streets, Aspen felt relatively safe here. There were people about, and she’d be hexed if some stupid King was going to make her feel terrified in her own city.

      “I’m not even sure if finding Isak’s the right thing to do. I mean, okay, I know it’s the right thing to do. But for the Council. For the city. But someone else should do it. Someone…”

      “Who’s not you,” Tana finished, understanding. “Aspen?”

      Aspen looked up at her. Just in time to receive a painful flick on the nose.

      “Ow! Tana! What was—Aw, troll piss, you hit hard!” Aspen rubbed it furiously, glaring at Tana “What was that for?” she demanded.

      “I don’t know what you and Isak had. Love, infatuation, a schoolyard crush, whatever. But it’s clear he meant a lot to you or you wouldn’t be acting all Juliet about the situation.”

      “I am not acting all Juliet—”

      “But Lucien told me about what happened on the rooftop. I know it must be hard, having to face him after that. But finding him for your benefit isn’t the point. It’s for New York. And it’s not your fault that you had to kill Xavier. If Isak’s worth keeping around, he’ll see that too. Although Lucien says he’s built like a brick and as dumb as one too.”

      Aspen couldn’t resist chuckling. Yep, that sounded like Lucien.

      “He’s not.” She rubbed her nose again, the sting lessening now. “But thanks. You’re right. I’m acting like a total idiot.”

      “Glad I could help,” Tana said brightly.

      She helped Aspen up and they walked past the restaurants, filled with patrons who had no idea that an entire invisible war, that their entire future existence, hung in the balance, even as they ate and drank and laughed.

      Aspen was just about to ask Tana more about the last time she’d visited New Salem, when she sensed a sudden buildup of magic around her. Pressure rose beneath her skin, a warning if she’d ever felt one. She was already crouching even as a figure blipped into existence beside them, causing Tana to leap five feet back in fright, baring her fangs.

      “Aspen!” The figure said.

      “Lucien!”

      “Don’t scare me like that!” Tana said, clutching her chest. “Can’t you at least give us a warning before you Farcast?”

      Lucien’s face was grave, his eyebrows knitted with worry. “There’s no time to explain. We—”

      “How’d you find us?” Aspen asked, her initial shock at his arrival giving way to her usual indifference toward him. “Did you put another tracker on me? Because if you did, so help me…”

      Lucien brushed aside her question with a flourish of his hand. “Not on you, on Tana. A spell to help me find her when all this King stuff started up. But that’s not the point! Both of you, come with me. The King’s killed someone else.”
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      The moment Aspen heard Nina’s voice, immense relief washed over her. Until then, she hadn’t realized how much Lucien’s ominous warning had left out. He hadn’t told her the victim had been Nina before he pulled both of them close and Farcasted them back to his house in Ember’s Landing, but since the King had been targeting Mages…that didn’t leave too many victims left. Nina might have been safe now, but if they didn’t find the King and stop him, it was only a matter of time before Aspen was holding her friend’s body.

      Aspen stayed kneeling in front of Lucien’s house until the disorientation from Lucien’s Farcasting had passed.

      “What’s the matter?” Lucien demanded. “Hurry!”

      Aspen’s immediate reaction was to snap back with something hurtful, but right now her worry for Nina was overriding her usual coldness toward him. She looked up, her vision clearing to reveal Nina and Simshar standing outside Lucien’s massive red front gates, arguing.

      “Lucien!” Nina exclaimed when she saw them. “And the girls, thank goodness! Would you kindly explain to Mage Simshar why I need to go back to my borough immediately? I won’t be kept here like some misbehaving child!”

      Lucien brushed past them and held open the gates. “Can we talk about this inside? My protective charms won’t work out here.”

      “I’d rather not,” Simshar said, his eyes flickering between each of them, as though sizing them up. “And where is Mage Etienne?”

      “I haven’t seen her in over a week. I don’t think anyone has,” Lucien said. “Have you, Aspen?”

      Aspen shook her head.

      “And you don’t know where she lives so we can check on her?” Simshar said.

      “You already asked us,” Nina huffed. “Very few of the Mages know where each other lives. They like it that way.”

      Lucien pushed Tana inside ahead of him. “Coming, Simshar?”

      “Yes, would you like to lecture me some more?” Nina said irritably.

      Simshar sighed and put up his hands in surrender. “You talk to her, Lucien, Council help you. Maybe you can make her see sense.”

      “I see perfect sense!” Nina called to him as Simshar walked off. He gave them a slight wave before disappearing around the corner.

      Aspen and Nina went inside to the main Courtyard. Tana was beneath the maple trees, the ones perpetually cloaked in fiery red and orange fall foliage, speaking to Caretaker. Lucien’s demon-kin security guard gave Aspen a silent nod, his ageless face and impeccably trimmed suit betraying the demon residing just beneath his skin.

      “Well?” Nina demanded, arms crossed and facing Lucien.

      Lucien cocked an eyebrow “Well what?”

      “Are you going to ‘talk to me’? Maybe explain why I’m not allowed to go out and do my job? I know someone else has been murdered, I’m not an idiot. But I don’t see why—”

      “Why don’t we talk somewhere more private?” Lucien said, clearly looking like he’d prefer doing absolutely anything else in the world. “My study? Tana, Aspen, if you’ll stay here—”

      “They’re coming. They can hear whatever it is you want to say too.”

      Lucien heaved a long sigh. “Oh for the love of…Fine.”

      He took them through another pair of doors and across another, smaller courtyard with a bridge-covered pool and a black marble ball set atop a pedestal on the center island. Lucien opened the door to his study and they all went inside.

      “Who died?” Aspen asked the moment they were alone.

      “None of the Mages, I know that,” Nina said. She glared at Lucien. “Which is why I want you to tell me—”

      “Would you just stop yelling at me for one second and let me answer?” Lucien snapped.

      They glared at one another. Aspen and Tana shrank back as magic bristled in the space between them.

      “This better not be you trying to coddle me again,” Nina said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Lucien smarted back.

      “Really? Because if I recall this is exactly why we broke—”

      “Are we actually going to do this now?”

      “Better now than never, which is when you always wanted to talk about it—”

      “We discovered the body of one of the Four Fiends in the Jade Palace borough,” Lucien said.

      Any protest Nina was about to give was momentarily silenced. She put a hand out to steady herself on Lucien’s desk. “One of the…the Fiends?”

      “Yes,” Lucien said, his voice softer. “Now do you understand why I’m concerned?”

      “Um…The Fiends?” Tana said. “Who, or what, are they?”

      It took Nina a moment to compose herself. She looked shaken, as if she’d just taken a physical blow.

      “Nina?” Lucien said gently.

      “What? Oh, the Fiends…the Four Fiends…they…” She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before plunging on. “They’re extremely powerful denizens. From Chinese mythology. Probably one of the most powerful still allowed in New York by the Council. Traditionally they represented chaos, gluttony, deviousness, and ignorance, kind of like the deadly sins. But in the Jade Palace they’re guardians for the Heads and the borough. Two guard the Heads, two patrol the caverns beneath. I’ve worked with them a lot. To kill one would mean…”

      She shuddered. “Which one?”

      “Simshar told me it was the one called Taotie,” Lucien said.

      Nina nodded. “That means the King was going after the Heads then.”

      “No!” Lucien slammed a fist down on the desk, making them all jump. “The King was going after you and you know it!”

      “Then why didn’t the King come find me—”

      “You told me you had a meeting with the Heads today, didn’t you?”

      “I…I did, but…”

      “Didn’t you?”

      “Stop yelling, Lucien! Yes, I did!” Nina was furious again. “Yes, I was planning to meet with the Heads, and yes, maybe the King barely missed me. But I can’t stand here and leave my borough exposed!”

      “Nobody in the Jade Palace is in danger! The only reason the King killed anyone there is they were trying to get to you!”

      Both of them were heaving mad now. Nina jabbed a finger in Lucien’s chest. “I may not be able to Farcast away like you can, but I will bust right through these walls if you try to keep me here.”

      “No you won’t. Because you know I’m right. Nina…” Lucien took her hand, but Nina yanked it away. “Nina, the King is hunting you. Give it time, just a little, until we can make sure the King’s really gone back into hiding, then you can head back out. Meanwhile Aspen and I will go to the Necropolis. We have no idea how this King is slipping past us, but there’s a chance they might know something that could help. If we can find information there, maybe we can get an edge before the King attacks again, or even send it back where it came from and stop Maladias from coming over at all.”

      “Oho! Last time I checked you were both Mages, but it’s perfectly fine if you two go wandering about, is it?”

      Lucien was unphased. “Yeah, it is. For now. The Kings might be ancient and evil but they’re just like any other power-filled psychopathic killing machines. My guess is he’s picked you as his next target, and until he decides otherwise he’ll keep hunting until you’re dead. But we’re going to find and destroy him. Then I promise, I promise, you can go back to kicking butt and taking names.”

      If Lucien had expected a smile at that, Nina didn’t give it.

      “Aspen, Tana, can you excuse us for a moment?” Nina said.

      “What? Oh, yeah, of course,” Aspen said, coming unglued from her uncomfortable spectator position. She’d felt as though she’d been watching two hurricanes careening toward each other and hadn’t known how to get out of the way before they hit.

      She and Tana slipped out the door. Tana let out a breath.

      “He wants to go to the Necropolis,” Aspen said, trying to take her mind off the voices inside the study, which were now rising so much it was impossible to ignore them, even from outside.

      “Yeah,” Tana said. “Lucien actually mentioned doing that earlier. He thinks the King has to have inside help. Possibly from one of the boroughs.”

      “And he thinks the Necropolis is the most likely.”

      Tana shrugged. “I guess. It might be jumping to conclusions, but it makes sense. It’s full of the undead and other beings some would consider evil. And they’ve never really gotten along with the rest of the boroughs. Less than the other boroughs get along, anyway. I mean, have you ever heard of anybody who’s wanted to visit them?”

      Aspen hadn’t. And she still didn’t want to do it, even now. From her earliest memories the Necropolis had been a place full of foul things, thick with supernatural beings best avoided. She could see the reasoning in Lucien’s plan…but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

      “I put extra wards…around the…Caretaker will watch over you…” Lucien’s voice drifted through the door.

      “You mean he’ll babysit!” Nina shot back. “I see what…doing, Lucien. It’s the same thing…did before. This is why it didn’t work out between us. This policing everything I do, thinking I can’t handle things on my own.”

      This was followed by a silence in which Aspen could imagine Lucien tugging frustratingly at his perfectly golden hair.

      “So…how are we going to get in?” Aspen said hurriedly, trying to drown out the voices as the pair started up again.

      “Not sure,” Tana said, looking just as eager to avoid listening in. “You said Xavier stole the magic from one of the entrances to the Necropolis. I know there are other entrances—pretty much any graveyard along the Necropolis’ part of the Hudson—but if we go in one of those ways that’ll be pretty obvious.”

      Aspen agreed. Whatever the Necropolis’ thoughts about the Mages coming to visit, they surely weren’t going to be met with balloons and party streamers. And with the King growing more active with every passing day it was important to stay as inconspicuous as possible. In fact, she assumed Lucien wouldn’t want to alert the Heads of the Necropolis at all. If they could get in there, find what they needed, and get out without getting caught, then that’d be their best chance at staying alive for the next twenty-four hours.

      “Dark things have always been drawn to the Necropolis first,” Aspen said. “If we’re going to find anything about the King and how it’s slipping past us, it’ll be there.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Tana said. She hugged herself. “I really hope you’re right. Because if we don’t…You heard what Lucien said about Nina being the next target. We were this close to losing her.”

      “But we didn’t,” Aspen said firmly. “And we won’t.”

      Lucien and Nina’s voices had quieted, so much that if Aspen had been trying to listen in—which she definitely wasn’t—but if she was, she would have had to strain to hear Lucien say,

      “I just don’t want to lose you.”

      There was a pause.

      “You won’t.”

      This was followed by some soft murmuring.

      Tana’s shoulders relaxed. “That’s good, I guess.”

      There was the sharp crack of a hand slapping someone’s face.

      Aspen grimaced. “That’s not.”

      Silence again, then the sound of lips parting.

      Aspen was just about to move as far away across the courtyard as she possibly could when Lucien emerged. He sported a faint red handprint on one cheek, and an expression like he’d been hit by an oncoming train.

      “Nina’s agreed to stay here.”

      “Just for tonight!” Nina called after him.

      “Just for tonight. Now.” He snapped his robes. “I’m glad that’s settled. Aspen, Tana, let’s go. We’ve got a train to catch.”
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      It was nearing midnight when they arrived at the subway.

      They hurried down the darkened streets until they hit the banks of the Hudson and Lucien cut them left along the waterfront. Aspen kept her head on a constant swivel for any shimmer of magic; any unusual sights or sounds; any indication at all that the King was going to come swooping down from the rooftops and attack. Her every nerve was on edge. Her hand continued drifting to her knife whenever they paused at a street corner. Not that she thought she’d have a chance to pull it out before the King attacked.

      They reached the Hudson Yards subway entrance and headed down the stairs. Being a weeknight, there were fewer people around, mostly late-night stragglers heading to or from work or the bar. The numbers grew fewer the farther they walked into the station and through a concourse, Lucien waving his hand over the ticket stall to let them all pass, before taking them down another flight of stairs.

      Aspen didn’t ask where they were going. It was, she told herself, because she didn’t want to talk to Lucien. It definitely wasn’t because she trusted he knew where he was taking her. She firmly told herself she couldn’t trust anything he did anymore.

      They arrived at a little used part of the station. There was only a donut shop, closed now, and a newspaper stand, already shut down. The owner was sweeping up and paid them no mind.

      “Um…There’s nothing here, Lucien,” Tana said.

      “That’s because you’re not looking hard enough.”

      Lucien pointed. In the corner was a set of stairs Aspen swore hadn’t been there a second before. A bright orange diamond was stationed in front of the entrance: Closed for Renovation.

      Lucien stepped around it and, after a brief hesitation, Aspen and Tana followed.

      Aspen had expected a crumbling platform. Missing lights. Maybe even the husk of a long-ceased-to-work train falling apart on the tracks, never to move again. But the platform they arrived at when they reached the bottom floor was brightly lit and cleaner than any she’d ever been in. There were gum-free benches along the wall. Spaces where posters should have gone, empty except for a single advertisement for Cats! from years ago. The low hum of a vending machine at the end gave the impression that there was something technically alive here.

      Aspen stepped to the edge of the track. The metal rails looked to be intact, disappearing into the pitch black in either direction.

      “Perfect timing,” Lucien said, checking his watch. “It’s almost here.”

      Aspen checked the clock on the wall above his head, but it had stopped working. She glanced up at the Arriving train board. It was blank.

      “Almost time for what?” Aspen said.

      “We’re catching the U line,” Lucien said, chuckling. “Get it? U? For the undead?”

      Aspen didn’t laugh.

      “Ah, yes, well,” Lucien said, his smile never wavering. “Anyway, it’ll be here at midnight. You’ll see. This is, after all, the phantom train.”

      Tana had wandered over to see if she could get anything out of the vending machine. Aspen continued standing at the edge of the track. She felt Lucien come up beside her.

      “Feels like it’s been forever since the last time we did anything like this.”

      “Don’t. I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Too bad,” he said cheerily. “We’re going to be working together for a little bit. And as much as I know you don’t want to get into what happened, the people I need by my side are ones I can trust to talk to me when things go wrong.”

      Trust? Really? Was he really going to bring that up?

      “We don’t have anything to talk about,” Aspen said, feeling her throat starting to close up. “I’ll make sure you don’t die. That’s it. That’s more than you ever did for my parents.”

      She heard Lucien let out a long sigh.

      “We’ve gone over that point ad nauseam, so I’m not going to bring it up any more. I actually had a proposition for you, if you’d hear me ou—”

      “I don’t want whatever you’re propositioning.”

      “I get that. But maybe…maybe it will help you forgive me.”

      “Unlikely.”

      Lucien’s grin was back. “I’ll take that as a ‘maybe’ then. Here’s what I had in mi—”

      But before Aspen could cut him off again, the clock on the wall let out a booming chime. Aspen whirled. The hands had somehow moved to midnight. The Arriving Train board above her head crackled to life, raining sparks onto the platform. Aspen took a step back. The orange lettering began flickering, too fast to make out, as though it was having some kind of seizure.

      Then it stopped on a single line: Necropolis—Final Stop.

      Well that was a little ominous.

      “Here’s our ride,” Lucien said. “Tana!”

      Tana finished kicking the vending machine, then joined them just as the front of the train zipped past and came to a screeching halt at the far end of the platform. It wasn’t long, only four cars at most, and completely, utterly, empty.

      That also felt more than a little ominous, Aspen thought. But she supposed when one was going to the Necropolis of all places, ominous was about what you were going to get.

      The doors slid open.

      “Train for Necropolis,” a cool male voice said over the speaker. “Watch your step. We wouldn’t want any—heh—unfortunate accidents.”

      Aspen stared at the intercom until the man announced that the doors were closing and they shut behind them.

      She’d been wrong. Turned out, they weren’t alone.

      Aspen involuntary pressed her back deeper into a corner when she looked up and found the rest of the car taken up by nearly translucent specters. Tana too crouched, eyes wide, claws coming up.

      “Easy,” Lucien said behind them. “They’re spirits, ghosts, shadow wisps. They can’t hurt us.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Aspen said. “Have you ever met a wraith?”

      “Fortunately, no.”

      “Meet one of those and then let me know if you think spirits can’t hurt you.”

      “Well these aren’t wraiths so you can calm down.”

      He found an open bench and gestured for them to join him. After debating whether the spirits would really hurt her or not, Aspen gingerly lowered herself on his other side, beside a light purple form of a man. At least, it looked like a man. Perhaps slightly man-shaped? He (She? It?) had no distinguishing features, only a vague outline of hands, clenching each other in its lap, arms tucked tightly at its sides, head bowed. It had no eyes, and this Aspen found creepiest of all. It didn’t move when they sat, only continued rocking to the rhythm of the car as they flew through the tunnel.

      “It’s so sad,” Tana whispered softly. She was peering at a child-like wisp of smoke on Aspen’s other side. “I wonder who they were.”

      “Lost spirits,” Lucien said. “These are actually lucky. They’re heading to a place they belong, instead of wandering around outside for…forever, I guess.”

      Aspen wasn’t sure if heading to the Necropolis was considered ‘lucky’, but she wasn’t in the mood to argue with Lucien right now. There was something else she’d felt upon entering the car, something other than the cluster of spirits. A dampening on her very soul. She felt sad, and very, very alone, like she’d never be with anyone else ever again. As though she, like these spirits, was doomed to wander aimlessly around, never resting.

      She was glad Tana was here. Even…even Lucien.

      The train continued rattling along. There was dead silence save for Lucien, humming a little tune while tapping his crossed foot. Tana had gotten up and was making her way up and down the car, stopping to peer at any spirit she thought needed…looking at, Aspen supposed.

      “She’ll be all right,” Lucien said.

      “What?” Aspen said.

      Lucien nodded down the train. “Tana. The spirits won’t hurt her. So you can stop worrying.”

      Aspen unclenched her fists where she was bunching the fabric of her jeans. She looked haughtily at Lucien. “I wasn’t worried.”

      Lucien flashed her a blinding smile. “Right…And you really shouldn’t be. I’ve heard what you’ve been doing this last month.”

      Aspen stayed quiet. Lucien was trying to reel her in to having a conversation with him again and she wasn’t going to bite. But still…that oppressive feeling from earlier weighed heavily on her. She felt so alone and maybe…maybe talking to him wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      “I’ve been working on something since you’ve been gone,” Lucien went on, as if Aspen had actually answered him. “I know Nina’s probably mentioned why my house is as big as it is. I certainly don’t need that much space. I’m not that messy.”

      He glanced over, as if expecting Aspen to laugh. She forced down a grin and continued staring ahead. Lucien was nonplussed.

      “Nope, the truth is I want to start an academy of magic. I know, I know. Nina says it’s not the most original idea. Pretty much every Mage wants to start an academy, but I don’t know…I just…I’ve always wanted to.”

      He leaned back against the seat, draping his arms across the back.

      “Why…are you telling me this?” Aspen said.

      Lucien threw her a wide smile. “Because I want you to help teach there when I’ve finished building it. And don’t answer before you’ve thought about it,” he added quickly before Aspen could open her mouth and give a hard no. “You’d have to learn some more magic before you did, of course. I know you can perform some, but unless you’ve become a superstar in the short time we haven’t seen each other I doubt it’s enough.”

      Was he really insulting her in the same sentence as he was asking her help? Aspen shook her head. Who was she kidding, of course he was. That was Lucien: arrogant enough to think you would do whatever he wanted, just because he asked nicely and gave you a deep smile and a brush of his golden bangs. He was so frustrating like that. So annoying. So sincere.

      Sincere?

      Yes…yes, she supposed he was.

      “Just think about it,” Lucien said. “It won’t be for a while anyway. Actually, you were the one who rekindled the idea in me.”

      “I was?” Aspen said, confused. “What’d I do?”

      “It was short-lived, but having you as my apprentice—or whatever you want to call what our relationship was—it made me think…well, I guess I just missed having someone I could teach.”

      Aspen waited for Lucien to go on, but instead he lapsed into thoughtful silence. She knew what he was thinking of now. Who he was thinking of now. Nina had told her of Lucien’s first apprentice, Alex, because Lucien never would. Lucien had loved Alex. When the kid had gotten himself killed, Nina said Lucien had been devastated. He hadn’t taken an apprentice since. Not until Aspen.

      Only because he’d had no other choice, she bitterly reminded herself. Regardless, he had taken her. He’d done as he’d promised and protected her. In fact, now that she thought about it, he’d kept every promise he ever made to her. He’d even wanted to tell her about her parents before she found out. Perhaps…perhaps it had truly been an accident. She’d seen Lucien when he was bluffing, and his sincerity in telling her that he hadn’t meant to kill them seemed all too real…

      Aspen’s chest clenched, as though a small part of her heart had loosened. It was in that moment she felt she could ask Lucien something that had been bothering her for some time.

      “Xavier…said something to me. I thought you might know what it meant.”

      They leaned as the car took a sharp curve.

      “Xavier?” Lucien said, brow furrowing. “When? Where?”

      Aspen recounted the final battle against Xavier on the rooftop, pulling the details like rusty pieces of a puzzle from her memory. She recalled how, in his final moments, Xavier mentioned something that had stuck with Aspen:

      “He said that me being a Null was something not even my parents had anticipated. That I should be glad…” She looked at Lucien. “That I should be glad they burnt away before they could see what I’d become.”

      Lucien took a sharp breath. Slowly, ever so slowly, he turned to face her. The smile had left his face, replaced by a deeply sobered expression.

      “I don’t know what he meant by that. He was probably saying it just to mess with you. But, Aspen, whatever he said, whatever you think, I know your parents would be proud of what you’ve accomplished. I know I’m the last person who has any right to say that, but it’s true.”

      “You’re right about that,” Aspen said, tearing her gaze away from his. She pretended to double-check her gear beneath her jacket, but really it was to wipe the stinging tears prickling the corners of her eyes. She bit back a wave of sadness that felt as though it hadn’t receded since the day her parents had died. Hex it all, Lucien! Why did he have to say that?

      “I’m sure Xavier was just trying to throw you off,” Lucien said. She heard the brush of his robe as he faced front again. Aspen focused on Tana, still examining the spirits, until she’d wrangled her crazy emotions back under control.

      “Xavier was involved in a lot of things I didn’t know about,” Lucien went on. He gave a harsh laugh. “Obviously a lot of things none of us knew about.”

      “Is it possible…” Aspen started. She mulled over the idea before deciding it was worth asking. “Is it possible that Xavier and my parents knew each other?”

      “Maybe…Your parents were only the liaisons for Ember’s Landing, but they were the first Norms we officially brought into the boroughs, not counting the ones who married in or were grandfathered in by family. Because of that, it’s possible they were in touch with more than one person of the magical community. In fact, if I remember right, it was the Council who had to approve of them coming in.”

      “The Council?”

      “Before I was on it,” Lucien said. “But yes. It was their idea in the first place.”

      This was news to her. Digging into Xavier’s past was like trying to find her way around a dark room with nothing but a weak candle; she could only see bits and pieces, but not the entire picture. If Isak were here she might have been able to ask him. If Isak were here, she’d be able to ask him a lot of things…

      “Tana!” Lucien waved her back over. The train had begun to slow. Up ahead, there were no lights, but Aspen could make out the dim shape of a platform.

      “Here’s the deal,” Lucien said to both of them. “They aren’t going to want us here so we have to move fast and be stealthy. I have a couple contacts who might know what we’re looking for so we find them first.”

      The train eased to a halt with the sound of grinding metal. The doors slid open. As one, the spirits stood and shuffled out, vanishing to nothingness the moment they crossed the threshold of the door. Aspen felt happily sad to see them go. This was their last bit of life on this earth, but she felt a certain weight go with them, as though they’d left their worries behind when they drifted away to that other place.

      They stepped out.

      Tana suddenly lunged in front of Aspen, just as Lucien’s hand sparked with the beginnings of a spell. All Aspen could see were the blurred movements of many shapes in the dark. Fear seized her but before she could move, a flare of light illuminated the entire crumbling platform.

      A horde of the undead surrounded them. The rotting husks of zombies, the malevolent form of the vaguely human wraiths, the drooling, teeth-gnashing ghouls, eyeing her like she was their next meal.

      Aspen gritted her teeth, gripping her knife. She’d make them earn her death.

      A single wraith stepped forward. Aspen had to look a little behind him to make him out clearly. When she did, she could make out his unsettling smile. Her blood chilled.

      “Welcome, Mages,” the wraith said. “Welcome to the Necropolis.”
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      “Stop fidgeting!” Xavier snapped. “All that useless twitching is making me nervous.”

      “I would if it would just—fit—right!”

      Isak continued tugging on the robe Xavier had given him for the event. It was too long, unruly, and hung loosely over Isak’s scrawny ten-year-old frame. He’d gained weight since he’d started living with Xavier, but part of the neck still slipped off his narrow shoulders.

      Xavier stopped outside the door to the Council of Mages’ chamber. He yanked Isak’s hands down and fastened the neck of the robe so tight that Isak had trouble breathing.

      “I—I—Can’t—”

      Xavier knocked his hands down and stuck a finger in his face. “Don’t touch it. It’s just for your induction and then you’re finished, hear me? Don’t make me look like a fool, boy, or it’s back on the streets like that.” He snapped his fingers to make his point. “Are we clear?”

      Isak glared at him, but Xavier’s glare was better. His eyes seemed to pierce right through Isak and pin his heart to his spine.

      “I said: Are we—”

      “We’re clear.”

      But Isak pulled at the collar a little as Xavier turned back around, took a deep breath, and stepped into the Council chamber, Isak close behind. Isak knew Xavier was bluffing about sending him back out to the streets. At least he hoped he was. He’d been staying with him a little over three months and most of the time he was all bark and no bite.

      Most of the time.

      Isak forced himself to hold in a gasp as they walked into the immense Council chamber. Xavier wouldn’t like anyone knowing he was in awe of anything. He was supposed to be calm. Confident. Nothing was supposed to shake him.

      Still, it was pretty awesome.

      They walked down the steps and passed through the assembled crowd of supernatural beings, looking as though they’d assembled from every borough: shifters, vamps, djinn, even some ogres (Isak kept well away from those. He hadn’t had the best experience with them so far, the ugly creeps). A hundred questions burned on his lips, but he knew better than to ask Xavier right now.

      Then they broke through the crowd.

      The six Mages sat before him on their stone thrones. At their backs rose the rest of the crumbling fortress climbing from the abyss below into the darkened cavern overhead. Xavier had drilled Isak on who all the Mages were, but now that he was actually standing here in front of them, he found his mind wasn’t working quite right. He started shaking as reality took over. He was in front of the Mages. The Mages!  If only Eve and his other old friends could have seen him.

      “Ah, your apprentice, is it, Xavier?” said the center Mage, Sam—Sim-something. Simshar! That was it.

      Xavier put a firm hand on Isak’s back and none-too-gently shoved him forward so that he had to catch himself from stumbling. Some of the Council leaned forward to peer at him. The rest looked uninterested.

      Simshar steepled his fingers. “And are you sure this is the one, Xavier?”

      Xavier glanced down at Isak, as though asking Isak that question. Isak raised his chin defiantly. He’d survived a lot worse than being judged by a bunch of old magic dudes. And if Xavier thought he was good enough…well, that was pretty sweet.

      What might have been a smirk crossed Xavier’s lips. He turned back to the Council.

      “I guess we’ll have to see, won’t we?”

      “He seems a little small, doesn’t he?” said a younger Mage on Simshar’s left. He didn’t look any older than Xavier. And Xavier was glaring at him. Hard. Without having to remember, Isak knew this was Lucien. Xavier had ranted about him enough.

      “I believe he’s bigger than the apprentice you’ve chosen, Lucien,” Xavier sneered. He made a show of peering around Lucien’s chair. “Oh that’s right. You don’t have one. Still haven’t found an apprentice willing to put up with having you for a master?”

      Lucien merely leaned back with a smirk.

      “Mage Lucien will find an apprentice soon enough,” Mage Etienne, the shriveled old lady on Simshar’s other side, said, glaring down the row of chairs. “In the meantime…”

      She craned forward, curling a gnarled finger at Isak. “Come here, boy.”

      “I’m not a dog,” Isak blurted before he could stop himself.

      There was silence. Lucien smiled wider. Simshar cocked an eyebrow. The green-skinned orc on Simshar’s right muttered, ‘little brat!’

      When Isak glanced up at Xavier his lips were pursed into a dangerous thin white line. “Boy…why don’t you do as Mage Etienne says.”

      It was not a question.

      Trying his hardest not to drop his head (like a beat dog—that would only make it worse), he approached Etienne. The old woman’s bony hand lashed out and gripped his chin with surprising strength. She tilted his face this way and that. Then she held him still and peered into his eyes. Isak expected this to be the part where she did some kind of magic on him. Maybe punished him or saw his future or whatever it was Mages did.

      But after another long beat Etienne released him. She waved a hand for him to step back and Isak quickly returned to his place.

      “He’ll do,” Etienne said.

      “If you’re sure, Xavier,” Simshar said.

      “He’s performed better than the other apprentices I’ve had,” Xavier said, and despite his earlier screwup, Isak felt a glimmer of satisfaction. “Therefore, I nominate Isak Uchida as my apprentice. With the Council’s approval, of course,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      Simshar looked left down the chairs. He looked right. After no one spoke up, he nodded. “Very well, Xavier, we uphold your choice. Congratulations, Isak Uchida.”

      “And may the gods help you,” Isak heard Lucien mutter, but the words were drowned out as the crowd behind them began to clap. Isak felt Xavier’s strong hand grip his shoulder as he forced him to turn toward them. There were so many there, all watching him, all here for him, all clapping for him! It was enough to make him want to shrink away and find a place to curl up and hide in.

      Xavier leaned down and whispered in Isak’s ear, “See, boy? Face them. Face your destiny. You’re not only going to be a Mage, you’re going to be strong. Strong like me. We’ll be stronger than all of them.”

      As the clapping rose, something in Isak rose as well. It took him a second to realize what it was: pride. Belonging. Xavier was right. He was meant to be here. This was what he was born to do. And he would make Xavier proud he’d chosen him.

      No matter what.
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        * * *

      

      “I expect you to win.”

      Xavier’s voice was barely above a whisper, but it sent a shiver through Isak just the same. He managed to drag his gaze from the rest of the participants in the gymnasium to look up at him. His earlier excitement at his first public test of his magic had quickly shriveled up, along with his courage, his stomach, and pretty much anything else that was supposed to make any of this fun.

      “W-what?”

      Xavier’s cold eyes flicked to him. “Are you listening to me?” he asked in that dangerous tone that said there was only one right answer.

      “Of course!” Isak said quickly. “I was…examining some of my opponents.”

      The opponents in question were spread all across the gym, most warming up, others talking with their masters, like Isak was. But out of all of them he was the only Mage’s apprentice. The rest were, as Xavier had put it, ‘nobodies from the academies. Wannabe magic users who would rather replace money and Mommy and Daddy’s influence for real talent’.

      Isak had practically glowed when he’d said that. That meant Xavier thought he had real talent. Of course he did. He’d chosen him, hadn’t he? But with the harsh training Xavier had put him through over the past three years, and the even harsher words he often spoke to him, Isak sometimes wondered…

      But he was thirteen now. It was time to show Xavier he’d picked right, and the mid-year assessment was the perfect place to do it. It wasn’t just wannabe Mages that showed up, but necromancers, sorcerers, druids, spellslingers. Pretty much anybody who thought they could use magic.

      And all of them, Isak knew, wanted to be him.

      A balding man was making his way around the gym, clipboard in hand. “Isak Uchida! Please step forward for the first round. Isak U—Ah.” He paused in front of them. He glanced at his sheet. “You’re him, then, aren’t you? And Mage Xavier!”

      The man held out a hand, which Xavier took, a smile plastered on his face. Only Isak knew it was forced. Xavier showed his teeth when he was actually happy, which wasn’t often.

      “Are we getting started?” Xavier said, pulling his hand away.

      “Of course, of course. If you’ll step over here…”

      The knot in Isak’s stomach tightened as they made their way over to one side of the gym, where a small sparring circle had been marked off with tape on the floor. The rest of the contestants had cleared the area, their voices dying as the assessment was about to begin. Isak was so nervous he thought he might faint. But with Xavier’s powerful presence behind him there was no chance of that happening. If he fainted, it was likely Xavier would make sure he never woke up.

      “Stop.” Xavier laid a hand on Isak’s shoulder, halting him before he stepped into the circle. Xavier didn’t crouch down as he used to. Isak was tall enough now. “What do you see?”

      Isak’s opponent, a burly, robust boy his age with curly red hair was talking with his master. Maybe fitting in a few last-minute pointers about how to beat ‘that Mage’s kid’ as Isak had heard those around him whispering.

      Isak looked at the boy, then glanced back at Xavier. “He…looks like a regular spellslinger.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “The charms—his wristbands,” Isak quickly clarified. Be precise, Xavier always said. “He’s charged them full of magic so he can call upon power quickly. And…” Isak desperately looked the boy up and down, searching for another sign. With relief, he found one, “And his shoes. The soles are thick, to help keep him grounded. Means he’s probably using some sort of detonation magic that has high recoil. That or electrical current.”

      “What else?” Xavier demanded.

      What else? What else was there? Isak had found everything he could see…

      “I…I don’t know…”

      “He favors his right leg,” Xavier said, his voice almost a whisper. “Look at it, boy.”

      Isak did. Xavier was correct. The boy shifted his weight just a fraction more on that side. Whenever he moved, his right leg was always the planted one.

      “Probably hurt the left one during training. That’s a weakness. Exploit it. You’re better than that. Stronger than that.”

      “Yeah…”

      Xavier glanced sharply at him. His fingers clamped harder on Isak’s shoulder, nearly making him cry out. “What did you say?”

      “Yes! I said yes, I am!”

      “Yes you are what?”

      “Better than that!”

      Xavier’s hand relaxed, leaving Isak’s collarbone with a painful throb. “Yes, you are. You are much better than all of them.”

      Isak looked up at him. Pride filled him, pushing out the earlier fear. “You really think that?”

      “Of course I do. You’re my apprentice. I expect nothing but the absolute best.”

      “Contestants!” The sparring judge said, stepping to the center of the ring. “Let’s begin!”

      Xavier gave Isak a little shove toward the ring. Isak looked back, just in time to see Xavier give him the most miniscule of approving nods.

      “Arise, Isak.”

      Isak whirled around. The judge was staring right at him. His lips were moving, but instead of a man’s voice it was a woman’s, thickly accented.

      “W-what?” Isak said, taking a step back. “What’d you say?”

      “I said arise, Isak. Arise and come face the future.”
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        * * *

      

      Isak awoke like someone who’d been dead, struggling to claw his way through darkness to the surface of the earth, where the suffocating hold of sleep was far below, and there was nothing above but the cold shock of fear and heartache.

      “There he is,” a blurry form said above him.

      Isak lurched up. His head swam almost as much as his stomach churned. He fought off a momentary wave of disorientation.

      “Where am—oh. I remember.”

      Glenny the Seer’s cabin. In Scotland. He’d climbed up the mountainside. He’d greeted her…and then promptly fainted. That was a crappy entrance…Xavier would have been—

      Xavier! He’d seen Xavier on the mountain. Well, technically it hadn’t been Xavier. Since he could think clearly, now that he wasn’t freezing or losing blood, Isak knew it’d been a trick. But the pang at seeing his old master, even an illusion of him, hurt like a driving knife whittling into his chest.

      “Glad to see you’re up,” a woman said.

      Isak blinked again. Glenny and the far side of the cabin came into focus. “You’re Glenny. The Seer.”

      “I know who I am, Isak Uchida.” Glenny paused in putting things away. She faced him, hand on her hip. “The question I believe you’ve come to ask is: who are you?”

      Isak swung his legs off the side of the cot he’d been lying on. It was still taking his mind a moment to catch up. “No, that’s not it…Wait, I remember now. Do you know anything about—”

      He stood and abruptly swayed in place, the nausea lurching in his stomach even worse than before. His limbs still felt the chill from the freezing mist. His body ached from where the rock giant had tried to clobber him.

      “You will ask your questions later, when you’re not about to keel over in front of me,” Glenny said dryly. “Here.” She handed Isak a small iron kettle. “Outside. The weather’s better now. There’re some herbs around the side of the house, in a little garden I planted there. Collect some mint, rosemary, lemongrass, and sage. Get moving. You’ll feel better.”

      Seeing no other option, Isak reluctantly took the kettle and stepped out the door. As Glenny had said, the mist had fled, letting through pale, weak sunshine. The location was just as beautiful as he’d remembered it pre-fainting. Isak felt another hot swell of shame at that. Fainting. Him. It was ridiculous.

      He found the garden Glenny had described around the side of the house.

      “Mint…Mint…” His hand hovered over each of the plants. They all looked the same. Green and leafy. Which one was supposed to be mint, and which one was…what else had she said? Thyme? Oregano? He was a druid, not an herbalist! Xavier had never taught him about stupid plants!

      Isak rubbed his head, frustrated. Then he reached out, picked the first few sprigs sticking up nearby and stuffed them in the kettle.

      Glenny was poking the fire brighter when Isak returned. He finally got a good look at the place. The cabin was larger than it’d first appeared. There was a ladder ascending to a loft above the kitchen where he assumed Glenny slept. Everything was bright and rustic, from the light wood tones to the Ansel Adam-esque prints of mountains hung in wooden frames on the walls.

      “The herbalist returns,” Elias said, seated at the kitchen table. He tipped his pipe to Isak. “See yer still kickin’, mate. Had me a wee bit worried you did.”

      Without turning from the fire, Glenny snapped her fingers at him. “Elias, feet off the table.”

      Elias swung them down. “Sorry, love.”

      She snapped again at Isak. “Herbs.”

      Isak handed them to her. Without checking to see if he’d picked the right ones and was about to poison himself, Glenny filled the pot with water and hung it over the fire. The cabin soon filled with a warm, musty aroma. Isak peered into the bubbling mixture.

      “Will that make me feel better?”

      “Better?” Glenny scoffed. “That’s my tea. Don’t be overdramatic, you don’t need medicine. You’ll be just fine.”

      She gripped Isak’s shoulders and steered him to an armchair near the fire. She handed him a small plate with bread, jam, and a glass of water, but Isak didn’t feel like eating. The dream—or vision, or memory—with Xavier and his training with him was coming back now. Coupled with the illusion the bogle had shown him, Isak wanted answers. Now.

      “Glenny, I saw—”

      “Eat,” Glenny demanded, pointing to his plate.

      “But I need to know—”

      “What you need to do is stop yapping and eat.”

      Isak stuffed a piece of bread in his mouth and drank until he forced it down. Was she avoiding having to talk with him? “Listen, I saw—”

      “Keep eating.”

      “I’m not here to eat!” Isak snarled, bursting to his feet, sending the plate clattering across the floor. “I’m here to ask you something! And if you can’t answer it then I’m wasting my time!”

      He stood there, chest heaving, while the crackling fire filled the silence. The tea had nearly boiled over, though none of them paid it any attention.

      Glenny didn’t look put out in the slightest at his outburst. “Elias, could you be a dear and…”

      “Got it, love,” Elias said, standing. “Be right outside if you need me.”

      He gave Isak a look that said she’d better not need him, then left, closing the door firmly behind. Isak turned back to Glenny, his fury still bubbling. “I didn’t come all the way out here, climb up a freaking mountain, battle a rock giant, and see my dead master try to kill me just to have tea and chat.”

      “That’s a shame. It really is,” Glenny said. She stirred the kettle. “I don’t get many visitors up here. Often the ones who do come only wish for me to tell them what they need before they leave. Elias is a dear. He visits me when he can, but even then, it is a lonely life I lead. To have another magic user visit is a rare treat indeed.”

      A twinge of shame wheedled through Isak, which was perhaps what she’d wanted. He’d done that, hadn’t he? He’d treated her like a vending machine he could simply extract the answers from without a second thought. “That…that sucks. Really it does, and I’m sorry. But I’m kind of in a rush and all these things about…about…”

      He sat back down, clutching his head in his hands. “There’s just a lot going on and I want the answers so badly.”

      “So does everyone,” Glenny said.

      Isak looked up, frowning. “Not that it’s any of my business, but if you miss people so much why don’t you just go down and live in Edinburgh? Near the Court? There’s tons of magic users there.”

      Glenny gave a small smile, as if he were being charmingly naïve. “I’m not a normal supernatural being, Isak. I’m what you might call an undesirable.”

      An undesirable…? The term stirred a memory in him. Aspen had used it once before when she’d been talking about her friend Tana. What had she been? Part Vamp, part…?

      “So that’s it, they don’t like you there?”

      “It’s not that. Having the Sight is a curse, Isak Uchida. I cannot control when visions come or what they prophesy when they do. Some fear what they will hear if I predict their destiny. Some would seek me out to try to force me to show them what they desire. That is why I am alone. Here I am harder to reach, and can slip into the wilderness easily should the need arise. I’m quite adept at disappearing when I want to. That, and when I do have a vision…Let’s just say it’s better that I’m isolated if that ever happens.”

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “I’m grateful for your condolences,” Glenny said. “But I suppose now it’s on to your question, which I’m sure you’re still dying to ask.”

      Isak coughed uncomfortably. His earlier outburst felt enormously childish in retrospect. “It’s not that I don’t care about you. Really. It’s just…”

      “Isak.” Glenny laid a gentle hand on his knee, her eyes as deep and vibrant as the sapphire pond outside her cottage. “It’s all right. What do you want to know?”

      Isak thanked her as she pulled the kettle off the fire and poured him some tea, giving him time to attempt to wrangle his thoughts. They’d shot off in a dozen different directions, fluttering away at the first real chance he’d had to ask them.

      “I…had a dream. A couple dreams, actually, when I was unconscious. And when I was hiking up here, I saw my dead master, Xavier. I know it was just a bogle, but it felt so strange. It felt like wrong magic.”

      “Scotland is full of magic, far more than many other places in the world,” Glenny said. “And you, as a Mage and a powerful magic user, are more susceptible than most to its effects. I wouldn’t worry too much about the visions. Or about what you saw on the mountainside. The magic here simply conjured up thoughts and feelings that were forefront in your mind.”

      She peered at him through the steam of her tea, raising it to her lips. “Perhaps, though, it brought forth things you thought you’d safely locked away.”

      Isak was silent as she took a long sip. His dreams of the Council chamber and contest weren’t ones he thought he’d repressed. Those were happy enough memories, weren’t they? At least, by far a few of the happiest he remembered with Xavier.

      Glenny placed her tea back on the table and was humming a tune he didn’t know while she waited.

      “You’ve heard of what’s going on in New York?” Isak finally said. “Maladias has sent the Kings to our world and they’re killing the Mages. I need to know how I can find them.”

      “I’ve heard,” Glenny said. “But that’s not your real question, is it?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “As you said yourself, you didn’t come all the way out here and climb a ‘freaking mountain’ just to ask me about how to find the Kings. You’re probably not even sure why you came to Scotland other than there was a feeling you had, a deep sense that somehow you might find what you needed to know here.”

      Isak was silent for a moment. The tea was growing cold in his hands. “No. It’s not. The Courts can find the Kings without me eventually. And I’m sure you wouldn’t know any more about them than the Court would.”

      “Your appraisal of my knowledge is truly flattering, but not untrue.”

      Isak managed a wry grin. “I need to know what Xavier was doing here at the Courts. I need to know…”

      The final part of the question wouldn’t come. Isak wasn’t sure if that was because he was afraid to ask it aloud, or because he didn’t know what it was at all.

      When he looked up, Glenny was peering silently at him, the corner of her mouth cocked in the beginnings of a smile. “You need to know…That’s a start, I suppose. Very well, Isak, I will tell you all I know about Xavier. He’s come here to see me before. More than once, in fact.”

      “He was here—”

      “I’m not sure how he came to find me. He said the Courts never revealed my location and I believed him. They wouldn’t have a reason to tell him where I was because, to my knowledge, he never asked.” She let out a wistful sigh. “He was one of the only people who visited more than once who didn’t want a vision from me.”

      “He…didn’t want a prophecy?” Isak said, confused. “Then what did he want?”

      “To talk.”

      “To…talk?” Isak said doubtfully.

      “To talk,” Glenny repeated, more firmly this time.

      Isak mulled this over. He didn’t remember Xavier ever mentioning anything about Glenny, but then again, he’d never mentioned anything about Scotland, either. It was possible he’d come here before taking on Isak as an apprentice. Even if he hadn’t, it wasn’t as though Xavier had shared everything with him. Not by a long shot.

      “I enjoyed his visits,” Glenny went on. She turned a little toward the firelight and Isak saw a faint blush on her cheeks. “We talked about everything, from magic, to music, to the world outside. He was as passionate as anyone.”

      Isak suddenly felt wildly uncomfortable sitting there. “Wait, were you two…did he…?”

      Glenny turned a bemused gaze toward him. “We were never lovers, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Isak could feel the heat rising to his face. That was good to hear. He really didn’t want to get into the intricacies of Xavier’s…relationships…

      “Xavier cared for me deeply,” Glenny went on. “He cared for his position on the Council, though you wouldn’t know it by hearing him talk about it. Many times I listened to one rant or another about how things were run back in his city. Maybe something about the Mages’ stupidity. Some ‘fool’ named Lucien Dunadine, another Mage, I assume.

      “But then he started telling me about a certain apprentice of his. A boy with claw-like tattoos on his face. A frustrating, stubborn, brilliant boy. I can only assume, again, that he meant you.”

      Isak could feel pressure building behind his eyes, a prickling at the corners. He wouldn’t cry. Xavier, after what he’d done, didn’t deserve that. But still…but still…

      “I never knew…I never thought…”

      “That he would talk about you? You don’t think Xavier cared enough about you to do that?”

      “Then why did he betray me?” Isak bellowed, standing again, spilling his tea across the table. “He tried…he tried to kill my friends, usurp the Mages. He was a murderer!”

      “People can be many things,” Glenny said. “Horrible things, most of all.”

      Isak stood there, trying to make sense of what she’d told him. This hadn’t cleared anything up! He would have almost been happy if Glenny had told him about the kind of monster Xavier was. At least that would confirm one part of his divided mind. But Isak didn’t want to hear about the good the man did. That meant he was capable of it, and if he was, that meant he’d chosen not to be good for Isak.

      There was the creak of a door as Elias poked his head in. “Everything all right, love? Mighta thought someone was practicin’ for a shoutin’ match in here.”

      “We’re fine, Elias,” Glenny said. Elias nodded and his head slowly pulled back outside. Glenny took a rag from the table and began mopping up the spill. Isak blinked, then mumbled, “Sorry. I didn’t mean…Let me get that…”

      “Xavier visited me for the last time four years ago,” Glenny said, ignoring his insistence to help. “I haven’t seen or heard from him since. Not until I learned of his death.”

      A single tear tracked down the side of her face. She didn’t seem to notice it.

      Isak stood awkwardly while Glenny cleaned up the rest of the mess. It was odd seeing someone, other than himself, that appeared to be as affected by Xaver’s passing as he’d been.

      “Did he—did Xavier—ever say anything that you think might help me? Did he ever tell you anything about the Kings? Or about a being named Maladias?”

      The room seemed to grow cold. The fire flickered in the fireplace. Glenny glanced at it, and then out the window, where thick mist had begun to form again, obscuring the green. “Be careful where and what names you use, Isak. It may be all right where you’re from, but remember the power that resides in this land.

      “And no, he never said anything like that. The only thing…” Glenny paused. “The only thing I ever remember hearing was that he was working on a special project with a couple Norms from one of your boroughs.” She looked expectantly at Isak.

      “I have no idea who he might have been talking about,” Isak said.

      “Neither do I.”

      “And he didn’t say who they were?”

      Glenny shook her head. “Never. I don’t believe he even meant to say that. It simply slipped out during one of his groanings about the Council.”

      Isak picked up the now-empty mug and sheepishly placed it into Glenny’s sink. This visit hadn’t helped him at all, it hadn’t made his picture of Xavier any clearer. He’d come here because he wanted a black and white answer: Xavier was evil. At least if he knew that he could move forward, because that would be something instead of this back and forth war raging in his head.

      “I’m going to go—”

      Isak turned to find Glenny standing directly in front of him. He stumbled back, the dishes clacking as his back hit them. “Glenny, what the—”

      Glenny advanced, her eyes focused on his. Her hand pressed against his chest, right over his heart. In an instant, images flashed through Isak’s mind, each one blurring into the next; Xavier choosing him as his apprentice. Xavier chastising him for some small slight. Xavier praising him in the rare times he’d done so. The first time he’d seen Aspen. The first time he’d made her laugh. The last time he’d seen her cry.

      The images were slowing down now. Isak began coming back to himself. He could feel his body once again, feel the sensation of Glenny’s hand on his chest. “What are…you doing?”

      “I see her,” Glenny said. Her eyes had glazed over, turning a deep shade of gray. She stared straight ahead, not looking at him, but looking straight through him to somewhere far, far away. “I see your home and all you hold dear. They are seeking you. They are seeking her.”

      Isak sucked in a sharp breath. “The Kings?”

      “They are seeking you both. She knows, but will it be enough?” Glenny backed away so that the tips of her fingers barely rested on his shirt. “She seeks you.”

      Glenny finally let out a soft sigh and drew back. Isak stood at the sink, trying to catch his breath, while she clutched her head and stumbled back to her chair by the fire. He thought he saw a disturbance in the air to his right, but when he looked, nothing was there. His gaze returned to Glenny.

      “What…what in hell’s teeth was that?”

      “I apologize,” Glenny said quietly. “That hasn’t happened in quite some time.”

      Isak waited until his heartbeat had slowed down enough, then came to stand beside her. He closed his eyes and reached out with his senses, but he couldn’t feel any magic emanating off her; she appeared as mundane as ever. But her power had risen so quickly! He’d never felt anything like it. “Was that a prophecy?”

      Glenny glanced up at him, giving him a pained smile. “No. Those are worse. Much worse. Very rarely, when people come to me, I get a strong feeling about them. A sense that they are more closely tied to the destiny of this world than others, and that allows me brief glances into their lives. I apologize if I intruded. I assure you I didn’t see much. Although…Who was the girl?”

      Isak turned away. The mist outside was incredibly thick now. He really hoped Elias had stuck around. He’d have trouble finding his way back down the mountain, not to mention back to Edinburgh. “She’s someone I care about deeply, that’s all. You said the Kings are seeking her?”

      “That’s not a surprise to you, is it?”

      “No.” He looked sharply over at her. “They’re not close now are they? Is she in danger?”

      “They are always close. But no, I’m reasonably sure she’s in no immediate danger. At least not from them. At least not that I could see.”

      Isak relaxed a little. That wasn’t much consolation, but it was something.

      “She’s also looking for you.”

      “I know. I can’t let her find me. I can’t…”

      He couldn’t what? Face her? And whose fault was that: his or hers? He’d trusted her not to kill Xavier, he’d begged her not to do it, but she had all the same.

      But what if she’d been right?

      And if she was, that meant he definitely didn’t want to see her. How could he face her after moping around for a month over a person who’d tried to kill her and all of New York?

      He heard Glenny let out a long sigh. “It’s clear this conflict within you will only grow stronger until you quell it. So I will tell you something, something very, very few people know.”

      Isak waited while Glenny collected her thoughts. Her voice was low and mystical when she spoke again, “There is a cave hidden within these mountains. It is not an easy cave to get to, even if you know where it is, and very few know even that. But if you do find it, if you enter inside, you will be granted the ability to ask a single question.”

      Isak frowned. Talk about mystical mumbo jumbo. “A question. To whom?”

      “To whomever you’d like, be they far away, or near. Living…” Her gaze narrowed pointedly, “…or dead.”

      Isak’s breath caught in his chest.

      “It is a cave full of old, ancient magic,” Glenny went on. “I’ve already used my question, but if you find your right question to ask, I will tell you where it is.”

      “But how will I know what that is?” Isak said, frustrated. “I have a million questions! I can’t ask just one!”

      “If you find the right question, I will tell you where it is,” Glenny repeated. She stepped past him and opened the door to the damp cold. A light rain had started up again. Elias nodded from where he’d leaned beneath the cottage’s overhanging roof, smoking his pipe. “Ready, mate?”

      “Head back to Edinburgh,” Glenny said to Isak. “Learn what you can. Find your question. Then come back to me. Maybe then you’ll be ready.”

      And without another word she shoved him outside and closed the door behind him.
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      There was no pretending. They were definitely prisoners.

      Aspen hung back with Tana, just a little ways behind Lucien, as they followed the wraith down the winding tunnels leading toward the Necropolis. The ghouls, ghosts, ghasts, and rest of the undead penned them in on either side. Aspen couldn’t help the slow clench of fear trickling down her spine as she assessed how many there were. She was grateful Lucien was here. But the beings of the Necropolis didn’t seem too worried about having Mages with them.

      And that made her worried.

      “My apologies. Where are my manners?” the wraith said, pausing as they reached the intersection of a narrow tunnel. Torches had been set in sconces along either wall, growing dimmer as they trailed away into the darkness.

      The wraith turned and bowed. At least Aspen thought he had. His non-physical body made it hard to tell. His face, however, remained somewhat easy to read, looking as though a silk cloth had been dropped over a grinning skull. She could see every grin, every furrowing of his gaping eye holes beneath. “I am called Samson. In life I was…well, you see, I don’t recall,” he said with a sardonic grin. “Death has a way of making things that were once vital positively trivial. All I know is I remained here on Earth, seeking a revenge I’ve long since forgotten but one that still burns within me.”

      “Should have eaten more Omega 3’s,” Lucien said, tapping his head. “Helps with memory loss. You also forgot to mention where you’re taking us.”

      The beings on either side of them closed in. Tana covertly stopped Aspen’s hand as she slipped it beneath her jacket for her knife. She gave a sharp jerk of her head that was clear: ‘No chance’. She’d be dead before she could draw it.

      “Did you bring us all the way down here just to kill us?” Lucien said, picking at a nail. “You could have done that back at the train. Saved me the trouble of walking.”

      Samson threw back his head and let out a long, deep laugh. The sound echoed throughout the passage until the rest of the beings cackled along with him.

      “We will not kill you, Mage. Nor you, False Mage,” Samson said, his eyes flickering over Aspen.

      “What did you call me?” Aspen demanded.

      “We’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time. All of you,” Samson said, ignoring her. “There are things here that require your attention. Things I’m sure you wish to know.”

      He gave another sickly grin and motioned them forward. With mounting reservation, Aspen continued following Lucien down the passageway. The farther along they walked, the more Aspen noticed that the rest of the beings trailing them began dropping away. The ghouls, who until this point had been salivating at Tana’s heels, gave a final hungry growl before crawling into small tunnels carved into the wall. The ghosts simply sank through the floor. What few zombies had been shuffling along simply stopped, arms hanging at their sides, and watched them go through their eyeless sockets. Aspen tried not to shiver. She turned back as Tana let out a gasp.

      The passageway split wide open to an enormous underground cavern, one that could have easily fit a good chunk of New York within it. And indeed, it seemed the New York of a bygone age had been fit down here. Glittering pinpricks of fires lit up the multi-tiered levels of houses cut into the rock, sinking down, down, down, toward the center of the earth. Hundreds of snaking paths of jagged stone crawled along the rocky walls, leading to smaller cities similar to the one they were currently walking toward.

      “It’s amazing…” Tana breathed as they followed Samson across a rotting wooden bridge spanning an immense chasm. Aspen looked down, but there was only yawning darkness below.

      “Not that this isn’t fun, but we came for information,” Lucien said.

      Samson waved a translucent hand. “Yes, yes. You came to ask about the Kings.”

      “How’d you know?” Aspen said.

      Samson shot her a mocking look. “Because why else would Mages who do not belong in our borough be here? Why else except to accuse us of harboring dark beings? Oh don’t worry,” he assured them as Aspen tried to protest. “It is not the first time it’s happened. We in the Necropolis are always blamed when things go wrong. You could say it’s in our nature. Or, I suppose, in yours.”

      “Because it usually is your fault!” Tana said.

      “And I suppose every time a Vamp kills a Norm without permission people are so understanding of what you are, aren’t they, Vampee?” Samson said. “After all, because another of your kind broke the rules, that surely means you’ll certainly do the same?”

      Tana bit her lip and Samson’s smile widened. “I will admit that it’s true there are those of us who are monsters. I myself have taken part in some…questionable choices in my long…er, life. But you should not judge the many on the actions of the few.”

      “Then I’ll ask again: does that mean you’re not harboring the King?” Lucien said. “It’s getting past us somehow. It might be using the underground passageways to stay out of sight.”

      “There are many who roam the depths of the caverns below. However, a being as strong as the King…” Samson turned to them, as though by showing his face it was easier for them to see he was telling the truth. “We have not found one such as that. If it is using the passageways, then it is killing anyone who might warn us.”

      Aspen shivered. Then immediately stopped, in case she fell off the narrow path. It had lifted from the ground and begun to corkscrew like a Hot Wheels track. The city they were walking toward was an almost exact replica of New York above it; except instead of being intact, the entirety of it, from the skyscrapers to the bridges, was knotted with thick black vines. Gaping cracks as wide as she scored the concrete. Black dirt encrusted the rusted metal and spiderwebbed glass.

      And the entire thing was upside down.

      “Welcome to the Necropolis. Welcome to the City Beneath,” Samson said.

      Aspen was prepared to hold down the contents of her stomach, but the path twisted to keep them upright, until they were standing on a street much like one she’d find above. The dark abyss of deep underground was above her now, the rest of the surface world beneath her feet.

      “You still haven’t completely answered my question,” Lucien said. “You don’t know if the King is down here, but do you know anything about it at all?”

      “We know many things, Mage Lucien,” Samson said. “Your question should really be: are we willing to share what we know? We might not have knowledge of the Kings, however, there is something else you should see.” His eerie smile slipped somewhat. “Something that I think will change things.”
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      Samson led them through the dead streets. Despite its size, it was as though the entire city had been evacuated. They didn’t see a single other being. Aspen knew the Necropolis residents, out of all the boroughs, didn’t get along as well as others, but there still should have been someone.

      Eventually they hit what Aspen guessed might have been Times Square, overgrown with weeds and crumbling to bits. An empty church sat across the road. Samson took them toward it, Aspen’s nerves on edge the entire time.

      “This could be a trap,” Tana whispered, voicing Aspen’s thoughts. Her eyes flickered left and right. “What if some ghouls are hunting us right now?”

      “Then it’s already too late,” Aspen said, her dread mounting the closer they drew to the church. Unlike the rest of the city’s buildings, which looked as though they’d been ransacked long ago, the front doors of the church had been locked tight with thick iron chains and a solid, un-rusted steel lock. Samson reached his hand into the lock and with a twist of his hand it fell away.

      “A precaution to keep them in, not out,” he said in answer to Lucien’s raised eyebrow.

      “To keep what in?” Aspen said warily.

      Samson stepped back and put out a hand. “Go inside. Please.”

      “Enough with the games, Samson,” Lucien said. “Contrary to what you may think, we’re not helpless. If this is a trap, you’ll have a lot more to worry about than whatever’s in there.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of tricking you, Mage Lucien. Please.” Samson continued holding out his hand. “It’s possible the answer to at least one of your questions is in there.”

      Aspen took a deep breath. They weren’t going to get anywhere just loitering out here. She warily stepped around Lucien and peered inside. The interior darkness was so complete it was impossible to see any farther than two feet in. Aspen concentrated on pushing magic toward her hand, and a moment later a ball of light hovered from the tips of her finger.

      “False Mage, False Mage,” Samson sing-songed. “Not so False after all, I see.”

      Aspen ignored him. She cast the light forward so that it illuminated a wide, empty cathedral. Shattered glass shards had been cast across the floor, glittering in her weak light. Colored tiles had fallen away from above the altar. The wooden pews were long rotted, and Aspen wondered if they’d ever been used at all.

      She took another step inside. Lucien joined her. He raised his own light up to the walls, revealing more paintings, long faded. Why was this church even down here? Surely the undead could have demolished it by now.

      Aspen tried to keep her heartbeat steady as the three of them walked past more splintered pews and into the center of the cathedral. At any moment she expected to hear the boom of the doors at their back, locking them in.

      A corner of the cathedral their lights hadn’t illuminated yet caught Aspen’s attention. She spread her fingers and the light zipped toward it, falling upon iron bars that’d been set into the floor. Aspen craned her neck to follow them up until they disappeared into the shrouded vaulted ceiling. They were thick, and spaced too close for any human, even one as slight as Tana, to get through.

      “What is that?” Tana whispered. “It almost looks like…”

      “A cage,” Aspen finished. “But a cage for wh—”

      A dark shape from the other side lunged at her. A strangled, almost inhuman scream blasted her ears. Aspen stumbled back, heart rate spiking, as something hit the bars hard enough to make them tremble and began clawing through them, trying to get to her.

      “Back up! Back up!” Lucien said, tugging at her sleeve. Tana had dug her feet in beside her, fangs bared at the threat. With their help Aspen managed to scramble away. She steadied herself and raised her light to see better, letting out a small gasp as it fell over the thing on the other side of the bars.

      It must have been human once. Its eyes were gone, leaving nothing but empty sockets filled with the rusty maroon of dried blood. Its proportions were all wrong: legs too long and bowed out, bent so far that they appeared broken and forcing it to scramble across the ground on all fours, almost like a crab. Its skin was dry but covered with festering wounds weeping pale pus. It lunged at the bars again, grasping for her with skeletal hands. Its gnashing teeth were cracked and chipped.

      “We call them husks,” Samson said.

      It took Aspen a moment to recover from her horror before looking angrily at Samson. “You could have warned us!”

      “That would not have had the same effect, now would it?”

      “What—what is it?”

      The husk continued pounding at the cage. A couple of fingers from one hand had already snapped off and were dangling by thin bits of skin. Its jaw was broken and hung limply below its lolling tongue, somehow looking even more unnatural than a ghoul’s face. Aspen’s stomach pitched. She thought she might be sick.

      Lucien took a couple faltering steps toward the bars.  “Where…No, how?”

      “The ‘where’ was here, in the caverns even deeper than the Necropolis,” Samson said. “We found only a few of them wandering the underground. We’ve destroyed all except this one.” Samson’s form flickered angrily. “Though I am not a creature given to mercy or empathy, even I know this is an abomination against nature. You know what happened to this poor creature, don’t you, Mage Lucien?”

      Lucien swallowed. He’d gone pale. “I…think so. If I’m right then it’s extremely dark magic. Translated from the old tongue it means ‘transference.’”

      “What’s it do?” Tana said in a quiet voice. She hadn’t been able to pull her eyes off the husk.

      “The transference spell imbues a dead body with a soul. The husk is more ‘alive’ than a zombie, but…the process is extremely dangerous and often fails. In fact, unlike necromancy I’ve never heard of that spell being successful, which was why the Council banned it.”

      The husk threw its head back and let out a mournful howl that forced Aspen to clasp her hands over her ears. Then it lumbered away from the bars, bowed arms and legs splaying out each side.

      “Gods, Xavier,” Lucien whispered. “Why would you do this?”

      “Xavier?” Aspen said. “I know he was a total psychopath, but…you think Xavier did this?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” Samson said, his voice taking a hard edge. “If this is a Mage’s doing, then they clearly respect us less than we thought if they are using us as a testing ground for their darkest magic. We’re not stupid, Mage Lucien, we know our borough is not favored among the Council, but when Xavier came down here before, we in the Necropolis had hoped—”

      They all looked sharply at him.

      “Xavier came here? When? Why?” Aspen demanded.

      Samson’s eyes narrowed even further. “He was not sent by your Council?”

      “No Mage enters another Mage’s borough without explicit permission from the Mage in question, or without a vote from the Council,” Lucien said. “I’m assuming he came without either. When was it, Samson?”

      “Years ago. I stopped keeping track after I turned a hundred,” Samson said dismissively. “Now that I think about it, a pair of ghasts stumbled across him in one of the cemeteries above. They thought he was looking for Supe bodies that hadn’t yet become the undead. Hoping to use them for this, I assume.”

      “Did you give any to him?” Tana said. “Did you help him?”

      Samson turned his gaze on her. His eyes were now nothing but pitiless, narrow slits of barely controlled rage. “We did not. As I said, we are no friend to the Mages, because they are no friend to us. Not even our late Don Jones liked us. None of the boroughs do. We don’t expect them to like us, but they must respect what we are.

      “Perhaps Xavier sent these husks down here to dispose of them after he was finished. The caverns beneath the city run for miles and there are hundreds if not thousands yet to discover. He maybe hoped the husks would get lost wandering them or one of the underground dragon-kin or race of Palduca would do his dirty work and finish them off for him.”

      “Any ideas?” Aspen asked Lucien. He’d bowed his head, staring at the ground. “Why would Xavier need to use dead bodies for anything, even to create husks?”

      “I don’t know,” Lucien said. “But the Academy of Magic might. They could have information on transference as well. I have a feeling Xavier wasn’t doing it just to kill time.”

      “It is unlikely,” Samson agreed, voice dripping with sarcasm. “For all that I’ve learned of Xavier’s treachery, he was never idle in his actions.”

      How true that was, Aspen thought. More than even the Council still probably knew.

      She approached the cage again. Her earlier magically-induced headache was coming back. Being in the Necropolis and under so much recent stress had caused it to return faster than normal. She tried to ignore it, rubbing her temples in an attempt to come up with likely scenarios for Xavier coming down here. He wasn’t an idiot. He might have been insane, but it was a calculating insanity, one that didn’t do anything simply ‘because’. She had the feeling the husks were just a part, maybe a failed part, but a part nonetheless of something bigger.

      Aspen peered into the darkness. She could hear the husk shuffling around, dragging its too-long arms against the ground and letting out pained growls. Aspen wanted to throw open the cage doors and end the thing’s misery right there. Nothing, not even somebody’s empty body, deserved to be treated like that.

      More pain spiked in her head. Aspen bit her tongue to keep from crying out. It was so intense this time! Sharper than any headache she’d had before, and growing worse by the second. She fell to her knees.

      “Aspen!” Tana cried.

      The shuffling inside the cage increased. Through tears of pain, Aspen saw the blurred, nightmarish shape of the husk charging toward her. She frantically tried to kick herself away from the bars but her legs wouldn’t respond.

      Then she wasn’t in her body anymore. She was inside a cabin, with only the physical sensation that her body should have been there, but wasn’t. She could still hear, still see, but everything felt disassociated, like the nerves from her brain to the rest of her limbs had been temporarily disconnected.

      A fire lit the cabin in contrasting shades of orange and black. A woman stood in the kitchen, one hand on someone’s chest, right on their heart. Aspen looked up into the man’s face…

      Isak.

      Her heart, if she could have felt, had probably stopped. She blinked to see him more clearly. He hadn’t changed too much in the month he’d been gone. His dark eyes were sharp, his broad shoulders pressed against the counter as he tried backing away from the woman. She was muttering something, her eyes glazed over.

      He was alive. Just the thought sent Aspen’s spirits soaring. Until now, a part of her had known, known that he was, but the confirmation brought waves of relief all the same.

      The woman was backing away now, leaving Isak blinking confusedly at her. He said something to her as the woman stumbled over to a chair near the fireplace. Aspen could see his lips move but couldn’t hear the words.

      Then his eyes locked on Aspen. His brow wrinkled in confusion.

      Aspen’s vision flashed again.

      Now she was in the back of a pickup truck. Two people rode in front. The driver was an older man with red, wind-chapped cheeks, and a bulbous nose. The second was Isak, once again looking uncomfortable as he tried to contort his large frame into the cramped seat.

      This time Aspen knew she had to try reaching him. Her fear and insecurity about how he’d react to seeing her again didn’t matter as much as making sure he was safe. He could yell and rage at her all he wanted, but as long as she knew the Kings or Maladias weren’t going to get him, she could take all that abuse and more.

      “Isak!” Aspen yelled.

      Isak didn’t even blink. He’d propped his head up on his elbow, staring out the window at a passing landscape that was blurry to Aspen’s eyes. It was very green, she could tell that. And mountainous, and…rainy. But that could be a million different places. Heck, he could be in South America for all she knew.

      “Isak!” Aspen screamed again. Her voice sounded tinny to her ears, as though there was a veil between them that no amount of effort on her part was going to break through.

      Aspen sucked in another deep breath. “I—”

      A lance of pain stabbed into the back of her head and Aspen nearly cried out. She could suddenly feel her body again. Her magic, which was normally somewhat tame inside her, was rioting. Her skin buzzed and burned. The image of Isak was leaving her, growing smaller and smaller in her vision until it was gone altogether, replaced by nothing but the darkly vaulted cathedral ceiling.

      Aspen felt someone’s arms holding her as her body jerked and shook. She turned her mind inward and coaxed the magic to stop trying to force its way out. Back, back, back she pushed it until it slowly receded, leaving her feeling exhausted.

      She opened her eyes again.

      “Take it easy,” Lucien said, his voice calm but clipped with concern. “Wait until it completely subsides.”

      Aspen wanted to shove him away, but he was right. Besides, she could barely move as it was. The visions she’d seen of Isak continued to play over in her head. Despite her current discomfort, she couldn’t help feeling relieved at seeing him alive and well.

      But what was he doing? If he wasn’t in mortal peril then why was he there—wherever there was—instead of here?

      You know, don’t you? It was the same reason she hadn’t tried harder to find him before. You know he hasn’t come back because there are things he doesn’t want to face. Just like things you don’t want to face.

      Once she was sure the worst of the attack was over, Aspen twitched her fingers. Part of her expected the magic to come roaring back to the surface again, but that didn’t happen. One by one she moved each of her limbs until she felt confident she wasn’t going to spontaneously start convulsing again.

      Lucien helped ease her to standing. Aspen brushed his hand off her arm with a curt, “Thanks.”

      Lucien wouldn’t stop looking at her. His face was less concerned now and more…was it confused? No, sad. Aspen knew he was probably remembering what’d happened to his last apprentice. Perhaps Lucien had held Alex the same way he’d just been holding her. Perhaps he’d watched the light fade out of his eyes as he let out a breath of air for the last time.

      “It seems you are not as strong as you make yourself out to be,” Samson said. Aspen ignored him.

      “Are you all right?” Tana said concernedly.

      “Fine,” Aspen replied.

      “I told you, we need to get you help before it happens ag—”

      Aspen cut her off with a sharp glance, before checking to see if Samson had noticed. She didn’t want the entire Necropolis, or Lucien of all people, knowing that this was a recurring theme.

      “I’m just a little stressed,” Aspen said louder. “That husk must have done something to me.”

      “Indeed,” Samson nodded, sounding like he didn’t believe her at all. “Well, if you’re quite done I believe it’s time you go. I think…” He closed his eyes a moment before opening them again. “I sense there are more of the undead headed this way, and I can assure you they’re not as…accommodating a host as I have been.”

      “That’s our cue to exit,” Lucien said as they walked briskly out of the church, leaving the husk behind. “We’ll head to the Academy. They might know something we missed.”

      Aspen let her gaze return between the metal bars of the cage, where the husk had resumed dragging itself around. They were running out of time. There were pieces here, things they weren’t seeing, things they needed to figure out soon if they were going to get through this alive.

      “False Mage, a word.”

      Aspen felt the stinging buzz of magic on her skin. She realized Samson had grabbed her arm and she tugged it sharply away. He was grinning, almost maniacally, at her.

      “Apologies. There is another matter, a slightly different matter, I must warn you about.”

      Aspen glanced at Lucien and Tana ahead of them, both heading back to where they’d entered. “Make it quick.”

      “The Necropolis borough is no friend to the Mages. You know this, but you also know we are not the only ones. For too long the Mages have done little to nothing for most of us, while using their might and magic to impose their will and live apart from those they are supposed to serve.”

      Aspen’s eyes involuntarily shifted to Lucien who had stopped, noticing for the first time that she wasn’t with them. “Not all the Mages.”

      “True, but inconsequential. It is far too late for the few good acts to make up for the many bad. Now it’s what they stand for more than who they are that makes them a threat.”

      “A threat?”

      Samson stepped closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Even if Maladias were defeated, you would not find your battle over, False Mage. I’m warning you that if nothing changes, if we boroughs do not see a difference from what there is now, you will have a bigger war on your hands than even you Mages can handle.”

      Lucien was coming back now. Samson began speaking faster.

      “You are the False Mage, but the one with the clearest vision of what needs change. You were not raised in privilege, and therefore have seen the other side, a side they cannot understand. Don’t forget what we’ve done for you here. Don’t forget any of the boroughs or you will regret it in the end. Don’t defeat Maladias and let things remain the same as they were.”

      Samson leaned in closer and hissed, “The Council must fall if there is ever going to be peace. Either way, either by the Kings, by Maladias, or by your hand, the Mages must die.”
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      “What’s up?”

      Tana was staring at her. Aspen had been lost in thought, mulling over what Samson had told her. She wasn’t blind; she knew there were problems with the Council of Mages. Everyone knew there were problems with the Council, and had been, as far as she knew, pretty much since the day they’d been founded. Even Xavier, as much as Aspen hated to admit it, had a point in wanting to get rid of them. It was his methods she didn’t agree with.

      But what Samson was saying…What he was describing sounded like an outright uprising, in which one side would survive and the other would not. Maladias would take over if the Mages fell, but if he was destroyed…the Mages would still have to go or else face an angry wave of supernatural beings calling for their downfall. But what could she do? With the King still lurking about and Maladias on his way, they didn’t have time to quell angry residents or else they’d all be dead.

      Aspen’s headache was starting up again. She forced herself to stop clenching her teeth.

      “Nothing. I’m just tired is all.”

      “We’re almost there,” Lucien said. “Then we can all get some shut-eye before I speak with the headmaster in the morning.”

      Headmaster? What headmaster? After Samson’s ominous message they’d since left the Necropolis and reemerged in the normal world aboveground. But even still, Aspen hadn’t asked Lucien where they were going. Mostly because she wasn’t sure she could speak to him right now without feeling like a total idiot. Her thoughts continued boomeranging to what had happened back in the hollow church. He’d seemed so incredibly, utterly concerned about her, even after the crap she’d given him the past month. At times he still appeared remorseful for what he’d done to ruin her life, and other times…he dismissed it and pushed forward in the same optimistic fashion he always did.

      Aspen couldn’t get a handle on it. How could she figure out how to treat the guy if he wouldn’t continually give her a reason to dislike him?

      Thankfully, before she could put herself in a coma by overthinking too much, they arrived at…

      “The Lincoln Center?” Aspen said.

      There was hardly anybody else out this late. The Lincoln Center sat as majestic as it always did, its imposing glass windows lit up behind gently curving arches that encircled the entire square. The fountains normally going during the day were turned off, casting the grounds in the dull silence of city noise.

      “What are we doing here?” Aspen said.

      Lucien strode through the center courtyard and around the rear of the main building. Back here wasn’t as bright, so Lucien summoned his own ball of light and began casting it around the brick wall.

      “Tana, you know what to look for? It should be nearby…”

      “Here!” Tana said.

      Lucien pulled his light over and Aspen saw a small engraved symbol where Tana pointed: a triangle with a single peering eye, a crescent moon hanging over its right side.

      “Perfect,” Lucien said. “Step back please.”

      Aspen did, hoping that nobody else was watching them right now. Though much of the supernatural world and magic they did outside it was cloaked to Norm eyes, it wasn’t like she wanted to test how much they could conceal.

      Lucien placed his hand over the symbol. It flared to life, a blue glow slicing through the space his fingers made. There was the groaning of some mechanisms deep within the bowels of the building, then the bricks began to shift aside, one by one, until a dimly lit hallway greeted them.

      “Hold on…Is this…Julliard?” Aspen asked as they stepped inside. “The music school? I’ve seen pictures, but…”

      “This is the New York Magic Academy,” Lucien said. “It’s connected to Julliard. For what is music, if not magic?” he added with a flourish of his hand.

      Tana rolled her eyes.

      They walked down the broad corridor and through wide-open atriums decked in neo-classical facades and busts of people who were probably famous magic users; and even more who were probably dead. Aspen realized, taking it all in, that they must have used a crap-ton of magic to conceal an entire school directly within the Norm world. Even from here, she could see the regular world outside the windows at the far end of an entry hall they stepped into.

      An attendant looked up from the desk situated in the center of the hall. His eyes grew wide behind his glasses.

      “M-Mage Lucien!”

      “That’s me,” Lucien said, grinning. “Good to see you…er…”

      “It’s Roger, Mage Lucien, uh, sir!”

      “Roger! Of course. We’re here on official Mage business, Roger.”

      Roger finished gaping at Lucien and cleared his throat. “Everyone’s asleep, I’m afraid, Mage Lucien. But we can—I mean I can—oh dear…”

      “Tomorrow, then,” Lucien said. “Beds first.”

      “Of course!” Roger squeaked. “Of course, of course, of course! This way, please!”

      “I love visiting here,” Lucien said, grinning at them as they followed the still chattering boy to the other side of the hall and into a narrower network of corridors.

      “You mean your ego loves visiting here,” Aspen said.

      Lucien winked. “Precisely.”

      Roger unlocked a few doors at the end of the hall and pushed them open. “I-I hope these guest accommodations will be acceptable for you.”

      Aspen peered inside. Each of their rooms was the size of a hotel suite and was decked out in more marble and porcelain than was necessary anywhere. The bed alone was almost as big as Aspen’s room back at Brune’s place.

      “Hm…” Lucien pretended to mull it over while Roger grew increasingly nervous. “I suppose these will do—”

      “They’re fine, thanks, Roger,” Tana said.

      Aspen thanked him as well, but her limbs were beginning to weigh her down. Her earlier magic attack had exhausted her even more than she’d realized.

      She took two steps into her room, shut the door, and managed to stumble to the bed before falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      She woke thinking of Isak.

      While she lay in bed, she once again thought over what she’d seen in her vision (or whatever that’d been) yesterday. Isak looked unharmed. In fact, he looked good, even better than she’d remembered.

      But instead of making her happy, it only made her angry.

      All this time she’d hoped, even known somewhere deep down in that unexplainable part of herself, that he wasn’t in any serious danger. But at the same time, she hadn’t assumed he’d been sitting around to ride out the storm of Maladias.

      That couldn’t be right. Isak wasn’t like that. He’d taken a hard blow, losing Xavier, but she’d lost people she loved too and still managed to pull herself out of it. Isak would too, once she found him. And she would find him. No more excuses. No more being half-hearted. It was time to bring him back home.

      Aspen stood. She had to hold herself steady to get over the sudden rush of disorientation. Yesterday’s attack had really taken a number on her. That was the first time she’d let Lucien, or anyone, really, see the full extent of what she’d been dealing with and if she knew him and his annoying ways, there was a good chance it wouldn’t be long before he brought it up and demanded she do something to fix it.

      And Lucien…Her thoughts were still tangled about him. Why was he continuing to be so nice to her? What did he want? Forgiveness? She wasn’t sure she was ready to give that yet. Readier than she used to be, sure, but still…

      Aspen opened her room door to find students—at least she assumed they were students—bustling past in the corridor. Most were dressed in robes like Lucien’s, probably school uniforms of some sort, and ranged in age from twelve to maybe mid-twenties at the oldest. Small zips of magic wisped overhead while down at the end of the hall an older student was yelling at a group to cut it out.

      Fielding strange looks, Aspen entered the flow and walked into the entrance hall they’d come through the previous night. Sunlight streaked through, scattering rainbows like diamonds on the marble floor. There were even more students congregating here, talking loudly with one another. Some had books cradled casually by their sides, others backpacks. A laughing group of guys carrying lacrosse sticks filtered past her as she made her way toward the center, looking for Lucien. She noticed most of the students were giving a wide berth to a group of people standing in the very center of the entrance hall. Heads swiveled as they walked past, before dissolving in excited whispers.

      Well, it hadn’t been too hard to find him.

      Lucien was speaking with an older man and a boy that couldn’t have been more than a few years older than her. Lines of worry creased the old man’s face as he leaned in and said in a loud whisper, “We’ve bolstered the defenses as you suggested, Mage Lucien. But do you really think…” He dropped his voice so that Aspen had to step closer to hear, “The Kings? Are you absolutely sure? Not that we’re questioning your knowledge, of course.”

      “We’d never do that,” the boy gushed.

      “Yes, yes, never,” the headmaster continued. “It’s just…the Kings, if I remember correctly, mean Maladias, and Maladias, well…he hasn’t been seen for some time, you understand.”

      Lucien lay a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I realize your concern, but please continue doing what you are. I promise I’ll do everything in my power to make sure Maladias, if he does reach us, doesn’t breach the Academy walls.” He looked over. “Aspen! So nice of you to join us!”

      The old man turned. His black hair was streaked with gray, his goatee shock white. A heavy ruby amulet hung around his neck that seemed to drag his entire head down along with it. He frowned at her as he clasped his robed arms behind him, like he was preparing to chastise a misbehaving child.

      “And you must be the, ah, esteemed False M—I mean Mage Aspen.”

      A muscle in Aspen’s jaw twitched. “Please, False Mage is fine.”

      The old man coughed into his hand. “I apologize…a slip of the tongue. One tends to hear things, you know…”

      The boy stepped forward, pushing up his glasses to peer closer at her. “Headmaster Philus meant no disrespect. We were just discussing the…unusual entrance you and the Vampee made last night—”

      “Tana,” Aspen said.

      “Excuse me?” the boy said.

      “Her name’s Tana, not ‘the Vampee’.”

      “You seem to be on quite the roll with making good impressions this morning, Philus,” Lucien said cheerfully. “And since I know your affinity for, as you would call them, ‘undesirables’, I sent your very courteous assistant at the front desk to give Tana the full tour. Who knows, perhaps she might join the Academy in the future?”

      Aspen tried to keep from laughing as she imagined a terrified Roger leading Tana around, trying his best to not stare at her fangs.

      Philus coughed again. “Ah…excellent. I’m overjoyed to hear that. I was just speaking with Mage Lucien, Aspen, about the circumstances surrounding your visit. Usually when a Mage comes…well, we weren’t prepared, you see.”

      “You weren’t meant to be,” Lucien said. “But we’re not here to inspect anything. We were hoping your archives might have answers to our questions. More specifically, we’re hoping a certain person came here looking for those same answers.”

      Philus waited for Lucien to elaborate. “Is there…more you’d like to tell me about these answers you’re seeking?”

      “Nope,” Lucien said, his bright smile remaining fixed on his face.

      “Right…well then,” Philus blustered. “I suppose we should head toward the library, then. It’s across the campus, quite a walk, but I could show you the rest of the Academy…”

      “Excellent idea. Lead on.”

      “Come, Richard, this way,” Philus said, beckoning to the boy.

      Philus took them across the entrance hall and down more bright, winding hallways. Aspen expected at any moment to turn a corner and find herself back outside, but the Academy seemed to stretch on for much farther than she thought possible.

      “How did they manage to fit this all beside the Norm world?” she asked Richard. He was walking at a sulking pace beside her, clearly annoyed that Philus and Lucien were discussing things without him. He shot her a glare.

      “You mean you don’t know?”

      “If I did, I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?”

      Richard chewed his bottom lip, continuing to give her dark glances. “Expansion charms,” he finally said. “Some manipulation in the framework of the Parallel dimension, and some Hideaway magic.” He sniffed. “As even a first-year student would know.”

      Aspen was trying to come up with a way to punch Richard without Philus noticing, when Lucien turned back to them. “And what year are you, Richard?”

      “Fifth-year, sir,” Richard replied, all smiles now. “Just starting object transfiguration and advanced spellslinging.”

      “Excellent work. Sounds like you have a good one here, Philus.”

      “Why thank you, Mage Lucien,” Philus said, inclining his head. “That’s high praise coming from you.”

      They continued talking with one another and Richard turned back to Aspen, his smile rapidly fading. “I bet you don’t have a clue what I was even talking ab—”

      He let out a small squeak as Aspen stalked toward him, driving him silently back against the wall. She checked that Philus and Lucien were out of earshot before hissing, “And what’s your problem with me?”

      Richard gulped. “N-Nothing!”

      Aspen stepped closer, eyes narrowing. She’d met with plenty of spineless people in her time as a thief. She knew how they worked. Richard would crack with just the simplest of persuasions…

      She raised her fist.

      “F-Fine!” Richard yelped. He made a flurry of motions with his hands that Aspen assumed was his attempt to try driving her away, before he brushed past and hurried after Lucien and Philus.

      “You’re so ignorant, you know that?” Richard hissed, straightening his glasses as Aspen caught up to him.

      She bit the inside of her cheek. How many times had she heard that before? Despite living her entire life inside the boroughs, she was still just a Norm. She still didn’t know, couldn’t possibly understand the intricacies of the magical community like other Supes could.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Richard continued. “That’s Lucien Dunadine. Lucien Dunadine!”

      Richard pointed. Lucien was wildly gesturing as he explained something, the sleeves of his robe occasionally batting Philus in the face. She didn’t see what Richard was talking about. That was…simply Lucien.

      “I know who he is,” Aspen said.

      Richard shook his head like she couldn’t be this stupid. “He’s…he’s amazing. Youngest Mage on the Council, and he never even went to the Academy. They said he would never take an apprentice, not after that Alex kid. And then you show up—a Norm, a nobody—and suddenly he’s willing to take you?”

      Richard sneered. “Do you have any idea how many of us here at the Academy wish we could be apprenticed to one of the Mages? Getting into the Academy is great and all, but to be a Mage’s apprentice…” Richard’s expression grew distant. “That would be incredible…”

      Aspen had…honestly never thought about that. She’d heard only snippets about the Academy of Magic, but since it hadn’t affected her day-to-day life that was about as far as her thoughts had wandered. But she doubted Richard or anybody else knew the whole story as to how or why Lucien had chosen her, and there was no way she was going to tell them. How was she supposed to know that, by him picking her, it had taken the spot away from Academy hopefuls?

      “But you just waltz in and take the spot,” Richard continued, sneering. “A Norm! What’s so special about you?”

      A loud bang! ripped down the hallway. Richard squealed, tripping over his robes. Aspen crouched, facing the room the noise had come from. When it was clear there was no immediate danger, she peered back at Richard who was panting, his hands absentmindedly smoothing the front of his robes.

      “For one,” she said, “I don’t freak out like that when there’s danger.”

      Then she left him behind and snuck carefully toward the room.

      “I wouldn’t get any closer, Asp—Mage Aspen,” Philus called. “That’s our Familiar training room. For advanced Academy students only. It can occasionally get a little dangerous when they’re first trying to bond them.” He gave a wry smile. “You, ah, know what a familiar is, don’t you?”

      Aspen didn’t even honor that with a response. Of course she knew what a familiar was, and Philus knew she did. Some magic users had more trouble than others wielding spells or containing the power inside them. Those who needed some extra help were given a companion creature to help them until they were able to cast spells on their own.

      Aspen peered inside the room. It was brightly lit and circular, rising to a dome at the top. Gold-barred cages ringed the outside wall beside small, enclosed habitats of leafy greens and trickling streams. She saw other familiars—small, pygmy-looking creatures, bored cats, even a turtle or two—inside each of these.

      “Keep hold—I said keep hold!” a man in the center of the room bellowed. He was covered in sweat and wore thick leather gloves as he struggled to keep hold of a small black shadow wriggling in his hands. A couple younger students were attempting to help him, but the shadow squirmed free and launched itself into the darkness beneath the nearest cage. Its eyes—nothing but small yellow dots—peered out at them. It growled.

      “Be faster!” The man roared at the students. “Once you grab it, hold firmly!”

      “Master Scalius, it’s no use,” the girl protested. “It’s—”

      She cut off with a single dark look from the man. “On the count of three,” he said, slowly approaching the yellow eyes. The creature growled louder. The other familiars nearby shifted uneasily.

      “Three!”

      The group leapt as one. Master Scalius scooped his hand through the shadows and came up with the squirming creature once again. Aspen got a good look at it this time: a cylindrical body covered in coarse black fur, save for a fang-filled snout and those piercing yellow eyes.

      The same eyes that locked on Aspen. She felt a trill shoot through her, right before the creature went back to struggling. It seemed the harder the students tried to hold it, the more it thrashed about.

      “This particular familiar’s been extremely unruly,” Philus said beside her. “It’s a Samarian shadow dancer; a baby, thankfully, the adults would be positively deadly. I doubt we’ll ever find anyone for it to bond to. And if not, then it will have to be let go…” He shrugged as if to say there was nothing else to be done.

      Aspen looked back at the shadow dancer as it continued to struggle, a mixture of horror and rage filling her. These people were idiots. She didn’t have the slightest clue about dealing with familiars—heck, animals in general—yet even she could see the shadow dancer clearly didn’t like being held. And they were going to put it down because of that.

      “Aspen.” A dawning look had appeared on Lucien’s face, his eyes so wide with sudden realization that she half expected him to slap his forehead. “Why don’t you help them calm it down?”

      Philus let out a nervous chuckle, and Richard followed suit.

      “Mage Lucien,” Philus said. “This is the most experienced caretaker for familiars on the east coast, and some of his best students. If he can’t tame a familiar, that means—”

      “Aspen,” Lucien said, firmer this time, “I really think you should go try to help them.”

      Aspen knew what she had to do, and was already walking into the room before he’d finished. She kept her steps calm, her movements slow and controlled so that the shadow dancer could see everything. Master Scalius and his apprentices were continuing to try to restrain it, but its eyes had locked on her.

      “What in hell’s teeth do you think you’re doing in here!” Master Scalius bellowed, seeing her. “This isn’t a petting zoo! Get out of the—”

      “Let it go,” Aspen said.

      Master Scalius held onto the shadow dancer, glaring at her. “Excuse me, little girl? Who do you think you are, giving me orders?”

      “I’m Mage Aspen of the Council of Mages. Now let. It. Go.”

      The other two students’ mouths dropped open. Well, at least somebody was showing her a little awe and respect.

      Master Scalius’ grip tightened until the shadow dancer let out a whimper. Aspen curled her fists. Anger was building within her, along with the magic that came with it. She was too emotional, she knew. And if she lost control of her emotions, the magic would follow…

      “I said, let. It. G—”

      “Of course, Mage Aspen.” Master Scalius released it.

      The shadow dancer hung suspended in midair for a moment after he removed his hands. Then it whirled and shot toward Aspen. She forced herself not to move, holding her ground as the shadow dancer swirled around her, its bristly fur scratching her neck, her arms, her ankles, before slithering under the collar of her shirt and settling across her shoulders in the darkness beneath her jacket, its body now no thicker than a bandage.

      A voice tickled the inside of her mind, nearly making her gasp aloud.

      “Warm. Safe. Like,” the shadow dancer cooed, pressing its body deeper under the collar of her jacket. “Like. Lots.”

      Almost immediately, Aspen felt a knot uncoiling in her chest. The magic she hadn’t realized had been angrily battering away at her insides released, flowing up her back toward the small, warm body now resting across her shoulders. She let out an involuntary sigh of relief as the shadow dancer seemed to soak it up.

      Master Scalius was glaring at her, clearly upset she hadn’t been mauled to death. “So he likes you. Great. But that’s Academy property, so don’t think for a moment you’re getting to keep him—”

      Aspen spun and walked out of the room. Lucien was beaming at her.

      “I had a feeling that might help you out.”

      The shadow dancer snuggled closer to her neck. She could feel the slight rhythm of his heartbeat. “Thank you,” Aspen told Lucien before she could think more about it.

      “M-mage Lucien, this is…well she can’t just take the familiar!” Philus protested. “There are rules, regulations, paperwork she’d need to sign. I don’t see how she…she…”

      He tapered off as Aspen and Lucien continued staring at him, Lucien wearing a big grin stuck to his face.

      “You’re…not going to do any of that, are you?”

      “I think we have other important matters to discuss, Headmaster Philus,” Lucien said. He swept his arm ahead of him. “Please. Why don’t we go figure out how to keep our lovely city from being destroyed?”
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      Aspen couldn’t say she’d been in many libraries—The Clementinum in Prague being the most recent—but the one in the Academy was, she had to admit, impressive.

      Four pillars of bookshelves reached toward the ceiling. Paper messages magically fluttered through the air like flocks of birds over the hushed heads of students, deeply engrossed in books. Thick volumes sat on reading pedestals in the center of wide bookshelves, through which wandered robed scholars with their noses pressed into text or carting precarious stacks back and forth.

      “What kind of information did you have in mind, Mage Lucien?” Philus said, leading them between one of the bookshelves.

      “I’d like to learn more about transference,” Lucien said.

      Philus gave him a sharp look, and Richard let out an ‘oh!’ of surprise.

      “That’s…rather dark magic, isn’t it?” Philus said.

      “Which is why I’m looking for it,” Lucien said cheerily.

      “May I ask why?”

      “Because Xav—” Aspen started, but Lucien cut her off with a sharp jerk of his chin. Richard gave her an odd look.

      “It’s just a hunch,” Lucien said. “But let’s hope I’m not right.”

      Lucien dropped back to walk beside Aspen as Philus led them down the center row toward a collection of shelves in the back. “I don’t think we should reveal that it was Xavier who was looking into this just yet,” he murmured.

      “Why not?” Aspen said, dropping her voice to a whisper as Richard glanced suspiciously back at them.

      “The Academy, unlike what we’re seeing in the boroughs, still revere the Mages as the pinnacle of magical achievement. They don’t know all the details of what happened up on the rooftop.”

      “What?” Aspen hissed. “You’re telling me they have no idea what Xavier tried to do?”

      Lucien shook his head. “They know the final outcome, not the full story behind how it came about. Whether that’s from lack of knowledge or willful ignorance I’m not sure. But we still need their help, and I don’t want to risk them losing faith in the Council until absolutely necessary. They’re our allies, but in tough times even loyalty like theirs can be tested.”

      Samson’s words echoed in Aspen’s mind: One way or another, the Mages must die.

      “Richard, if you’ll excuse us,” Philas said when they’d stopped in front of a pair of statues depicting two scholars. One held an open scroll, the other a quill pen. Their extended arms barred the room behind them. “Beyond here are the advanced texts, which only masters and Mages may access.” Philus’ gaze rested on Aspen and he sighed. He waved his hand and the statues shuddered. Both of them withdrew their hands and crossed them over their chests.

      “Through here, please,” Philus said.

      In a moment of childish pettiness, Aspen gave Richard a smirk as they walked inside. He was still scowling when the statues’ arms closed them in.

      This room was much smaller, washed in dim light from lanterns levitating over dusky tables. There was only the soft brush of shuffling feet and turning pages.

      “Wait here a moment,” Philus said. He disappeared into the stacks. Aspen looked around at the library, then stared at her feet, not sure what to say now that she and Lucien were alone. She realized it’d actually been a while since they’d spoken one on one with each other and not with Tana nearby, or surrounded by immediate danger.

      “How is he?” Lucien asked casually.

      Aspen looked up. “He?”

      Lucien pointed to her collar. “Your familiar. Have you given him a name yet?”

      Aspen had actually completely forgotten the little guy was there. Save for the faint beat of his heart and the usual weight her magic brought, he was quiet. She’d grown so used to him so fast, it was as though he was meant to be with her. “I’m not getting attached. They won’t let me keep him.”

      “You’re a Mage, Aspen. They’ll let you do whatever you want.”

      A Mage. Right. As Richard had so helpfully let her know, that wasn’t exactly a position she’d rightfully earned. She knew without having to ask Lucien why it’d been her: convenience, plain and simple. A supposedly simple plan that had somehow turned into so much more. She wasn’t going to deny that she’d done her fair share as Mage now, but the Academy visit had been a blunt reminder that there were still plenty who didn’t think she was worthy of it.

      “What did Samson say to you?” Lucien said, his serious tone dropping to a dull whisper as a scholar shuffled past them.

      Aspen debated how much to tell Lucien. “I’m…not sure.”

      “You can trust me, Aspen.”

      For the first time in a long time, she believed that. It seemed that Samson had been telling her that she had to kill the Mages? But surely that couldn’t be it. Aspen knew herself capable of killing in order to protect herself, but straight up calculated murder…and the Mages…that was another level entirely.

      She glanced up at Lucien, who was peering at her, waiting. It seemed…there were others, too, that she knew couldn’t do that. Not on purpose anyway.

      

      “He said that the Mages must die. Whether the Kings do it or not, whether Maladias does it or not, the Mages have to die.”

      Lucien was silent.

      “Any idea what it means?”

      Lucien let out a raspy chuckle. “Pretty obvious, isn’t it? He wants the Mages dead. He wouldn’t be the first, and he certainly won’t be the last. The Council’s losing confidence. We’re weak. If something doesn’t change we’ll have more things like what happened to you and the Fae; boroughs taking advantage of our weakness.”

      Lucien was silent for another beat. “He’s right, though. Just not in the way you’re probably thinking. The Council isn’t going to be around much longer. You see it, I see it. It’s just how we’ll go down that’s the question.”

      Aspen mulled over that. “And the transference or whatever we’re looking up? How is that supposed to help us find the King?”

      Lucien shrugged. “It probably won’t. The Kings aren’t the biggest issue. They’re just preparing the world for Maladias, remember? They’re taking their sweet time with it, too. So it’s what’s coming after that we have to worry about. Xavier put something in motion before he left. For as little as I realize I knew him, I know he wouldn’t leave anything this big to chance. If his death meant that his plan would stop, you can bet he had a backup.”

      Aspen tried to grasp that. “You think he planned something else?”

      “Oh, I know he did,” Lucien said darkly.

      “Here we are!” Philus said, emerging from the stacks with a woman scholar in tow, both their hands piled high.

      They placed the manuscripts on the table and began spreading out yellowed, cracking parchment, thick books, dozens of smudged charcoal sketches, designs, and more.

      “Is this all about transference?” Aspen said, horrified, remembering the hours spent digging through the library in Prague.

      “Not all, dear,” the woman said. She brushed aside schematics for what looked like some sort of automatons built inside bronze statues. Others looked like plans for some sort of defensive structure, and a third a detailed write-up of something in the caverns called the Stone Army.

      “These were just within the same section,” the woman said. “No need to worry, a lot of this collection is managed by Liam Pendragon, head of the New York dragon-kin. He just hasn’t sent in anyone to organize it recently is all.”

      “Thank you, Denise,” Philus said abruptly. Denise gave a sharp nod of her head and, scooping up the extraneous scrolls and parchment, disappeared back into the shelves.

      “I believe this is what you’re looking for, Mage Lucien,” Philus said proudly. He pushed a dusty text toward him. Lucien waved his hand and the book picked itself off the table and hovered in front of him. He waved his hand again and the book snapped open, the text enlarged. It was written in English, but the writing was so stuffy and cramped it was nearly impossible for Aspen to make anything out.

      “Any, ah, particular area of interest you’re looking for with transference?” Philus said.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but transference is a complete transportation of one’s entire being into a physical receptacle, correct?” Lucien said. “This doesn’t discuss inklings or anything like that?”

      “No, no. Inklings are a separate study of magic that, while related, are not the same as transference. Did you have questions on it?”

      “Yeah, what is it?” Aspen said.

      Philus coughed into his hand. Aspen stared at him, daring him to make a snide comment about her lack of knowledge.

      “An inkling, Mage Aspen, is a spell that uses an object in this world to anchor your spirit—or, if you are more, ah, of the spiritual persuasion, soul—to this plane while you travel to another plane. Think of it as a lifeline, should your physical body get destroyed while traveling. You would still ‘die,’ but there’s a chance a body could be restored for you wherever the inkling was kept.”

      Philus turned to Lucien. “We, ah, trust you have kept our research related to that safe?”

      “It’s safe,” Lucien said absentmindedly, flipping faster through the pages.

      “And might I ask why the interest in transference?”

      Aspen glanced at Lucien. He said nothing. Not even about the husks, which was probably for the best. If the Academy’s trust was waning as thin as Lucien suspected, it was probably good they didn’t know what other horrors lay just beneath their feet.

      Lucien stopped flipping, thinking hard about something. Then he raised his hand and brought it down again like he was closing some blinds. The soft sounds around them grew muffled, then silent, as if a clear glass dome had been placed over them.

      “What do you know about a being called Maladias, Headmaster Philus?” Lucien asked seriously.

      Philus seemed taken aback at Lucien’s sudden change in demeanor. He glanced at Aspen as if for help, then stuttered, “Ma-Maladias? Not much...just a little…for scholarly knowledge—reasons—things…”

      Lucien continued staring at him.

      “To be honest, Mage Lucien, not much,” Philus admitted. “Of course, I remember years ago when he and others tried to enter New York, so I assume he must be an extremely powerful being if the Council denied him entry. As I’d said before, we’d heard rumors that he was stirring again, but they were only that, rumors. Nothing definitive has come out from the Council and we…we weren’t sure what to think. Mage Xavier’s death was so sudden I assumed a powerful being must have been behind it. We’ve been trying to keep things as normal as possible here for the students.”

      So they really didn’t know, Aspen thought. It could have been a lack of information, but once again Aspen marveled at the mind’s ability to contort the truth to maintain the status quo as much as possible.

      “What I’m going to tell you is strictly between us,” Lucien said.

      “Of—of course, Mage Lucien!”

      “Maladias is coming here, there’s no doubt about that. If he manages to reach our world he will kill all remaining magic users he feels are a threat to him, and then enslave whoever’s left. He will absorb the world’s magic, leave it a husk of what it was before, and then he will move on to the next, like a monstrous leech.

      “But before he arrives he’s sent his three Kings. One is here, right now, in New York. Their job is to kill the Mages, but more than that the longer they’re here the more power Maladias gathers. Soon he may have enough power to bring himself to our world even if we manage to destroy the Kings.”

      Philus stared at him, mouth agape. Aspen didn’t gape, but she felt just as shocked as he was. Lucien hadn’t told her this. Granted, she hadn’t been on speaking terms with him recently…but she’d assumed Maladias’ plan had stayed the same as it was before: the Kings were preparing the way, and as long as they could stop them then Maladias, too, would be stopped.

      “Maladias has already tried to come over once,” Lucien went on. “In Scotland, but the Court there ran him off. You can be sure he’s looking for another way in right now.”

      Lucien tapped the book. “And I think this is it. If we can figure out how then maybe, just maybe, we can find another way to stop him.”

      Aspen peered closer at the page his finger rested on. The word ‘Transference’ was inked in thick black letters at the top.

      “But…but…Mage Lucien…this is…good gracious, this is a lot to take in,” Philus said, mopping his forehead. “I knew Maladias was always a potential threat to practitioners of magic such as ourselves, but…”

      “Maladias will try to use transference to bring himself, his entire being, over to our plane,” Lucien said. “Maladias is more an ethereal essence than a physical body anyway. He’ll transfer his spirit over here and imbue it within a physical body.”

      “Is that—has that ever been done before? Is it even possible?” Philus said.

      “I’m not sure,” Lucien said honestly, and Aspen could tell he was thinking once more of the husk. “But if he doesn’t do that, we could simply send him back with a spell, rather than having to destroy him physically. That’s how Xavier and I were able to dispel him the first time Maladias requested to come in.”

      Aspen started trying to read the text. Per usual with the dense, magic-related stuff, half of it didn’t make sense. But one thing seemed clear.

      “He’d need a physical body here on our plane,” Aspen said. “Someone he can take over. And not just a regular body. A powerful one.”

      Both Lucien and Philus turned to her. Lucien looked sad. Philus looked wary.

      “Mage Lucien,” Philus said slowly. “I heard that Mage Aspen…is it true? Could it be possible?”

      Lucien was mulling over his words. “It might be.”

      “What might be?” Aspen demanded, growing more anxious the longer they stared unnervingly at her.

      “I, ah, heard a rumor, Mage Aspen, that you are a…ah…oh dear, this is awkward. That you are a Null.”

      Aspen bristled. “What about it?”

      “Nothing! Nothing at all! It’s just, we here at the Academy do have some information on Nulls and their attributes. It seems to me that if Maladias is searching for a body to inhabit…”

      “Yours would be perfect,” Lucien finished.

      Aspen looked between them, her thoughts running wild. She let out a barking laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Philas said. “It’s perfectly plausible.”

      “It’s perfectly insane!” She was breathing hard now. Her shadow dancer gave a small, comforting purr, but it didn’t help much. Nothing like this had occurred to her, not once throughout the time she’d known of Maladias. He was a threat but…he couldn’t have her body.

      “It’s a possibility,” Lucien said quickly, seeing how upset Aspen was getting. “We’ll look into it.”

      He and Philus went back to discussing it while Aspen tried to calm herself down. That couldn’t be right. Maladias wouldn’t have targeted her specifically. There were plenty of other powerful beings she was sure would be willing and waiting to give up their bodies in his service.

      The shadow dancer nudged her ear and Aspen absentmindedly petted him. She pulled the book over to keep reading while Lucien dropped the silencing dome around them, the most important part of their conversation apparently at an end.

      “I wonder if I can make one last request,” he said.

      “O-of course, not a problem,” Philus said, once again mopping his brow and looking like everything Lucien had asked so far absolutely was a problem.

      “I wonder if you’d be able to pull any of the last texts Mage Xavier was using.”

      Aspen stopped mid-page turn.

      “We…could do that,” Philus said. “Any particular reason?”

      Lucien smiled. “Scholarly interest.”

      Philus slowly nodded, before calling Denise back over.

      “It’ll take us a little time, but that’ll be no problem at all,” Denise said when he’d told her the request. “Check back in tomorrow. In the meantime—oh! That’s one of the books he had out.”

      She was pointing to the one Aspen held.

      “Are you sure?” Lucien said seriously.

      “Positive,” Denise said. “But I’ll find the other ones for you, don’t you worry about it.”

      Aspen turned the page. This one had scrawled, handwritten notes among the lettered text. Something near the bottom caught her eye:

      We’ve tried the transference spell on inanimate objects but continue to fail bringing it to any animate state. This supports our hypothesis that, while normal transference primarily works with a ‘pseudo-inanimate’ object, that being a body, the reason it has been somewhat successful is that body was once alive. I believe this is the key. Peyton and Leon will be able to confirm with me, as long as their work is going according to plan.

      Aspen reread the last line. Then reread it again. Her hands shook, making the shadow dancer whine.

      Peyton and Leon.

      Peyton and Leon.

      “Aspen?” Lucien’s voice cut through to her. Her eyes snapped to him, forcing her rising panic back down.

      “Are you all right?” He asked.

      Peyton and Leon.

      “I’m…fine,” Aspen managed to force out.

      But she was not fine. Because there, at the bottom of a book Xavier had last used, were the names of her parents.
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      Aspen couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed, tossing and turning, listening to the noise of passing students in the hall slowly die away as the hands of the clock crept closer and closer to midnight, then on into early morning.

      She couldn’t cry. She was probably numb from shock. Yes, that had to be it. She’d managed to keep a relatively relaxed persona in front of Lucien and Philus during the rest of their time together, but Lucien had known something was up; she could see it in the concerned glances he shot her way, but he never got as far as asking what was bothering her. He probably knew she wouldn’t answer. But honestly, she almost wished he had. She needed—wanted—somebody to talk to about this, and Lucien…Lucien might have known.

      Part of her, though, wasn’t shocked by this revelation. Xavier had practically said it himself. His close-to-final words spoken to her still rattled around in her brain: You should be happy. Happy they burnt away before they could see what you’d become.

      But how would they know what she’d become?

      Aspen threw off the sheets and rolled to her feet. In the shadow of the headboard, Loki (staying up all night had given her time to think of a name. She figured the god of mischief would do) stirred, stretched, yawned, then took his place across her shoulder, settling beneath the nape of her neck with a contented purr.

      “Happy. Warm.”

      Aspen immediately felt herself calm a bit, though her heart was still pounding wildly. Outside her window, dawn was just blushing on the horizon. She knew she’d be exhausted later in the day but she couldn’t stay here any more.

      It was time to visit a certain demon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sneaking out of the Academy wasn’t hard.

      The windows in her room didn’t lead to the Norm world so she poked her head out into the hallways. Empty, save for dim torches and the faint sound of whatever nighttime magical being was patrolling the corridors.

      On light feet, Aspen stole back out to the main entrance hall, bypassing Tana’s room as she went. She’d felt bad ignoring her friend the rest of the day before, but she’d wanted to be alone.

      After double-checking whether the entrance hall was clear, Aspen made it across and out the way they’d come in. Soon enough she found herself back on the streets, the low hum of traffic building toward its morning crescendo. She could make it to Carsisiphus’ and back within an hour and a half, assuming he didn’t do anything too crazy like last time. She at least hoped she could make it back in time. At least she didn’t have any extra guards around to watch her.

      After considering that Maladias might be going after her body, Philus had grudgingly suggested they charge some of the Academy’s guardians with keeping her safe. Aspen had swiftly killed that idea. She could keep herself safe. She and Lucien had briefly discussed the possibility and concluded that Maladias probably didn’t want to use her; after all, if Xavier had wanted to use her as a vessel for Maladias, he probably wouldn’t have tried so hard to kill her.

      So something good had come out of that, at least. It meant no annoying beings dogging her steps wherever she went.

      Aspen entered Ember’s Landing through one of the nearby magical alleyways. A few more minutes of swift walking and she paused across the street from Car’s shop. The front door was propped open, even this early, as though it was waiting for her. Faint, slightly off-key music drifted out, making her stomach coil into knots. Her heart had started to pick up again. The last time she’d been here…hadn’t been fun. She reminded herself she wouldn’t be coming back if she didn’t have to.

      Aspen took a deep breath, gave Loki a brief pat to reassure herself, then walked across the street and stepped inside.

      The demon hadn’t stopped hoarding. Even more knickknacks had been crammed inside the small space than she remembered. A broken pinball machine was tossed in one corner beside a pile of eyeless porcelain dolls. Aspen had to contort her body to step around the worst of the mess and make it all the way inside.

      “My lovely dear, my sweet little Norm,” Car’s cooing voice drifted from the back. He stepped out, smile pulled to the very edges of his face. Aspen suppressed a shudder. The demon’s skin was deeply bronzed, black hair slicked back in waves. He wore the same suit as last time, with the same necklace made of teeth that clacked together as he leaned over the counter. Aspen tried ignoring the goosebumps running up her arm.

      Carsisiphus glanced over her shoulder. “You’re alone this time. Very, very much alone. More alone than you could possibly know.”

      “I need information, Car” she said firmly.

      “But of course! Everyone needs a little help now and then. And that,” he gave a sweeping bow, “is what I’m here for.” His voice turned honey sweet. “But why keep coming back every now and then? We could make a more permanent deal, you and I. A partnership, perhaps?”

      Aspen pulled her eyes away from his, breaking whatever magical connection he’d been trying to make, wrenching away from his honey-sweet tone as it tried to ensnare her mind. She’d prepared for this, knowing Car would most likely try to draw her into his web without Isak here to back her up. Car’s manipulation of words was as finely tuned as his human appearance.

      Car let out a cackle. “It’s a no, then? Too bad, perhaps one day you’ll take me up on my offer, and I’ll be only too happy to oblige! Now, what will your pleasure be this time?”

      Aspen drew as close to the counter as she dared. “I need to know about my parents.”

      Car stared at her, unblinking, for a long time. “I see…” he said finally. “I was wondering when you would.”

      Aspen’s hope rose. “You know about them? You know what they were doing? What Xavier—?”

      “I know some. Certainly more than you, but that’s not much, is it? The question is…how badly do you want to know?” He turned his hand palm up, his smile stretching wider. “Payment before services rendered.”

      Aspen glared at him. “One memory. No more.”

      “Oh, but of course. Will this one be pain?” Car said, licking his lips. “Or happiness?”

      Aspen didn’t know. Ever since she’d settled on coming to Car she’d gone back and forth about what to give him for payment. She had no shortage of painful memories she wished to give up, most of them just from the last month. Maybe she could give the one of her killing Xavier. Or the one with Isak’s horrified expression after he saw her do it.

      But she would have to see him again—she wanted to see him again—and it wouldn’t be fair if she couldn’t remember why he’d left in the first place. What about the one where Lucien had told her he’d killed her parents? No, that wasn’t fair either.

      The more she went back and forth, the more her head hurt. She’d never considered the possibility of removing unwanted memories before meeting Car, but now that she had it seemed like a curse to lose them, even the bad ones. Taking away one was like pulling a single thread that unraveled the mosaic of her entire being.

      “I have one,” Aspen finally said. She rolled back the sleeve of her jacket on her left arm, pulling it up near the shoulder. The closer to the heart the better. “And if you don’t stop when you should, demon, I’ll make you regret it,” she growled.

      “Of course…” Car purred, his slitted eyes beginning to glow. Aspen turned away as he leaned forward, but not before catching the demon’s mouth unhinging, his teeth elongating into rows of needle-sharp points as they clamped down onto her bicep.

      Bliss followed. Aspen sank back into a black abyss of memories, feeling separate from her body. There was a moment of disorientation, and then suddenly all her surroundings came rushing back at once, thrusting her into the middle of the memory she’d chosen for him.

      She was in a cemetery beneath a gunmetal-gray sky. The dry ground echoed with the faint, muffled plips of rain just starting to fall.

      Present-Aspen turned, knowing where she needed to look. There. She saw herself as a little girl kneeling before a pair of headstones among the weed-choked earth. Brune stood over her, looking quite unsure at what to do.

      Aspen didn’t have a physical body, but she managed to manifest herself closer to see better. Already what little color was in the memory had begun trickling away as Car absorbed it.

      Younger Aspen had reached a hand out toward the headstone. She traced the names of her parents, the stone feeling as solid and unrelenting as their deaths when the reality had sunk in that day.

      “Why, Brune?” she whimpered. “I don’t understand…why them? It’s not…” She furiously wiped her cheeks, now speckled with rain. “It’s not fair!”

      Brune lowered his massive bulk until he was able to envelop her shuddering shoulders with his hand. “I do not know, Aspen. I am so, so sorry. I am…so, so sorry.”

      She remembered he’d kept repeating that, because he hadn’t known what else to say. She knew he’d meant well but the words had been as hollow as how she’d felt.

      Aspen couldn’t bear to be here anymore. And she wouldn’t have to. The draining color had reached the tops of the trees, descending quickly now. She could feel herself being pulled back into the present.

      This seemed like a fair trade, she thought vaguely as she began to feel the limbs of her physical body tingling again. To give up one of the worst memories about her parents to learn more about who they really were. Not bad…not bad at all….

      She awoke to something touching her cheek.

      “What the…”

      Aspen propped herself up on her elbows. Her entire body was sore. Her bicep throbbed where Car had bit down, and Aspen gritted her teeth as she pushed up on it. Loki was licking away the few stray tears leaking from her eyes.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Aspen said softly, giving him a pat. She stood the rest of the way up then, and Loki scampered back under her collar.

      “Delicious…” Car murmured, bent over behind the counter, the very edges of his scaly back showing. There was the wet sound of him lapping something up. Aspen tried not to be sick. “Positively delectable. It’s a shame you don’t need my services more often, my dear.”

      “Not to me it’s not,” Aspen said. “Answers. Now.”

      “A moment, please, for me to compose myself. In the meantime, maybe you could take a look over there. It might help you.”

      One hand came over the counter and pointed to a shelf behind her. Aspen went over to it. Most was junk; trinkets of one kind or another. She sifted those aside, looking for anything of worth. “Car, is something supposed to be over—”

      She saw it.

      The corner of a charred letter poked out from beneath a barn owl paperweight. Aspen couldn’t say what it was that drew her to the paper, but somehow she knew that was what he’d wanted her to see.

      She carefully pulled it out, being sure not to tear it. It was so old the paper crinkled beneath her fingertips, feeling as brittle as a stale chip. The writing was faded and scribbled, but still legible. As she read it, her chest tightened, questions building up, threatening to burst forth.

      “Where did you get this?” she demanded as Car came over after he’d recovered. “Where did you get this, Car?”

      “The same place I get all my things.”

      He didn’t elaborate. Against her better judgement, she didn’t push him. She knew it’d get her nowhere.

      Aspen returned to the letter. “It says…it says…This is from Xavier. To my parents. He’s asking about services of some kind. Tests and potions and…and…my parents couldn’t do any of this stuff!”

      “Oh? Is that so?” Car said, his tone thick with feigned surprise. “It seems Xavier thought they could.”

      “Of course they couldn’t! They were humans, they were Norms, like me!”

      “But you’re not just a Norm, are you, Aspen Rivest?”

      All the strength seemed to drain out of Aspen in a single burst. She caught herself on the table just in time to keep her legs from collapsing beneath her. “If they weren’t liaisons for Ember’s Landing…then what did they do?”

      “You’re not asking the right kind of question, no indeed!” Car chided. “It’s not that they weren’t liaisons, it’s what kind of liaisons were they?” He licked his lips, his usual too-wide smile returning. “And per our agreement, I’ll whet your appetite for what you’re so desperate to know: they were liaisons of ideas. Very specific ones.”

      Aspen’s head was starting to hurt. “That doesn’t make any sense, Car. For once would you try to make a bit of sense?”

      Car’s unnerving gaze never dropped from hers. Aspen sighed, knowing that if she didn’t get her anger under control she’d never get anything from him and this entire trip would have been for nothing.

      “Okay…okay, what did the book I saw in the Academy mean? My parents and Xavier were…working together.” That part was hard enough to get out. Her tongue had almost stuck to the roof of her mouth at the words. “And Xavier said…right before he died, he said my parents would be sorry to see what I’d become. Why would they be sorry?”

      “Do you know that they would be?” Car said. “I’m not sure Xavier knew any more than you.” He ran his fingers through a ring of beaded charms hanging from the nearest rack, making a clicking sound that shivered down Aspen’s back. “I did not know your parents personally. But being who I am, I couldn’t help overhearing certain juicy gossip.”

      “I’ll bet you couldn’t,” Aspen mumbled.

      Car grinned, all teeth. “Oh, indeed, yes indeed! Your parents were the most exciting things to come into Ember’s Landing in decades, ever since we’d decided to shut our magical walls for good to the Norms. Of course, our worlds would still coexist, but for once we had a safe place we could live and truly be ourselves, without fear of the outside world.

      “It was strange, then, that not too long after that, a couple Norms moved in. At first most thought it was a mistake. They were certainly not the first to live here; but they were not supposed to be here at all.”

      Car fixed her with a firm gaze. “It was even more interesting, then, when I learned that it was the Mages who brought them in.”

      “Wait, the Council brought them in?” Aspen said.

      “A certain member of the Council. Xavier was not a Mage at the time, but I heard he convinced one of the current Mages to specifically request a certain pair of Norms be allowed in the boroughs.” He nodded to the letter. “I assume Xavier coordinated the transfer himself. He probably settled them in Ember’s Landing to draw less suspicion that they were working together.”

      Aspen peered darkly at the letter, as though that would force it to reveal all its secrets. “And what were they doing?”

      “I wonder…have you been down to the Necropolis? I’ve heard it’s a bit more dismal than here. But who am I to critique another on their décor?”

      Aspen bit her tongue, waiting. She knew Car was playing with her, making her put the answer she wanted together herself.

      “The architecture is simply astounding,” Car went on. “I haven’t been back in ages. I suppose I need to take a vacation. Perhaps I will soon, with who I hear is coming to visit. The residents are quite nice down there, even to an…unusual visitor like myself. Except for the newcomers. I don’t like them that much.”

      “The newcomers…?” Aspen thought back to the thankfully short time they’d spent in the Necropolis. She hadn’t liked any of the residents much. At all, actually.

      “Yes,” Car went on, almost talking to himself now. “The new residents should go crawling back to the hole they came out of.”

      His words clicked, and Aspen felt another wave of shock. “The husks. You’re saying my parents had something to do with them? But…but they couldn’t have. We still don’t even know what Xavier was trying to do exactly and…and…why would they work with him at all?” she nearly yelled.

      Car simply shrugged. “Unfortunately, I am not a reader of dreams, only a collector of them. I do know that Xavier had a personal vendetta against Lucien, and he had most likely sided with Maladias by the time he contacted your parents.”

      Aspen wanted to cover her ears to block him out. She didn’t want to hear this. The implications were too much. “No,” she said firmly. “I’m not sure what they were doing with the husks, but my parents would never help Xavier bring in something like Maladias.”

      “How can you be sure? It’s not like you can ask them!” Car cackled.

      Xavier, Maladias, her parents, the husks…Once more, the pieces were there for her, but she couldn’t see enough of the big picture to know how they fit. Car was humming something off tune, straightening out a stand of dark magic totems. Aspen could already tell he’d told her all he could—or would—about her parents. And right now, she didn’t feel like pressing him too hard about it. It felt as though each question brought her closer to the inevitable truth, but it was like gouging out her heart while she did.

      “Then this?” she held up the letter. “You’re saying this might have to do with Maladias? Does that mean they knew about the Kings too? Do you know how we can find them?”

      Car eyed her. “Oho! Trying to get a two-for-one, I see, thinking old Car wouldn’t notice if you tried to change tack. But I’ll play along: I don’t know.”

      “But I thought the Kings were like you.”

      Car, if it was possible, looked disgusted.

      “Like me? Like me? My dear sweet naïve Norm, they are some form of perverted High Fae, a race I would never in my worst nightmares be associated with.” He spit on the ground. “And if they are not stopped and Maladias comes over, he will cause a reign of destruction and anguish that will completely ruin any business opportunities I could hope to have. So believe me, if I possessed information I thought had even the remotest chance of helping you bravely sacrifice yourself to stop him, I would gladly offer it up. But I do not. I do not know how the Kings are hiding from you, for I am just a lowly fourth circle demon. Their power is, regrettably, beyond mine. But…” he added, a malicious glint in his eyes. “If they are anything like my kind then they will not be at all what they seem…”

      That sounded about as helpful as almost anything else he’d given her. Meaning hardly helpful at all. “One last thing: do you know where—”

      “Your lovely friend Isak is? I’ll save you the cost of admission for that answer as well, because I am, at heart, a kind soul.” He gave a throaty chuckle. “I do not know his whereabouts. For who am I, to be your lover’s keeper?”

      He laughed harder still as Aspen’s face flushed. She slipped the letter into her back pocket as he returned behind the counter, hacking now.

      “I hope that letter helps you more than it did me!” Car called as she stomped out the door. “Come back anytime!” he added as Aspen took off down the street, his laughter still echoing in her ears.
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        * * *

      

      It was late morning by the time Aspen arrived back at the Academy. She slipped in with the rest of the students heading to class and made her way toward the entrance hall. She’d mentally berated herself the entire way back from Car’s. Once again, he’d been…helpful? No, helpful was being too generous. She’d gotten some sort of answers, she was sure of it. But if anything, she was more confused than before. The need to know about her parents was like a piece of hot lead burning a hole through her gut. Something Car had been unable—or unwilling—to extinguish.

      Aspen entered the entrance hall and nearly backed out again. Lucien and Philus were in deep conversation in the dead center. Lucien looked pissed.

      Aspen quickly tussled her hair, trying her best to make it appear as though she’d just rolled out of bed, but the moment Lucien saw her his eyes narrowed.

      “Where were you?” he demanded.

      Aspen fake yawned. “I was in my roo—”

      “You were not in your room, I had Tana check.”

      Aspen’s mouth fell open. “You had Tana check on me? I’m not your freaking apprentice anymore, Lucien! You don’t have to keep watching over me!”

      “You know there’s a small chance Maladias might be trying to use your body as a vessel!” Lucien shot back. “And the King’s still out there. I’d say those are pretty good reasons to care.”

      “That’s a load of troll piss and you know it!”

      “But you’re still in danger!”

      “We’re all in danger!”

      “Just because you can take care of yourself doesn’t mean you should go running off acting like an idiot!”

      “Gee…sounds kind of hypocritical coming from you. And I wasn’t off ‘acting like an idiot’. I was getting answers, more than we’ve gotten from this stupid place!”

      “Why don’t we, ah, just calm down,” Philus reasoned, watching them go back and forth like the world’s angriest tennis match. Passing students were beginning to stare. Aspen was breathing hard, glaring at Lucien. He glared right back. Then he let out a long sigh.

      “Aspen…” he sighed again, brushing his bangs back. Aspen saw it then, in the softening of his face, the worry he’d had for her safety wound tightly up within his biting words. Despite everything he’d done to her, he still wanted to ensure that she was all right. Always.

      Could it be possible? Could someone hurt you that badly and still care that much?

      Lucien turned to Philus. “Headmaster Philus, we want to thank you for your exceptional hospitality, but I think we’ve learned all we could here—”

      “There you are!”

      A red-faced Denise came huffing over to them, looking as though she’d sprinted all the way from the library. “I’ve been—looking—all over—for you.”

      Philus gently held her up until Denise sucked in enough lungfuls of air to speak. “It’s the strangest thing, the strangest thing,” she said. “We looked for all the most recent books Mage Xavier would have pulled out, but they’re already being used, in Edinburgh of all places. The Court of the Arcane Arts have taken them out.”

      Aspen met Lucien’s eyes, their previous argument completely forgotten.

      “Isak,” Aspen said. “It’s Isak.”
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      These stupid books were getting him nowhere.

      He’d been stuck in the Records room, set all the way across Edinburgh from the Court of the Arcane Arts, for what felt like days. The Court had been in session when Elias had finally driven him back from Glenny’s, but he’d dropped him off here instead.

      “It’s where they keep all the texts, mate. Magic, history, science, all that,” Elias had said, chewing at the dull end of a toothpick. “Man named Carl will take care of you in there. Ya want to find whatever question Glenny wants you ta ask—and that ain’t no easy feat—you might start lookin’ in there.”

      So Isak had grudgingly gone inside the drab, featureless building. The man Carl had indeed been helpful. Too helpful.

      “Well now! How’re we gettin’ along?”

      Isak bit back a growl as the stubby man in a stained T-shirt and shorts wobbled in, carrying a tray of tea. Isak knew Carl was trying to be friendly, but the last thing he wanted was someone else talking with him every five minutes. Even if that man was, supposedly, the keeper of the Records room.

      “I’m fine,” Isak muttered.

      Carl set the tea down and peered over his shoulder. “That’s some good stuff ya got right there. Haven’t seen anybody pull out those books in a while. Any particular reason?”

      Isak debated once more whether or not to tell him what he was really looking for. On one hand, there was a small chance Carl might know more about what Xavier had been doing here than reading the texts did. But on the other, this felt like something personal. Xavier owed him an answer, and Isak would find it alone.

      “It’s nothing,” Isak said. “And I don’t want…”

      He sighed as Carl filled up his cup with more tea. Having it at Glenny’s had been more than enough. Isak didn’t drink tea, had never drank tea, and probably never would drink tea. He’d only told Carl that at least ten times, but still the man insisted on serving it, forcing Isak to toss it into the potted plant to make the man happy.

      “Well, keep searching,” Carl said jovially. “I always tell my mates that, I do. I says, ‘nothing good ever came from gettin’ it easy’, and ain’t that the truth. Sure, you might not like it…”

      Isak tried to drown him out by sticking his head back in the book. Eventually Carl finished, gave him a hearty pat on the back, and wobbled out.

      Isak ran his finger along a line of scrunched text. These books were supposed to help him figure out Xavier? And was that really what he should be doing right now? He knew—had known since he’d arrived—that he really should have been helping to find the Kings or stop Maladias. But instead all he’d found within the books Xavier had last used was some spell called transference, and a couple of Xavier’s hand-written notes scribbled in the margins reminding himself to talk to someone named Peyton and Leon. Isak had asked Carl who they were, but he’d had no clue.

      Isak picked up another piece of parchment. The more he’d gone through these, the more confused he’d grown. Xavier hadn’t seemed like a man possessed by evil. Just a man who was curious. Granted, curious about the darker, more dangerous sides of magic, but curious. All throughout the notes his tone had been severe, even pompous, but he always related it back to doing it for the greater good.

      “But what ‘greater good’?” Isak growled. There was nothing—nothing—Maladias could do that could possibly be good. So where had Xavier gone off track?

      At the bottom of the stack were more papers on that transference spell. Isak had never heard of it, but apparently it had something to do with physical bodies. There were also a couple sheets that looked as though they’d been ripped from the pages of another book.

      “High Fae and powerful beings from other realms who live on different planes than our own have trouble making their way to ours,” Isak read. “Their power is usually so great, that to sustain themselves within our plane for any length of time, they need a physical body to contain their essence. But not any body will do; these beings need strong bodies, powerful bodies. Bodies that have been marked by them.”

      He threw down the paper. That was useless. What the heck did ‘marked’ mean? And so what if Maladias needed a body to get through? The way things were going now, he’d find one easily enough. The Mages hadn’t been able to do anything to slow him down.

      Isak leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms with a frustrated huff. Another sheet sticking out between the stacks caught his eye. He pulled it out. It was a letter. Large chunks of it had been crossed out, but Isak recognized Xavier’s handwriting immediately.

      “—and I’m going to be longer than I first thought. You will continue maintaining my place while I’m gone.

      Finally, about the boy we discussed. Make sure to get him adjust keep an eye on him. Step in if you have to Make sure—the little idiot doesn’t get himself killed but don’t tell him it was he can’t know it’s me behind it.

      He is important to me. He is to be my prodigy and learn everything I know. He will become even greater than me and I will ensure that happens—

      Make sure it’s done.

      Xavier

      Isak dropped the letter. He could feel tears pushing behind his eyes, but he wouldn’t let them fall. Who was this man? The man who watched over him with such severity, yet stabbed him in the back in the worst way? He couldn’t figure him out, and it was driving him insane. And he still had no idea what question he was supposedly supposed to ask that stupid cave, if he ever found it. If Glenny ever told him.

      The door to the study room creaked open. Isak waited for Carl to enter but he never did, leaving only the dimness of the other room to peer back at him.

      “Carl?” Isak said. He went over to the door and looked inside. This was another faintly lit study, filled with more books. He didn’t see anyone in here, though there was a strange smell, almost like something burning. “Carl? I think I’m about done here.”

      No answer. He heard a steady drip, drip, drip of water somewhere in the back of the room. Isak took another step inside.

      The bookshelf beside him exploded. Shredded pages fluttered in the air like wounded birds as Isak was thrown back into the far wall, his back screaming in pain as he hit. He forced himself to standing. The room was spinning.

      “You will be the next to die.”

      Suddenly he was flying across the room again, hitting the ground with enough force to knock the air out of him. He painfully forced himself up, catching sight of a bloody arm, crushed between the nearest two bookshelves. The steady drip of blood plopped to the floor.

      “You will be the next Mage to fall.”

      Isak heard the snap of bone and whipped around to find a being from his nightmares stepping through the wreckage of the room. It was seven feet tall, its head brushing the ceiling. Horns sprouted above a mouth that was nothing but teeth. Glowing red eyes fixated on Isak.

      “I am the King of Desolation, and you will die like the other Mages.”

      “Oh, hex it all,” Isak gasped.

      He slid across the table as the King lunged at him, his magic swirling through the room, igniting the books in a flash of fire. Heat bristled on Isak’s skin as he ducked to avoid a slashing claw that scored the wall right above his head.

      Isak slapped his hand against the ground. His magic flared to life and he focused it toward the King. “Yashamir!”

      Pylons of earth rocketed from the floor and partially gored the King’s side as it spun away from the worst of the spell just in time. He howled in anguish, making Isak’s eyes water. His limbs were shaking so badly from fear he didn’t know if he could keep moving. The exit was just ahead but the King’s dark magic was filling the room, choking him. He’d overtake him if he stayed in there much longer.

      The King reached down and easily pulled the skin of the floor up, yanking it hard, sending Isak stumbling. He gave a guttural chuckle as Isak tried to right himself. “You are but a child, Mage. Your power is nothing against mine.”

      The King sucked in a breath. The books and furniture around him melted into ashes which swirled into his mouth, as though he were eating reality itself. Isak was frozen in place, too stunned to move. The King approached, everything he laid a hand on turning to ash.

      “I will make this painless for you,” the King said. “Hold still, and die.”

      He held out a hand.

      Isak wrenched himself away. He rolled back, at the same time summoning a spell, his hands coming up glowing. He launched it at the King, the ball of light searing into its stomach and giving off the scent of cooked flesh.

      The King screamed and Isak tore outside at a dead sprint. His shoes slipped on wet asphalt as he cut hard right, trying to put as much space between him and the King as poss—

      The Records room exploded.

      A force like a hammer blow caught him between the shoulder blades, throwing him forward. His chin ruptured with pain as he hit, the sharp bite of concrete on exposed skin tearing up his elbows. He pushed down the sting and leapt to standing, holding back a cry of horror as he saw the carnage.

      The Records room and half the street it’d sat on was now nothing but a smoking, charred mess. Bits of rubble and twisted rebar were strewn in every direction. Someone was screaming, nearly drowning out the wailing car alarms. A group of bystanders were flocking back in to help, and Isak quickly backed onto the other side of the street in case anybody thought him responsible. He felt as though he might throw up.

      All those people. All those innocents. The King had ended their lives without a second thought.

      Isak forced himself to turn away and continue moving. He couldn’t stay and continue putting these people in more danger. He didn’t see where the King had gone, but he had a feeling he wasn’t too far. The King had targeted him. He was being hunted now.

      Isak turned toward the other side of Edinburgh, in the direction of the Court.

      Then he started to run.
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        * * *

      

      The stitch at his side was agonizing, but Isak forced himself to keep moving. He skidded around the next corner and found himself on Princes Street. From here it was a nearly straight shot to the Court, but he was tiring, the fight with the King and emotional toll from the aftermath catching up with him. He slowed, turning his face as a pair of emergency vehicles zipped past in the other direction, sirens wailing, lights flashing.

      It was then that the true shock of what had just happened hit him again. A King had tried to kill him. Not some half-pint supernatural thug, but one of Maladias’ hand-picked minions. Though Isak had known it was possible, the reality was almost too terrible for him to think about. He’d gotten away by sheer luck, and he doubted the King had even revealed his full power.

      Now the Courts were in danger. And Aspen!

      Isak bit his lip hard enough to bleed. The one good thing to come out of this was that if one of the Kings was here that meant there was less chance another would be attacking her. And surely…Surely he’d have known if something bad like that had happened to her.

      Glenny. Glenny would know for absolute certain. She’d somehow known that he was worried about Aspen before all this. That meant Glenny must have some way to tell him if she was all right.

      Isak tensed as a pickup truck screeched to a halt beside him. Elias threw open the door.

      “Get in, lad. Hurry it up now.”

      Isak finished gaping at him and then ducked inside. “How’d you…how’d you find me?”

      Elias grimly threw the truck into gear and hit the gas. They jumped back out into traffic, speeding toward the Court way faster than they should have been. “Figured if you were still alive you wouldn’t have stuck around. Maybe you’d gone to where I’m going.”

      Isak rested one of his arms on the cool window glass. It helped a little with the sting. “And…the street?”

      Elias’ face grew even more grim. That was all the answer Isak needed.

      “They’ll say it was a gas explosion, they will,” Elias said, as if that was supposed to reassure him. “The Mages’ll get it all figured out.”

      If they’re still alive, his tone said.

      The truck skidded around the next corner. Elias practically rammed them into an open parking space around back of the castle, and Isak was out and running before he’d even turned the engine off.

      “Wait, you idiot!” Elias barked. Isak paused until Elias, panting, caught up to him. He squeezed Isak’s arm firmly. “You’re a damn fool if yer thinkin’ of going rushing in there without thinking. We got a powerful supernatural bein’ about. Slow and cautious does it now.”

      Fighting every instinct he had to go sprinting inside, Isak followed Elias up to the front of the castle, as though they were a pair of tourists visiting for the day. Isak noticed most of those waiting in line were looking behind them at the thick black smoke rising over the rooftops. Isak’s stomach clenched harder.

      They made it inside and slipped back toward the magical section of the castle. Isak’s nervousness grew with every step. He didn’t know the full extent of this King’s power, but it was likely he could have made it over here before Isak or Elias did. Heck, he could have killed all the Mages first before going after Isak.

      Elias, face set, appeared to be thinking the same thing.

      They reached the back part of the castle.

      “Stay behind me,” Isak said, putting an arm out. Elias looked at it, then shoved it away.

      “Don’t get cheeky, lad. I can fight well as you, even without none o’ that fancy magic.”

      As if to prove his point, he held up his fists. Despite himself, Isak rolled his eyes, then stepped into the courtyard, feeling the familiar buzz of magic as they left the Norm world behind. Everything was more muted here, but he didn’t hear the expected sounds of pain or fighting. He didn’t hear anything at all.

      “Isak! Elias!”

      Isak spun as Norris came rushing out of a passageway, face shocked. “You’re alive, praise the ancients! We heard the reports, but—”

      “The King,” Isak interrupted. “Is he here? He just attacked me, and I thought…”

      Norris shook his head. “Calm yourself, calm yourself. The King didn’t make it here, lad, we’ve got too many charms up against him for that. But he’s in the city now. We’re not sure where yet, but we’ll find him, don’t you worry.”

      More Mages were filtering out behind Norris. Apparently Isak had interrupted their meeting. He wanted to warn them that they were all in danger, before realizing that was obvious. And besides, he was probably in more danger than all of them.

      “Do you know if there was a King attack in New York too?” Isak said. “Was this coordinated?”

      “We’re not sure, lad, we’re just not sure,” Norris said. “But you’d best stay here for now, until this has all passed. We’ll send some of our strongest Mages out to make sure the King’s in hiding and to help those he’s hurt. We’ll find him—”

      “What about Glenny?” Isak said.

      Elias glanced sharply at him. “She’s safe, Isak—”

      “No, she’s vulnerable! The King won’t stop at just the Mages. If he can’t get to us then he’ll go after anyone who could be a threat.”

      He couldn’t explain how he knew this. Maybe he was reading into the King’s very nature, or maybe, deep down, he knew it was something Xavier would have done: if you couldn’t get to your main objective, if your target locked itself away, then you hurt something it cared about to draw them out.

      “I’ll go check if she’s all right, lad,” Elias said gruffly, patting him on the shoulder. “You stay here and—”

      “No. Take me with you.”

      “The King wants you, Isak,” Norris insisted. “Don’t make it any easier for him!”

      Isak looked at each of them, took a good hard look at where they were and how they were essentially trapped here if the King did manage to break in to kill them. And Isak knew he could. A deep-rooted fear had taken hold of his gut, a sense that the King reaching them here was as inevitable as time continuing to move forward. He’d rather be out there, doing something, rather than cowering like a mouse in its hole.

      “Isak?” Norris said. “You can’t go out there!”

      “Get all the Mages here ready,” Isak said. “The King won’t stay hidden for long.”

      He turned to Elias. “Take me to Glenny.”
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        * * *

      

      Elias wouldn’t stop shaking his head the entire time he drove them to Glencoe. “Yer an idiot, you know that?”

      “Thanks to you telling me five times, I do,” Isak muttered.

      Elias just shook his head again. The rain had grown worse, making it nearly impossible to stay on the road unless Elias slowed down. Which he was not doing. Despite his misgivings about them going out here and leaving the safety of the Court, Isak was sure he was equally relieved they were going to check on Glenny.

      “What was that about, back there with Norris?” Elias said. He glanced over at Isak. “You acted like a dog ‘fraid of its own shadow. You…thinkin’ there’s something going to happen there?”

      Isak looked up at the sky, so gray now it was nearly black. He wasn’t sure if the King had anything to do with the weather, but it sure didn’t feel right.

      “I don’t know. I just knew it was after me. I thought it was a good idea if we left.”

      Elias gave a weak chuckle. “And so you decided to come with me. I ‘ppreciate it, lad!”

      Isak couldn’t help grinning.

      Elias took a hard turn onto the muddy road leading up to Glenny’s cottage. Isak looked across him, out the driver’s side window to the rising mountainside masked by mist. He was beyond glad he didn’t have to climb it this time.

      They drove back and forth up the switchbacks, the road narrowing the farther up they went. They’d almost reached the top when the tires began to slip. Elias swore and gripped the wheel tighter. He slapped the dash. “Don’t ya pull this on me now!”

      Isak gripped the side handles and waited impatiently as they crawled up at a snail’s pace. He wasn’t sure what he would find at Glenny’s. Maybe he was worrying about nothing, like he’d done at the Court. But something that’d been nagging him since the Records room was making itself clear to him. He wasn’t just coming back to see if Glenny was all right. It was something else, a driving desire to fulfill what he’d come to Scotland for in the first place. The King, Xavier, Glenny, the transference spell he’d read about. They were all connected and he felt as though he was on a slippery slope, descending faster and faster now that the King had found him. It was only a matter of time before he hit the bottom.

      Elias swore again as the truck skidded at a curve. They were at the last big rise in the road before reaching the top. To the left, Isak could see the mist had cleared just a bit, revealing the rocky side of the mountain. Something out there moved and he blinked, thinking he must have imagined it.

      Because, for just a moment, he swore Xavier had stood there, staring right at him.

      Isak blinked again and another figure appeared behind him, clambering her way toward the top.

      “Aspen?” Isak breathed.

      “You say somethin’?” Elias forced through gritted teeth, trying to wrangle the truck back up the slope.

      Isak didn’t answer. He watched Xavier turn all the way toward him, a malicious grin on his face, before stalking toward Aspen.

      No!

      Isak threw open his door and was sprinting toward them both before he had a chance to think about what he was doing.

      “Hey!” Elias yelled after him. “Get back—”

      There was another squeal of slipping tires but soon all sound behind him was lost entirely as Isak threw himself into the mist.

      He’d gotten a vague lay of the land before he’d plunged in, and now he headed up toward where he thought he’d last seen Aspen’s form clambering up the mountainside. But now with the gray on all sides of him he realized how stupid he’d been. That hadn’t been Aspen. It couldn’t have been. The bogle was playing tricks on him again, drawn him in like a fly in a web, probably wanting payback for what Isak had done to it before.

      Something giggled beside him.

      Isak ducked as vicious claws sprang out of the fog and nearly sliced his chest open. He ducked to a crouch, eyes peeled for the next attack. He couldn’t stay here. The bogle had the advantage. But they were close to the top; he would need to outmaneuver it and slip by. Hopefully he could control his irrational actions long enough to do even that…

      But he hadn’t made it five feet before another giggle warned him of an impending attack. He summoned magic to his hand, thrusting it out at the nearest shadow. A cry of pain rewarded him. Movement scurried to his right. A screech cut through the air as the bogle launched itself from the mist and tackled him to the ground.

      Isak felt its hot breath wash over his face, the bogle’s body pinning him as its claws pricked through his shirt and into his skin, hard enough to draw blood. He tried to conjure a spell but the bogle’s face morphed back into Xavier’s and something within Isak froze.

      The bogle giggled again. It opened its mouth wide, bringing it down almost like a kiss, ready to chomp down on him.

      The mist swirled. Something careened into the bogle’s side. There was a screech, followed by a scream of pain. The weight pinning him was suddenly lifted as the bogle was thrown off.

      Isak blinked. Aspen was standing over him, knife out and dripping with black blood. For a moment, Isak’s mind stopped working. This had to be another trick. A second bogle must have joined the first and now they were seriously trying to screw with his head.

      “Are you just going to lie there, or get off your butt and help me?” Aspen said.

      Huh. That certainly sounded like something Aspen would say.

      Isak scrambled to his feet and took a spot beside her as the bogle paced a circle in the mist around them, breathing heavily.

      “You hit it with a spell as soon as it charges, and I’ll stab the sucker,” Aspen said.

      Isak stared at her, his mind still playing catch-up. She glanced at him when he didn’t answer.

      “Isak? You with me? Did he hit you in the head or something?”

      “Wha—No. I mean yeah, that sounds good—”

      Movement behind her. Isak shoved Aspen aside as the bogle came charging at them, claws raised. Isak had already summoned the spell he needed, the ground beneath him hot, his hand glowing as he ducked the swipe and plunged it into the bogle’s stomach. The bogle let out a pained screech as it came to an abrupt halt on Isak’s knuckles. It jerked as the spell plunged into it.

      “Move!” Aspen barked.

      Isak side-stepped just as Aspen slid past, knife flashing, and stuck it in the bogle’s side. The bogle’s screech turned to a painful squeal, then silence. It flopped to the ground, leaking blood that mixed with the mud. Its once-bright, green eyes began to dim, then closed for good.

      Aspen was panting, but she grinned when she looked up at him. “How’s that for a welcome to Scot—”

      Her smile fell when she saw his expression. “Isak?”

      Isak took a step back. One part of him knew that this was her, had to be her, that she was here and safe—for now. The other part knew it wasn’t possible. She couldn’t still want to see him, not after all this time.

      Now that they weren’t trapped within the heat of battle, Aspen looked unsure what to say. She glanced back down at the bogle. “I…uh…I thought for a second…is it a shapeshifter? It looked like Xavier for a moment. Is that possible?”

      “You’re not…one of those things too, are you?”

      Aspen turned and reached out a hand toward him. Isak flinched as her warm skin touched his. Her eyes were sad, happy, and hesitant all at once.

      “You’re real,” he breathed.

      “I’m the realest thing here,” she agreed, almost shyly. “I’m just sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      Then he was crushing her in a hug, never wanting to let her go.
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      Aspen couldn’t believe he was real.

      After weeks of thinking about him, of worrying about him (a lot more than she’d realized. A lot.) here he was. She felt excited, and happy, and angry, and nervous, and timid all at once. She looked for any sign that Isak was holding what she’d done against her, but after embracing her, well…That’d been nice. More than nice, actually.

      She was still confused, though.

      They continued making their way up the last ascent. Aspen’s foot caught a ledge, then slipped in the slick mud. Isak’s hand shot out and gripped hers, his strong arm stopping her from sliding back. Aspen stood there for a moment, letting herself catch up to the feel of Isak’s fingers around hers, then allowed him to help her crest the top.

      “Thanks,” she said, keeping hold of his hand.

      “No problem,” Isak said. He looked down at their hands, didn’t seem to want to let go either, but eventually pulled his away and pointed at a cottage that was set in the bottom of a wide glen. “That’s Glenny’s house. She’s a Seer and—”

      “Isak!”

      Aspen saw a man—the chapped-cheek guy she’d seen in her…was it her vision?—waving at them from beside an extremely muddy truck parked next to the cottage. The pair hurried over. Elias gave Aspen a wary look.

      “Either you made friends with the bogle, or this is someone else, mate.”

      “I’m Aspen,” Aspen said, shaking hands with him. “A Mage. From New York.”

      “Elias Maxton. Another American Mage, is it? We’ve been getting them a lot lately. Glad you’re prettier than the other one,” he said, looking at Isak with a twinkle in his eye.

      Elias held up a radio. “I just got word from the Court, you’ll be happy ta hear, Isak. Ol’ Norris and the rest of the Mages did a full sweep. Didn’ find nothin’. Things seem to be calmed down for now, but everyone’s extra alert.” He pounded Isak on the chest. “I’ll say it again: Yer lucky you got away from that King, lad. Coulda been a whole lot worse, let me tell you.”

      “Wait, you fought one of the Kings?” Aspen said, wholly impressed.

      Isak rubbed the back of his neck. “More like ‘survived’ than fought, really…”

      The door to the cottage opened, and Glenny poked her head out. “Are you all just going to stand there or come inside?”

      She gave Aspen the once-over when they’d stepped into the warm interior. “I know who you are. Silver hair’s a dead giveaway. I believe they’re calling you the False Mage over there in the States, aren’t they?”

      Aspen saw Isak bristle, but she shrugged and merely said. “They do. Doesn’t bother me as much as it used to.”

      “As it shouldn’t. Certain names mean nothing. It’s what you do when given the opportunity that matters. Sit down, then, all of you.” Glenny bustled to the fire and started making tea.

      “I wouldn’t drink it,” Isak muttered to her. “Horrible stuff.”

      They all took chairs at the kitchen table, Aspen still finding it difficult to pull her eyes away from Isak. If anything, he seemed to have grown bigger in the time they’d spent apart, or maybe that was just her imagination playing tricks on her. She searched for the dark, haunted look he’d had the last time she’d seen him, but there was only confusion there; maybe a little shock, like she was feeling.

      Seeing him again, talking with him again…it wasn’t anything like how she’d imagined it would go, as though all her earlier fears of when they met crumbled in the face of reality. She felt as though they’d both overcome some block that’d held them back and were ready to reconcile. Talking with him just then had almost been…normal. A little awkward. A little hesitant. But far better than she could have ever hoped.

      Isak saw her staring and she quickly looked away. And yet…Even still, so many things were running through her head right now, it was like trying to keep hold of Loki, wrangling them under control while they squirmed harder and harder to break free.

      Glenny placed mugs of tea on the table. “If I had a guess, I’d say a couple of you were worried about me. But as you can all see I’m perfectly fine here. You big fool,” she added, whapping Elias on the arm. “Of course no King would be coming after me. I’m not important enough for all that.”

      “Had to check, love,” Elias mumbled around his pipe. “We don’t know what the King wants or who he’s willing to kill to get it. And yer all alone out here…”

      Glenny’s harsh look softened. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. But thank you.”

      “We know what he wants,” Aspen said. “He wants all the Mages dead. It’s…been happening in New York.”

      “I’d heard some about what’s happening stateside. More than I’ve heard from anywhere else,” Glenny said.

      Aspen quickly filled them in with everything since Isak had left, leaving out how much she had (or, really, hadn’t) been looking for him. As she spoke, Isak’s expression shifted from shock, to horror, to shame.

      “I should have been there,” he muttered when Aspen had finished.

      “Probably shoulda been,” Elias said.

      Aspen glared at him, then put a hand on Isak’s. She hadn’t told them that to make him feel awful. Being here, seeing him, even without him saying it, she could almost understand better why he’d left when he did.

      “I don’t understand…” Isak said, brow furrowed. “How did the King get to Don Jones? I know the wards around the city are weak, but somebody should have noticed a King.”

      “We have no clue,” Aspen said. “I’ve been busy looking for you—ways how, but haven’t found anything yet.”

      Isak looked like he knew what she had been going to say. He sighed. “Aspen…I know I screwed up. And I’m sorry for that. I should have stayed behind, should have been there with you this last—”

      “No!” The others jumped as the word practically exploded out of her. “I mean, no, you shouldn’t be sorry. I mean—a little bit, for not telling me where you were going, but after I…” She still couldn’t bring herself to say out loud what she’d done. “Look, I get it. Were you at least able to find what you needed?”

      Isak tapped the table, thinking. “A little. But there’s a whole lot I still don’t understand.”

      “Join the club. There’s…also something else you should know.”

      She filled him in a little more about what she and Lucien had found during their time together. Now that she’d started, she felt herself slipping into the familiarity of talking to him again. She’d never call their relationship easy; they were just as likely to nip at each other’s throats than actually agree on anything. But unlike many of the other people in her life, she’d been able to speak honestly to Isak about almost anything.

      Isak’s eyes went wide when she hit the part about the husks; about how she’d learned Xavier and her parents had been working together. Aspen stopped, the words drying up on her tongue. “Do you…know anything about that?”

      “I’m not sure. What were your parents’ names?”

      “Peyton and Leon Rivest.”

      His eyes grew wider.

      “Okay, you definitely know something,” Aspen confirmed.

      Then it was his turn to tell what he’d done. Aspen listened with some disbelief. It was clear he was only filling her in on the most recent events, ever since he’d arrived in Scotland. She knew there was more to his wandering, but she wouldn’t get the answers now. Maybe sometime, when the wounds between them were better healed, they’d have time to talk about it.

      “That still doesn’t explain what Xavier was doing with my parents,” Aspen said when he’d finished.

      “Or how it helps us find the Kings,” Isak said. “The one that attacked me in Edinburgh…I had no warning. No magical signature, no disturbance. However they’re managing to cloak themselves, they’re doing it well.”

      “Poor Carl,” Elias bemoaned, making Aspen jump. She’d gotten so drawn into her conversation with Isak she’d almost forgotten that the other two were there. Glenny was peering at them both behind hooded eyes, contemplating something herself. “Didn’ know the man too well,” Elias went on. “Only hope the end was quick.”

      “And I don’t think it matters how the Kings are hiding,” Glenny said quietly. “From what it sounds like, they won’t be hiding for much longer. Maladias is close now. Very, very close.”
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        * * *

      

      Aspen stood outside the cabin, wrapped in a cashmere sweater Glenny had let her borrow to ward off the damp chill. She’d told her Isak had used it when he’d first come up here, and Aspen could tell. She could smell his scent on it; pine and some kind of sharp spice. Maybe an aftershave.

      She realized she’d stuck her nose into her arm and was sniffing. Hard. She jerked her head away. Idiot. That was a great way to look like a total creep. But the scent was somewhat familiar to her. It made her feel safe.

      Her initial hesitance at seeing Isak again had passed, but there was still a wall between them composed of everything they hadn’t talked about yet. She was sure they’d be dealing with it for some time after. If there was an after. First they had to survive this.

      The cottage door opened, then shut. Isak came to stand beside her, staring out at the misty glen. Night had fallen. Twinkling stars occasionally peeked through the low-hanging clouds.

      “I can almost see myself moving out here,” Isak said.

      Aspen gave him a dubious look. “Seriously?”

      Isak shrugged. “After you get over the endless fog, freezing rain, sporadic access to electricity, no internet, and relying on a too-blunt Scotsman to bring you food and word from the outside world, it doesn’t sound so bad.”

      Aspen snorted. Isak grinned. But it slowly faded as another uncomfortable silence settled between them again. Aspen wished the earlier ease of conversation would come swooping in and save them from death by awkwardness.

      Isak shuffled his feet. “You said Tana was in Edinburgh?”

      “Yeah,” Aspen said, relieved they were sticking to a relatively safe topic. “I had Elias double-check with the Court. She’s fine. No word on the King yet.”

      “And Lucien?”

      “Still in New York. Said he had some things to take care of. But he’s coming here soon. That’s if the King doesn’t attack someone else there…”

      Isak let out a shuddering breath. Aspen glanced over to find him staring at her with a haunted look so pained she thought he must have been stabbed.

      “Isak!” Without thinking, she pressed her hand to his cheek, then to his forehead. He didn’t flinch. “Are you okay? What’s wrong? Did the bogle do something to you? Did it hurt you?”

      “I was just…” His throat sounded tight. “I just realized how happy I am you’re okay. I knew the Kings were bad, I knew they were after us, but I never thought…until today I never realized…I’m such an idiot! I never should have left!”

      Aspen’s breath caught. She realized just how close they were now. “No! I get it. You were upset, and I...did something horrible to you. I…” She forced the words out. “I told you I wouldn’t kill Xavier and I broke that promise. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      Isak clasped his hand over hers. It was warm. The smell of sharp spice grew stronger. Definitely some kind of aftershave. “I was wrong to ask that of you. Xavier is—was—I don’t know what he was, Aspen. I’m still trying to figure that out. But I shouldn’t have blamed you for what you did. I know you didn’t mean it. I know you’d never purposefully try to hurt me like that.”

      His words pierced right through her. I know you’d never purposefully try to hurt me like that. She wouldn’t, she knew she wouldn’t. But there was someone else who had done the exact same thing to her, someone she hadn’t managed to forgive yet. If Isak could forgive her for what she’d done, there was no excuse for her to feel that way about Lucien.

      All this time she’d been hating a man who, when she took a step back and actually allowed herself to look, cared about her. A lot. He didn’t see her as a False Mage. He nagged her constantly because he was worried. And he trusted her fully to have his back, even when she hadn’t trusted him.

      She let out a breath, like a giant weight had been lifted from her chest.

      “Now, I have to know,” Isak said, leaning in closer to her so that their faces were mere inches apart. “Did you come all the way out here just to make sure I became another one of the Mages?”

      Aspen scoffed. “Someone’s getting a little egotistical. You’re not that important to the Council.”

      He was grinning at her in a way that Aspen was sure was making her melt.

      “But,” Aspen conceded, “I’m finding you’re a little more important to me.”

      That was all the invitation he needed. He brought his lips close and kissed her, lightly at first, then stronger. His warmth curled around her body and hugged her close, sending a tingle down her skin.

      “I missed you,” he said softly when they broke apart. “And it killed me that I left us where I did. I promise I won’t leave like that again. I won’t leave you to fight these things alone. I’ll kill every single King and dark deity that tries to harm you.”

      “E-go-tis-ti-cal,” Aspen sing-songed into his chest. His laugh vibrated through her, and he tilted her chin up to kiss her again, tangling his fingers through her hair, drawing her deeper, and deeper…

      Someone coughed.

      “Pretty sure I didn’t put any aphrodisiac into that tea,” Glenny said. She was leaned against the cottage doorframe, grinning, albeit somewhat painfully.

      They pulled apart, but only a little. Aspen was still cold, after all.

      Glenny glanced between them, smirking. But when Aspen looked closer, she could see the woman’s skin was more pale than normal. Her eyes more sunken.

      “Are you okay?” Aspen said. Glenny waved her question away.

      “Just feeling a wee bit under the weather. Sometimes the magic here gets to me. But you two have something else to be worrying about.”

      “What’s that?” Isak said.

      Glenny eyed each of them, as though she’d settled on something. “I’ve sensed a change in you, Isak Uchida, and I have seen your heart, Aspen Rivest. I can see the desire to know burning within you, and so I’ve decided. I think you’re ready to go visit the Cave.”
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      Aspen’s legs were burning. She cursed every step she took, and all the while Isak bounded ahead of her like a mountain goat, only stopping to wait for her when he got too far ahead and grinning—freaking grinning—like an idiot back down.

      “You look miserable,” he said.

      Aspen paused to catch her breath, one hand on her hip. “Remind me why I was happy to find you again?”

      Isak’s laugh echoed between the towering rocks, surrounding them like the walls of a coliseum. “Because of my endless charm, of course.”

      Aspen made a show of looking around. “Where?”

      That got another laugh out of him. But she had to admit his enthusiasm was getting to her. It was probably the only thing she was looking forward to on this wretched walk.

      Elias had driven them a little ways farther into Glencoe, as far as he could manage, until the mountains swallowed them up on all sides and the mud grew too thick where the road finally stopped. He’d then pointed up and said, “Good luck, ya two.”

      That had been a couple hours ago and Aspen wasn’t sure they were any closer to finding this stupid cave.

      She stopped to catch her breath again on a ridge. She couldn’t tell how far up they were, or how far they still had to go. “Can you please tell me what this cave supposedly does again?” she yelled to Isak, who had paused above her.

      He chuckled. “You came all the way up here without knowing exactly what it does?”

      “I was following you,” she shot back. “Because I knew you weren’t a total idiot. Don’t prove me wrong.”

      “Fair enough. Glenny told me…” He hesitated, as if mulling over how best to say it. “You might actually think I’m an idiot, but Glenny told me the cave is…sort of like a wishing cave.”

      Aspen cocked an eyebrow.

      “If we find it, if it’ll let us find it, then, supposedly, we’re allowed to ask the cave one question. Any question.”

      “And that’s all you know about it?”

      Isak shrugged. “I…guess.”

      Aspen sighed and started walking again, giving him a pat as she passed him on the switchback.

      “I know it sounds crazy,” Isak said, following close behind her.

      “It does. But in this crazy, wacky, weird magical world we live in, I believe it. It wouldn’t be right if I believed in Kings coming over from other planes and didn’t believe in a cave that will talk to you.”

      Truth be told, she was growing a little excited at the idea. Maybe Glenny had been stretching the truth when she’d told Isak about it—Aspen didn’t know her well enough to sniff out whether she was like that or not—but regardless, the prospect of potentially getting a question, any question, answered was…tempting.

      So bring on the suffering.

      They hiked for another hour. The weather grew worse. After passing a spot Aspen was sure they’d passed before, she stopped with an exhausted sigh.

      “I’m pretty sure we’re lost.”

      Isak blocked his eyes from the blowing mist. The temperature had dropped, causing them to shiver even more.

      “Maybe. Glenny said it’ll either reveal itself, or it won’t.”

      “Oh, is that how it works?” Aspen cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hey, stupid cave! Come on out, you piece—”

      “Quiet!” Isak hissed, clamping a hand over her mouth. His eyes flicked back and forth, searching the hills as though he expected an attack to come at any moment. Aspen tugged his hand away and he let out a frustrated breath. “You want to bring every magical being in Scotland over here? There are worse things around than bogles.”

      He was eyeing the nearest boulder like it would bite him. Aspen decided, as much as she was sick of searching, it was probably a good idea to listen to him.

      She peered up. The mist had created an iron-gray wall ahead of them. But when the wind shifted…

      Aspen narrowed her eyes. A gap had appeared in the gray, and through it, she could see a slight depression in the mountainside; a flat area with a dark spot behind it.

      “There,” Aspen said. Isak glanced to where she was looking, just as the mist covered it again. His eyes widened.

      “Go,” he breathed. “Hurry! Before we lose it!”

      They abandoned the trail and half crawled, half slipped across lichen-covered rock and thick mud toward the last point Aspen had pointed to.

      Panting, they crested the next ridge and stepped onto a flat plateau jutting out from the mountain’s wall. Ahead, a hollow sucking sound, like a final, gasping breath, rushed to greet them. The mist cleared and before them, as inviting as an open grave, was the cave.

      “You think this is it?” Isak muttered.

      Aspen knew he had to be joking. She’d never seen a cave like it. Not that she’d had much experience with caves in general, but still…

      Water dripped down the sides of its jagged rock walls, like tears leaking down a face. The top had jagged, pointed stalactites hanging from them. Aspen imagined those bearing down to pierce them the moment they tried walking inside. She could feel a coldness from the interior sweep out and run through her. The fog felt as if it’d frozen to her skin. Isak shivered.

      Aspen managed to swallow a lump in her throat. “Did Glenny tell you anything else about it?”

      “Nothing. Kind of wishing I’d asked.”

      Aspen pulled her sweater tighter as another gust rushed out. “Well, standing around here’s not going to give us any answers. Come on.”

      She walked inside, praying the entire time that the stalactites stayed hanging exactly where they were...

      Twenty feet in, the entire cave rumbled. They froze. Aspen waited for rocks to come collapsing on top of them; maybe a beast to come lumbering out of the darkness.

      Then she noticed the mouth of the cave moving.

      “Isak!” she shouted.

      He saw it. He started sprinting back the way they’d come, Aspen close behind, but she could see they were going to be too slow. The cave mouth was almost closed. If they tried to jump for it, the teeth would close on them and that would be that.

      “Stop!” She grabbed Isak’s arm and yanked him back just as the cave mouth shut with a resounding boom. Both of them stood in the darkness, silent except for their terrified panting. Panic struggled to the surface of Aspen’s mind. Claustrophobia tore at her insides. Loki let out a worried whimper on her shoulder and she reached up to reassure him.

      She felt warmth brush against her other hand, then Isak’s closed in around it. Her fears gently subsided. There was that, at least. No matter what came next, she knew she wasn’t alone.

      “Let’s keep moving,” he said. “We probably woke up every fairytale monster for miles.”

      “One sec.” Aspen held up a hand. Loki shifted a little, and she felt a thin stream of magic trickle through her, allowing her to conjure a ball of light. It hovered in midair, illuminating Isak’s stunned face.

      “Uh, how long have you been able to use magic like that?”

      Aspen grinned. “Impressed?”

      Isak raised his hand. Four balls of light, twice as bright as hers, sparked into existence and soared around them in an orbit, revealing their way forward. “A little, I guess.”

      “Nobody likes a show-off.”

      He merely grinned.

      The cave only went fifty yards before dipping abruptly. The air grew sharp with cold. Aspen jumped at nearly every noise, thinking it was the King or some other horrible creature out to get them. Isak’s grip remained firmly on her hand.

      “Any idea what happens next?” Aspen whispered. She wasn’t sure why she did, only that she felt like it was a good idea.

      “No clue,” Isak whispered back. He paused as their lights moved over a particularly dark swath of cave ahead. Both breathed a sigh of relief when they revealed nothing was there. “Glenny didn’t tell me anything else.”

      “I’m getting the feeling she didn’t tell you a whole lot.”

      Isak grimaced. “Funny. I’m getting that feeling too.”

      “And you have your question?”

      Isak was quiet for a moment. “I think so. You?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Let’s see if this entire thing’s a joke or not first.”

      Down and down they went. At some point Aspen was reminded of the caverns where the Necropolis resided and she shuddered. She hadn’t told Isak what the husks had looked like, and right now she was glad she hadn’t. It was all too easy to imagine one of them jumping out from the shadows to drag her away.

      “Wait.” Isak stopped abruptly, making Aspen run into him. “Turn out your light.”

      Aspen waved her hand and her ball of light extinguished at the same time Isak’s did. Aspen expected them to be cast into complete darkness, but instead there was a white-blue glow down the passageway ahead, pulsing like a heartbeat. Aspen felt an unnatural sense of wonder and dread at seeing it. She wasn’t sure what it was about it that was so unnervingly beautiful.

      Isak’s hand clenched tighter around hers. “Let’s stay close.”

      “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”

      They crept closer to the light as another, somewhat familiar, sound grew. They stepped into another chamber. Aspen held in a gasp, afraid something would hear it down here.

      The cavern they stepped into was brightly lit, though from where, Aspen couldn’t have said. Cave pillars lined either side like Roman ruins. A single, monolithic rock pedestal lay ahead of them, as high as their chest and as large and rounded as a swimming pool. The sound they’d heard earlier was water cascading from the ceiling, forming a clear veil around the pedestal.

      Aspen made a quick assessment of their surroundings. Nothing immediately dangerous stuck out. They appeared to be very much alone.

      Something crunched beneath her foot.

      She stumbled back, hand leaving Isak’s and reaching for her knife. It took a moment to realize that what she’d stepped on wasn’t some sort of trap. It was a picture frame, half the frame missing as though it’d been severed in half. She peered closer and could see what should have been a smiling couple; except that the man’s face was completely missing, the photograph having been split in two. She continued scanning the ground, noticing other trinkets that had been scattered along the path in front of them.

      “Isak,” she breathed.

      He was looking down too. He knelt and gently picked up a model airplane. Only half of it had been finished. “What is all this stuff? How’d it get down here?”

      Aspen held up a typed sheet of paper. The words had stopped in the middle of the sentence, as though whoever had been writing it had simply given up and left halfway through.

      The more she looked at the rest of the objects—a bike missing a wheel, a dinner plate with only part of the food eaten—the more confused she grew. “I have no idea.”

      They had moved closer to the waterfall now, but, if anything, the noise from it had grown softer, now nothing but the brush of liquid on smooth stone.

      She carefully approached it and reached out a hand.

      “Aspen…” Isak warned.

      The water slid around her hand like oil, reforming immediately on the other side. It was both warm and cold, soft but heavy. Aspen felt an overwhelming sense of peace at its touch, but also extreme nervousness. No, not nervousness, she realized, but fear. The fear that came with not knowing what was coming next.

      She held out her other hand to Isak. “I think we have to step through it.”

      “Okay, now you lost me,” he said. “What if there’s something worse on the other side?”

      Aspen peered through the smooth water. She couldn’t see anything dangerous. And the only feeling of apprehension was the earlier anxiety. “I think it’ll be okay.”

      Sighing, Isak reluctantly took her hand, staring up at the ceiling as if daring the water to hurt them.

      Aspen gently pulled them through. They emerged on the other side completely dry. There were more items scattered here, all of them still missing some part or another.

      The stone pedestal was even easier to see, seeming to shine with an otherworldly light. Aspen’s stomach lurched; it looked almost like a sacrificial altar.  The air in here was completely still and devoid of sound. No falling water, no echo of their footsteps. It was a complete, peaceful separation from anything and everything, as if they’d been suddenly severed from the outside world.

      “Now what?” she whispered, breaking the silence.

      Isak was kneeling again, still examining some of the items at their feet. He looked back at the veil of water. “I guess we ask our question.”

      Aspen nudged her head. “To the rock?”

      “I don’t see anything else to talk to. Unless…” he stepped back to examine the veil of water. Aspen watched him, trying to come up with an idea of her own. This had to be the terminus of the cave, yet she was just as lost here as she was before. Everything about this place split her in two: she was at peace, and yet unnerved. Confused, and yet certain this was where they were supposed to be.

      Loki shifted on her shoulder. He let out a growl a second before Aspen felt the hair on the back of her arms prickle. She spun, expecting a monster to have risen from the stone.

      Xavier stood there, looking the same as he had in life. He sneered coldly down at her, his usually intense eyes somewhat dull, but no less imposing as they pierced into her.

      Aspen stumbled back, mouth agape. It wasn’t possible. This had to be some insane form of magic that manifested your worst fears. He was dead. He couldn’t be here…he couldn’t…

      Isak let out a gasp. Xavier turned to him now. His sneer widened.

      “Well, well,” he said, in a voice that sounded exactly as it had in life. “It’s about time you got here, boy.”
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      Isak could only stand frozen as Xavier paced along the edge of the stone, still looming above them.

      “Well, boy?” he demanded, beckoning with a robed arm. “I didn’t train you to gawk like an idiot. What do you have to say to your Master?”

      Isak got his mouth to move, and then, eventually, to form words. “You’re dead.”

      Xavier let out a frustrated growl. “By the ancients, you really are an idiot. Of course I’m dead!”

      Aspen had backed up until she was even with Isak. “Is it a trap?” she whispered.

      “I…don’t know,” Isak admitted, his brain still trying to catch up to everything. “Glenny said we could ask our question to anyone living or dead…”

      She shot him a scathing look. “Living or dead? You might have mentioned that before!”

      “Whoops. Sorry.”

      She huffed, but he was glad to see that this bit of information hadn’t shaken her into a state of panic. If anything, she looked more determined than she had before.

      Isak took a step forward. “How do I know you’re not a bogle?”

      “You don’t,” Xavier growled. “But if you don’t stop wasting my time soon I’m heading back over.”

      “Over…” Isak peered over Xavier’s shoulder. The pedestal continued for another twenty feet before dropping off the other side. There didn’t seem to be anything particularly mystical about it—other than it had apparently brought Xavier back to him. “But if you’re here…I mean, I wanted to talk to you…But how are you here? How can I talk to you? Are you alive or dead?”

      “Is that your one question?” Xavier said.

      “Wha—No!”

      “This cave is a stickler for rules,” Xavier said, glaring up at the ceiling as though invisible gremlins were watching them right now. “It wants you to slip up. It wants you to leave unsatisfied.”

      He stopped pacing right in front of them. Even this close, Isak couldn’t feel any aliveness emanating from him, nothing like the unseen sense that he was talking to someone who was a living, breathing being.

      “I am neither alive nor dead. I am nothing,” Xavier said. “I am dead, but not yet gone. I am someone who has left something unfinished in my life. Like those.”

      He jerked his head toward the forgotten, half-finished objects lying on the floor.

      “We leave so many things unfinished in life. No matter how much we try to do, how many hours we spend working toward something, it will never be enough to do everything we wish. So if, no matter how hard we try, some things will be left unfinished in the end, that begs the question…” He stared at Isak, his gaze so strong it was as though he peered into Isak’s very soul. “Did we focus on getting the most important things done?

      “My answer is no. I knew when I died I was leaving still owing you an answer. And judging by how you came sniveling in here—”

      “I was not sniveling,” Isak said.

      “—I was right,” Xavier finished, ignoring him. “It took longer than I thought for you to finally show up. I’d almost considered moving on and making you live with it for the rest of your life. So…you’d better have a good question.”

      The demanding, expectant look he gave Isak was one so familiar it hurt.

      “I…”

      “Come on, boy!”

      “Who were you, really?” Isak blurted out. The force of his outburst shocked him into silence for a moment, before he recovered. “I’ve been trying so hard to tell myself that you were wrong and evil and leave it at that, but you won’t let me! I try to let you go but you’re still there.”

      His voice was breaking now, and he thought, horribly, that Aspen must think he was a weakling, blubbering like this when he was supposed to be a Mage and in control.

      But then he felt her gentle hand on his arm. He looked back to find her beside him, her expression so concerned and caring. She gave a brief nod for him to go on before turning to glare at Xavier.

      “You were my father,” Isak continued, fighting past his tight throat. “You were my brother, my best friend. You died and left me believing you were a different person than the one who raised me and you never told me why. So why? Were you ever anything you said you were? Did you ever actually care, or was that all just an act to please a kid who was pathetically desperate for a family?”

      The questions flew out of him now like an angry swarm of bees, aiming right at Xavier in an effort to hurt him, hurt the man who had hurt him so badly.

      Xavier was quiet for a long time, his unnerving, intense gaze never leaving Isak’s face.

      “I didn’t raise you to be a sniveling crybaby,” he finally said, his voice soft.

      “You don’t have a right to say you raised me to be anything,” Isak snarled. “You lost that right when you tried murdering the Mages and destroying my home!”

      Xavier waved his hand and the air snapped with magic, making Isak leap back. He wasn’t sure whether Xavier could still cast spells in whatever state he was in, but his wariness of Xavier’s power still lingered.

      “It was my home much longer than yours, boy. And you don’t have the privilege of judging what I chose to do. However, I am allowed to answer one of your questions, so I suppose I’ll do that.”

      He pointed to a small bowl made of rock off to one side of the pedestal. “You want to know who I was? Go look over there.”

      Isak glanced at Aspen, who gave him a ‘well…okay, I guess’ sort of nod. Still keeping Xavier well within his sights, Isak slowly approached the bowl. It was filled with water. He peered cautiously into it, prepared to spring back in case it was a trap.

      There was nothing at the bottom. There was nothing special about the water other than it was unnaturally still, creating a mirror-like surface. Isak’s own face—bags under his eyes, his expression haunted, uncertain, determined, angry, sad all at once—looked back at him.

      He glanced angrily up at Xavier. “There’s nothing—”

      “You’re not really asking who I was,” Xavier said. “You’re asking who I am. Because I am still here, in you, in my ideals and the ways I left my mark on the world while I was in it. You ask me what I was and I’ll tell you: I was human. You expect perfection from me, but my life did not come with a rule book to follow, so don’t judge me against what you don’t know.”

      Isak looked back into the pool. For just a moment, the still reflection flickered and Xavier’s face replaced his own. Isak let out a cry of shock and hit the water, scattering the image. Xavier was looking at him with a mixture of disdain and…maybe pity?

      “Just because someone does evil things doesn’t mean they aren’t capable of good,” Xavier said. “You…you showed me there were things I could do to become better.”

      “I hate you,” Isak murmured. He rubbed his eyes but could still see Xavier’s face reflected in the water. “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you…”

      “And I loved you,” Xavier said, almost so soft Isak swore he’d misheard. “If that makes you feel any better. I loved you like a son. You were often stupid, arrogant, uncertain, and woefully weak when I wanted you to be strong. But you were devoted, and carried a fire inside the likes of which will keep you alive through the coming months, if you manage to stop Maladias.”

      “Maladias,” Isak sneered. “You mean what you brought over. You pretend to care, but that thing is going to kill me and everyone I care about. Why him? Why did you bring him over?”

      Xavier opened his mouth, but there was a sudden whip-crack of magic in the air. Xavier looked up and over his shoulder, staring into a far distance somewhere beyond where Isak couldn’t see. “Hmm…Seems like you already asked your question.”

      That wasn’t fair! Isak felt as though he’d barely gotten an answer and now his thoughts were more tumultuous than when he’d first arrived. What was the point of asking a question if you only ended up with more questions?

      “Get over it,” Xavier said, as though he could read his mind. “I’m dead. I can’t coddle you anymore. I didn’t train you to curl up and die, and if you do I’ll make sure you have hell to pay from me when you get over here.”

      “Screw you,” Isak said, suddenly exhausted now. He took a step, his legs feeling like they were about to cave under him. Strong arms caught and held him, before pulling him close.

      “I’m sorry,” Aspen whispered. “I’m sorry it wasn’t what you wanted to hear.”

      Isak cupped his hand behind her hair, pulling her into a tight embrace. “Maybe it’s what I needed to, though.”

      She nodded against his chest. Isak could feel Xavier’s disgust practically emanate off him, but right now he’d gladly blast his former master back to the beyond if he said anything about it. He didn’t have any right to control Isak’s life—not anymore.

      “All right,” Aspen said, giving Isak a final squeeze before pulling away. She stepped around him and stood before Xavier, looking pissed, one hand cocked on her hip. “Now it’s my turn.”
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      If Xavier hadn’t been dead already, Aspen would have made absolutely sure he was now.

      The nerve of the guy to belittle Isak, after the nightmare he’d left the guy in. Aspen had thought, just for a moment, that there’d be a bit of remorse on Xavier’s part. Maybe a glimmer of sympathy for how he’d treated Isak in life, and how he’d left him in death. But nope, he was still the same arrogant jerk he’d been when alive. The only plus was she was pretty sure he couldn’t try to kill her from wherever he was.

      Pretty sure.

      “I know my question,” Aspen said. She waved her hand, as if trying to brush Xavier aside. “And it isn’t for you, baldy. This is for the people who are going to tell me exactly what you were doing.”

      Xavier snorted as Aspen stepped closer to the pedestal. She felt a shift in the air. Another veil that, perhaps if she tried stepping up onto it, would bring her to the side Xavier was on. There was an unnatural chill there as well, a deadness that terrified her. Or maybe that was from standing in front of Xavier again, his cold eyes peering down at her, as pitiless as ever.

      “I want to speak to my parents,” Aspen said into the nothingness.

      The air barely stirred. She wasn’t sure exactly what she’d expected. Maybe their specters to rise out of the stone? Perhaps they’d simply manifest, or step through a magical conjured doorway leading from the other side.

      None of that happened.

      Aspen chewed her lip, waiting. Xavier’s sneer grew.

      “My parents,” she repeated more forcefully. “Peyton and Leon Rivest.”

      The void remained silent.

      “I’m not usually one to help the stupid, but I believe they’re too far gone to hear you,” Xavier said.

      “Peyton and Leon Rivest!” Aspen shouted. “I want to talk to you!”

      “After all, it’s been so long—”

      “Peyton and Leon Rivest!”

      “And when one doesn’t have anything to stay behind for they just…drift away.” Xavier made a motion with his hands like a dove flapping into the sky.

      “You shut it!” Aspen snarled. She placed both hands on the stone, leaning forward as far as she dared. “Mom! Dad! You better freaking answer me! You’ve got a lot of explaining to do about this total creep over here!”

      There was a sharp snap beneath her hands, sending a jolt of pain racing up through her shoulders. Aspen fell back with a gasp as Xavier’s translucent form suddenly hovered over her.

      “Aspen!” Isak cried.

      “I’m fine.” Aspen slowly picked herself up. The sting from the cuts on her hand were nothing compared to the empty pain inside her chest. “Why won’t they…they owe me answers!”

      “They don’t owe you anything,” Xavier said. His expression shifted to mock concern. “To think, they wouldn’t even come back for their own daughter. Not that I blame them. Once you’re over there, I assume you forget everything about the pain of this world. It’s taken a lot out of me to resist the pull of that other place and stay on this side, and I haven’t been over there long.”

      He glanced at Isak. “I’m still not sure it was worth coming back, even for a short time.”

      Aspen clenched her fists. She wanted to scream and cry and punch the walls until they either fell, or her hands were nothing but a pulpy, bloody mess. She hadn’t known exactly what to expect when she’d come here, but the pain of learning she had the chance to talk to her parents again, and then having it roughly ripped away hurt more than she could bear.

      Magic rose within her like bile. The ground sparked, growing warm. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Loki let out a soothing purr, but this time it didn’t help much. Nothing would help much, nothing—

      She felt Isak’s warm hand on her back. She opened her eyes.

      The rocks around her were levitating. Daggers of orange light had manifested themselves behind her, poised to strike at what she perceived as the nearest threat, the pedestal, in front of her.

      Isak gave her arm a gentle squeeze. She forced herself to take a deep breath and draw the magic back until the daggers disappeared and the rocks crashed to the cave floor.

      “It seems you’re not so worthless after all,” Xavier said, almost managing to sound impressed. “A Null who can use magic. My, my, what would they think of that. I’d say,” his eyes glinted, “it undermines all that they were trying to do.”

      Aspen stared at him for a full minute. Then she pulled out the burned letter she’d taken from Car.

      “This is my question: Who were my parents, really?”

      Xavier didn’t look at the letter. “Just because you ask doesn’t mean I have to answer.”

      Aspen simply continued holding out the letter, even as her stomach plummeted. She hadn’t considered that. She’d hoped whatever magic brought Xavier back and held them to one question would ensure they got their answers. But she wouldn’t back down. If Xavier refused, she would simply find another way, some spell or another, to make him talk.

      “After all, what do I owe a brat like yourself?” Xavier mused. But his eyes flickered to the letter. His eyebrows rose the barest inch. “Where did you get this?”

      “Answer my question.”

      Xavier chuckled. He reached out a translucent hand, somehow gripping the letter and pulling it close. He scanned it, his eyes drifting to the bottom where they rested for a long time.

      Then the letter disintegrated into ash and drifted away.

      “Hey!” Aspen said.

      “Your parents were not who they said they were,” he said.

      Aspen continued staring at where the last fragments of her letter, one of the few physical reminders she had of her parents, had vanished. Then she glared at Xavier. “I figured that out all by myself, thanks.”

      “I contacted them to help me with a little project of mine, but they had something far more…ambitious in mind. They were trying to create Nulls.”

      Isak gasped. Aspen’s heart skipped a beat.

      “They were…what?”

      Xavier sneered. “I was quite surprised, Norms having that much ambition. They’d known about the supernatural world for some time having been introduced to it through governmental connections. They worked under the guise of liaisons, and at that they were effective. But that was not why I had them called into the boroughs. Your parents believed they could create a spell that would take away all magical ability entirely. Magic, in essence, would cease to affect supernatural beings.”

      His words washed over Aspen without her absorbing any of it. Her mind had stayed stuck on what he’d said before. She tried to speak, but her throat wouldn’t work.

      “Their plan failed…and succeeded,” Xavier went on. “One night as I was helping them craft one of the test spells, something went awry. We thought nothing of it. It was just another failure in a long line of them. After you were born they pulled away from their work. They wanted to stop and raise you instead of continuing what they’d started.

      “Little did I know they had succeeded, just not in the way I’m sure they envisioned. They never knew you were a Null. Their spell, if I could have replicated it again, was a success. But at the time they were no longer a use to me. They had stopped doing what I needed them for, and with each passing day the risk that they’d reveal what I’d brought them into the boroughs to do could come out. I couldn’t afford that. I was nearly a Mage by then, and on my way to bringing Maladias through. So I did what had to be done.”

      “What…what did you do?” Aspen’s voice was barely a whisper. “What did you do to them?”

      Xavier leered down at her.

      “I killed them, Aspen. I killed your parents.”
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      Aspen had gone numb, feeling incapable of processing any more. She’d known that learning more about her parents would be hard to hear, that it wouldn’t be pleasant. But this was so much worse. They’d been working with Xavier on creating Nulls? They’d accidentally created her?

      And he’d killed them for it.

      “You…” The magic was rising in her again. “You monster!”

      Aspen cast a spell from her fingers, the bolt piercing straight through Xavier’s body. He merely stared at her as she hurled spell after spell at him, wishing he’d come back to life just so she could have the satisfaction of killing him again. If only she could make him hurt a fraction of how much he’d hurt her.

      “All this time I thought Lucien had killed them and you…you were behind that too! I hated someone who really cared about me, one of my only friends and allies and you—I hate you!”

      “Oh stop your pathetic blubbering,” Xavier growled as another spell pierced through him, doing nothing. “You’re wasting your breath and what minuscule amount of magical ability you must possess.”

      Aspen dropped her hands, completely spent, but her rage still bubbling. Xavier walked to the edge of the stone and peered down at them. “You’re both children! Overly emotional at the smallest push! What’s done is done and no amount of temper tantrum throwing is going to fix that. Don’t you see, you stupid girl?”

      His finger was off the edge of the table now, stuck in her face. Aspen wished more than anything she could rip it off.

      “Everything they did they did for you! They stopped working with me because of you! The entire reason they wanted to create Nulls in the first place was because of you!”

      Aspen threw a glance behind her to Isak, hoping he’d have some clue as to what Xavier was talking about, but he looked just as shocked and horrified as she felt.

      “They weren’t—they couldn’t—why would they do that?” Aspen said, her breathing still coming in tight gasps.

      “You’ve been on the frontlines of prejudice against Norms your entire life. But it’s not just the Norms. As bad as you’ve been treated it is even worse for those Supes who are seen as outcasts. Supernatural beings who can’t assimilate because of what they are. That disgusting Vampee friend of yours—”

      “Don’t you dare talk about Tana that way—”

      “Is hated for what she is. Other Supes feel they are superior because of something they were given at birth, something they never earned.” Xavier knelt. “Creating a Null was just the beginning. Surely Lucien told you what being a Null meant?”

      Aspen wracked her brain, trying to recall the conversation from what felt like decades ago. “He said…he said Supes were scared of Nulls, because…because they were on a level playing field, or something like that.”

      “Nulls mean no magic. And if they came up against a threat that did have magic, a Null would simply negate it. Don’t you see? Nulls are the equalizer. A world where magic or magical ability makes no one special. Where everyone is equal. It’d be…” Xavier’s voice grew distant. “It’d be perfect.”

      “They were wrong,” Aspen said, wiping her eyes. “It would never work. By trying to make everyone the same, you’re creating the very thing you’re fighting against. You’re hurting others to stop hurting a few. No, it just wouldn’t work. We’re all different, but that’s a good thing.”

      Xavier stood, scowling. “You really are an idiot. A little fool who thinks our differences strengthen us. Look at our differences now. Seven magical boroughs. Seven distinct and separate places for different supernatural beings to live. Sure, some cross over, but that’s rare. Instead, they distrust one another, they covet what the other has, they wage petty fights. I was not a Mage long, but long enough to know that nothing done under the pretense of law is going to fix deep-seated animosity.”

      Aspen wiped her eyes again. Her tears had almost stopped flowing, though she didn’t remember them starting. “You said my parents would be disgusted by what I’d become.”

      “You’ve wasted your life. You’ve become nothing more than a thief scrounging for the next job. How is that any way to honor their memory?”

      “But I’m not. Not anymore. I’ve been an outcast, but I’ve risen from that. I’ve gained some respect. I’ve earned it, despite what I was. They might not have been perfect people, but I think they’d be proud of that. But I’ll never know because of what you did.”

      Xavier waved a hand. Aspen tensed, expecting a spell to come shooting toward her, but instead the cave filled with the echoing sound of a fire crackling, and Aspen’s voice, much younger, yelling:

      “I’ll—I’ll k-kill you!”

      Then Xavier’s voice: “Such spirit. Maybe if you’d lived—”

      The sound of wood cracking and fire taking over closed in, and Aspen squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden rush of memories. She could see it in her mind’s eye: the house blazing, her parents’ charred bodies, Xavier’s face twisted in a maniac grin.

      “I’d come earlier that day and killed them,” Xavier said. “It was easy, the trusting fools. I knew they had a daughter but I would deal with her later. What I needed was a way to hide the bodies, to shift blame from myself and keep their deaths from ever being revealed. I knew Lucien was arrogant and quick to anger, with no control over his elemental magic. During our Mage assessment I tricked him into following me. He fell for my plan perfectly, destroying everything. It should have destroyed you too…but alas…”

      Xavier suddenly stood. Aspen noticed now that his body had begun to fade. She could see through him more easily than before.

      “I think I’ve said more than enough,” Xavier said. “I’ve answered your questions, though I doubt you’ll get much out of it. You came all this way to ask stupid, selfish things. Typical.”

      “Where are you going?” Isak’s rough voice came from right behind Aspen.

      Xavier looked back, into the blackness on the other side of the cave. Aspen couldn’t see anything, but she had no doubt Xavier was looking at somewhere far, far beyond them.

      “I’ve done my duty here. I’ve made my peace.”

      “You haven’t made anything!” Aspen shouted.

      “Goodbye, both of you.” Xavier shot one final glare toward Isak. “You’d better not disappoint me, boy.”

      Then he turned and walked away, growing fainter with every step, until he was gone entirely. Aspen stared at where he’d been, running through all of what he’d told them and trying to figure out if it had been worth asking him anything.

      She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure at all.
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      They made their way out of the now-open cave entrance and back down toward Glenny’s cabin. Neither spoke. Aspen wasn’t sure, if she did feel like talking, where she’d even start. Her entire world, and she was sure Isak’s as well, had been thoroughly shaken.

      She still hated Xavier with as much passion as she ever had. And his confession about murdering her parents made her feel guilty for how she’d treated Lucien the last month. But the rest of what he’d told her…

      She rubbed her arm, just to feel something physical beneath her fingertips. She was still the same person she was before. She now knew where she’d come from, but it hadn’t changed her perception as perhaps Xavier had thought it would; or perhaps she’d thought it would. Her parents were still dead, had been for a while, and at the end of the day what they did or had been doing didn’t really matter, did it? Time hadn’t stopped. The world still turned. Maladias was still on his way and some deadly Kings were somewhere out there waiting for them…

      They crested the rise and looked down at Glenny’s cabin, Elias’ truck parked in front. Aspen blinked. They’d walked the entire way back and it had seemed like no time at all.

      “I’m not sure I’m quite ready to talk about it yet.”

      Isak was giving her a sheepish grin. “You know what I mean? I’m more confused than I was before.”

      “Do you…feel at least a little better?”

      Isak shrugged. “Yes? No? Maybe? I found out what I wanted to know, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      Aspen stood on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. “Me too. And as much as I hate to say it, Xavier was right. We…didn’t ask him anything about the Kings or stopping Maladias. We still aren’t any closer to figuring that out.”

      He held her close. “We will. And we’ll make it through this.”

      “Through the good and the bad?”

      “Through the good and the bad.”
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      They hadn’t even reached Glenny’s door before Lucien came out, arms crossed.

      “About time! I Farcast all the way here just to find out you’ve been sent to some genie’s cave to have a wish granted.”

      “Not exactly,” Isak said, grinning.

      Lucien looked him up and down. Then stuck out a hand. “Glad you’re not dead.”

      Isak shook it. “Likewise.”

      Lucien turned to Aspen. “I’m guessing you were able to find whatever you were looking for? I came right here the moment I brought the house to Edinburgh, but I wanted to stop in at the Court before we head bac—”

      Aspen hugged him. Lucien let out an ‘oomph’ of surprise as she pressed her face into his chest.

      “I’m sorry I treated you like a jerk this past month,” she said. “I was wrong to do that.”

      Slowly, Lucien brought his arms around her. His voice was cautiously optimistic. “Okay… exactly how many near-death experiences have you had today for this change of heart?”

      “Just one, but…I was wrong, okay? Just accept my apology.”

      “Of course,” Lucien said, beaming now.

      Satisfied, Aspen let go of him. “We’ll have to talk more later, but—”

      A sudden wave of nausea hit her so hard she keeled over, clutching her stomach. Isak let out a cry of shock, a moment before Elias burst out from the cottage, eyes wide. A wave of sick-feeling magic followed him.

      “It’s Glenny!” he said frantically. “She’s ha-having a vision!”

      Aspen steeled herself against the waves of magic roiling from the cottage and stumbled inside after Lucien and Isak.

      Chaos greeted her.

      All the furniture was stuck to the ceiling or smashing itself into splinters against the walls. The shadows cast by the fire reaching through the grate had grown long, nearly swallowing the room in darkness. Glenny was slumped in her armchair, spasming. Her arms jerked. Her legs danced crazily beneath her as her bloodshot eyes rolled madly in her head.

      “Glenny—” Lucien reached out a hand but Elias grabbed it.

      “You can’t touch her when she’s like this!” he said. “Isn’t there some sorta spell you can do? Make her feel all right again?”

      Lucien rolled up the sleeve of his robes, his face pale and uncertain. “I’ve never interacted much with Seers. Their magic isn’t familiar to me. But…”

      He held out his hands. Blue light shone from the tips of his fingers, casting outward to cover the room. The furniture plastered to the ceiling shuddered and began to slowly fall back in place. The shadows shrank.

      Glenny continued to twitch. Aspen saw that Lucien’s arms were shaking. His face was covered with a thin sheet of sweat.

      “It’s not working!” Elias said.

      “Of course it’s not working!” Lucien took a large step away, dropping his arms. “She’s in the grips of an otherworldly power.”

      Elias’ eyes nearly bulged. “Otherworldly? What the blazes does that mean?”

      “The beyond, an alternate plane, otherworld, whatever you want to call it. It’s way too strong for me to stop now that the vision’s start—”

      Glenny suddenly went into another round of violent convulsions. Aspen took a step toward her, kneeling so that she was eye level.

      “Glenny? Glenny, can you hear me?”

      Glenny’s eyes stared up at nothing. Her arms began thrashing and Aspen drew closer, trying to still her without touching her.

      “Aspen, stop!” Isak cried. “You heard Lucien!”

      “We have to do something! What if she—”

      Glenny stopped moving. The entire cottage came to a complete standstill, the noise ceasing as though someone had pulled a plug. Glenny’s face slowly twisted toward them. Her eyes locked on Aspen.

      With a hoarse cry she pushed herself out of the chair, her fingers piercing Aspen’s shoulders, her knees plowing into her chest, bringing her to the ground. The others were shouting as Glenny’s violent shaking began anew. Aspen felt strangely, insanely, calm as Glenny brought her frothing face closer to hers.

      “I see death,” Glenny intoned. Black smoke leaked from her mouth and curled around Aspen’s neck, covering her eyes. In it, Aspen saw what Glenny must have been seeing.

      Death. Destruction. Screaming. Horrified faces. Scenes that flashed by so fast she could barely comprehend them, yet had her scared into speechless silence.

      “The King is here,” Glenny said. “The King is in Edinburgh. The King is in New York. Death is here. Maladias is coming.”
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      Elias didn’t take his foot off the pedal the entire way to Edinburgh.

      Aspen kept one hand clenched in her lap, the other around Isak’s. Glenny lay on the other side of Lucien, passed out after the worst of the vision’s grip had left her.

      “It might be a far future event,” Lucien said evenly, his voice calm. “Like I said, I haven’t worked with many Seers. Their foresight is unreliable at best.”

      “Don’t you be talkin’ ‘bout Glenny—”

      “I’m not saying it to be mean, just stating fact. They might channel visions from beyond, but they can’t regulate it very well. The Court of the Arcane Arts is probably fine—”

      Thunder boomed overhead. Elias’ face tightened as much as Isak’s hand did on Aspen’s. Ahead, dark clouds hovered above Edinburgh like a death shroud. Aspen felt another tight clench of fear. She prayed Glenny had been wrong; Tana was there, and if she was hurt, or worse…

      A few minutes later, Elias came screeching into the park behind Edinburgh Castle. Aspen was clambering out before he’d even finished stopping at the curb, hitting the ground and scanning their surroundings for any immediate threats.

      People strolled across the park’s green, oblivious or uncaring toward the storm over them. Kids splashed in a nearby fountain. Everything seemed peaceful. Eerily so.

      “Hurry,” Lucien said, ushering them forward.

      “Come back alive!” Elias said, tending to Glenny. “And if you see that King, give ‘em hell from me!”

      They hurried up the steep walkway to the back side of the castle and into the main courtyard. Aspen felt it then; the twist of raw magic and the taste of singed air on her tongue. The hair on her arms stood on end. Isak grimaced.

      Lucien stepped a little in front of them, glaring down the passageway that led to the Mages’ section of the castle. They approached cautiously, spells at the ready. Loki was letting off a reassuring purr, but Aspen could tell he was nervous.

      “If we see him,” Lucien whispered, “don’t give him a chance to attack, don’t give him a moment to counter. Isak, try to bind him. He’s probably got Fae magic, but it’s slightly weaker against earth-based spells. I’ll try to hit him hard and fast. Aspen—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me to hang back.”

      Lucien forced a grin. “I was going to say take your knife and drive it right through his heart, but if you want to sit this one out…”

      Aspen pulled her blade, angling it toward the end of the passageway as they reached it. Straight ahead was the open-air courtyard at the center of the Court. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Isak said.

      Aspen felt another buzz on her skin as they passed through the barrier, followed immediately by a rush of nausea from the thick magic surrounding them. Or maybe it was from what she was seeing.

      The Mages had died fighting, that much was clear. Whether they’d been ambushed or had time to take up defensive positions, they’d made the most of their last minutes on earth.

      Aspen carefully stepped over one who’d nearly managed to claw his way toward the exit before succumbing to the large, bloody gashes in his back. A strangled sob was forcing its way up her throat, but she forced herself to go into analysis mode. She didn’t have time to cry. Emotions had to be stifled to make sure they got through this alive. She watched Isak gently lower another Mage to the ground from where her body had been draped, spine broken, over a low wall.

      “Five, six…” Lucien finished counting. “I only see six. They have seven on the Court, like we do.”

      “Norris,” Isak said, stepping over another body. He looked sick. “I don’t see him.”

      “Nor do I see the King,” Lucien said. He prowled around the perimeter, looking down other passageways and vacant rooms. His face was tight, posture set. “Keep alert.”

      Aspen forced herself to breathe as she took in the rest of the carnage. She hadn’t known these Mages or their attendants at all, just what she’d heard from Lucien before she’d arrived here, but she still felt their deaths like a punch to the gut. Nobody deserved to die like this.

      One of the bodies splayed at the base of the wall stuck out to her.

      “Tana!”

      Aspen knelt beside her, moving a dead Mage’s arm and brushing Tana’s hair out of her face. “Tana! Can you hear me, Tana?!”

      Aspen shook her, but her friend didn’t move. She couldn’t be dead; Aspen wouldn’t believe it. She’d known this was a possibility when they’d come, had even told Tana to stay behind in New York, but she’d insisted on coming along. If only Aspen had insisted right back then maybe she wouldn’t have been here when…

      Tana let out a shallow breath and Aspen heaved an enormous sigh. “She’s alive,” she nearly sobbed to Isak and Lucien as they rushed over. “She doesn’t look too hurt—”

      Lucien’s eyes widened. “Aspen! Get away from her!”

      Aspen saw a flicker of movement from the corner of her eye. She jerked her head back just as Tana’s fangs nearly scraped her exposed throat. Aspen scurried back as Tana spun, leaping onto the wall with the litheness of her Vamp heritage. She hissed at them. Aspen saw blood leaking from the corner of her mouth. Her eyes were wild, the outsides rich golden yellow, the pupils so dilated they almost looked black.

      “Hex it all!” Aspen said. “Lucien, she’s drank—”

      “I know! Move!” Lucien shoved her aside as Tana leapt again, her ragged fingernails barely catching the sleeve of his robe as he spun away. Aspen charged and barreled into her, her knife clattering from her grip, taking them both to the ground where Aspen tried to pin her arms.

      “Tana, it’s me, it’s Aspen! I’m your friend!”

      Tana hissed again, flecks of warm spittle and blood splattering Aspen’s cheeks.

      “Tana—”

      “She’s not herself, Aspen!” Lucien yelled. “You can’t talk to her—”

      Aspen had forgotten how strong Tana was. She felt her friend buck beneath her and suddenly she was airborne, weightlessness the only thing beneath her. But before she could fly too far, Tana’s hands gripped her forearm, pulling her back down to her; back down to her teeth. Her fangs angled toward the exposed veins in Aspen’s neck...

      “KiyKalu!” Lucien roared.

      The spell collided with Tana’s side, spinning her away from Aspen. She hit the ground and immediately began to convulse as Lucien advanced on her, hands raised.

      “Tana!” he called. His fingers pulsed and another wave of magic hit Tana, making her cry out. She continued to twitch, clutching her head. “I know you can hear me. I’m sorry I didn’t come help you sooner but I know you can control this. You’ve done it before.”

      Tana raised her head and spit at them. Lucien merely grimaced.

      “Tana, I can keep hitting you with this spell all day, but you’re going to need to control yourself by yourself. Work with me!”

      Tana spit again, but now it lacked its previous venom. Her pupils were shrinking back to normal size. She arched her back painfully as another convulsion coursed through her. Aspen could see her struggling, the veins of her neck popping with the strain.

      “Luc…ien…?” she said. “As…pen…I’m…so…rry…”

      She vomited onto the ground, throwing up chunks of blood and bile. Then she shuddered one more time and collapsed, panting heavily and clutching her stomach. “I…don’t feel so good.”

      Lucien relaxed, a relieved smile on his face. “You not feeling good is great for us.”

      Aspen rushed over to help Tana stand as she got wobblingly to her feet. Tana gave her a strained smile, which quickly turned into a worried frown. Her eyes flickered over Aspen’s neck. “I didn’t…you know…”

      “Couple close calls, but no.” Aspen said, giving her a reassuring smile.

      Tana nodded weakly then stood on her own. She saw Isak and groaned. “Great, and your boyfriend got to see me like this…”

      “Technically he’s not—” Aspen started.

      “I’m not judging,” Isak said. “If anything, I think you and I got off on the wrong foot the first time we met.”

      “You mean when you broke into Lucien’s house, ordered your ghouls to attack Aspen, and then attacked me?”

      “Er…Yeah, that,” Isak said, grimacing. “So I’d say this was better than that time.”

      “What happened, Tana?” Lucien said.

      Tana touched her head, as though she had a splitting headache. “I don’t…I was here talking with the Mages. The King had been sighted that morning.” She glanced up at Isak. “I’m assuming it was you he attacked?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Next thing I knew…” Tana looked around at the bodies surrounding them. She shuddered. “I never saw him coming. He was just…there. And then…” She gestured to the carnage. “They never stood a chance.”

      While Lucien double-checked that Tana was truly all right, Aspen collected her knife and knelt again beside the nearest body. This Mage was middle-aged. His face was gored with horrible claw marks. Body too. His eyes stared up into nothingness, filled with the last remnants of horror he must have felt before his death. Aspen gently closed them.

      What Tana had told them didn’t help much. Aspen had been hoping she’d give them some hint of how the King had forced itself inside, any magic they could possibly counteract. But there was nothing here that would indicate how the King had managed to sneak up on some of the most powerful magic users in the world.

      “Help!”

      Aspen whipped around, knife ready. An elderly man dressed in full robes had just come stumbling out of the passageway, leaning heavily against the walls for support. Blood slashed down his front. One arm was a pulpy mess.

      “Norris!” Isak rushed to him, grasping the man before he collapsed. Norris mouthed wordlessly to the sky. He looked to be in complete shock. Aspen noticed that instead of being overjoyed at seeing someone alive, Lucien’s eyes narrowed.

      “Strange…” he muttered.

      “What’s strange?” Aspen said.

      Lucien said nothing, but walked over to Norris whom Isak was gently trying to keep from collapsing. “I’m sorry to ask you this, my friend, but we need to know if the King’s still here.”

      Norris managed to shake his head, causing a thin trickle of blood to leak down his forehead. “He’s gone. Gone!”

      “But is there any—”

      “Gone! Gone!”

      While Isak and Lucien attended to Norris, Aspen continued moving around the rest of the bodies. If Norris knew nothing then they were at another dead end.

      “How did the King get in?” Lucien continued. “Where were the safeguards and spells? They might not have kept him out for long, but they’d have at least given you a chance.”

      “Gone!” Norris repeated. “Without warning! No warning!”

      Aspen shuddered as she closed the eyes of another woman, making her appear somewhat peaceful. She listened to Norris rant some more, but something about this wasn’t clicking. She wasn’t sure what kind of safeguards the Court of Arcane Arts had put up, but since the Court was one of the great magical strongholds, they must have been pretty substantial. The Kings were powerful, immensely powerful, but Lucien was right: there was no way one of them should have been able to get close enough to surprise them.

      But how else…

      Unless…the King didn’t look like a King.

      Don Jones, dead in his own borough. A powerful Mage killed without warning. Because he must have thought whoever it was had been a friend. Someone he’d trusted.

      Aspen’s eyes fell on the next body, face down in a pool of blood. Something about him looked familiar.

      She turned him over. Her blood ran cold.

      Norris’ dead face looked back up at her.

      “Danger.” Loki growled. “Death. Danger.”

      “Without warning!” the other Norris continued babbling behind her. “He attacked without warning! Must get to the others! You must take me to the others to warn them! Take me to the Council of Mages!”

      “I think we need to get him to a medical facility,” Tana said worriedly. “They must have one around here—”

      Aspen turned, conjuring a spell as she did. “Lucien! Isak!”

      Both looked at her. Lucien’s eyes moved from her spell, to Norris’ dead face behind her. He grabbed Isak and hurled him aside as Aspen’s spell slammed into Norris’ chest, sending him careening into the wall.

      “What are you doing?” Isak cried.

      “Watch it!” Lucien snarled.

      Norris was staggering up, looking as though there was hardly a scratch on him. Gone was his fragility from earlier. He was smiling, half his face dripping off his skull like wax. “I…guess the game is up…”

      Aspen hurled another spell but Norris batted it away as easily as an errant fly. His body broke in half as he shot up, growing seven feet tall in seconds, horns bursting from the top of his head, mangy hair draping down his shoulder, his mouth elongating to a snout filled with teeth.

      “You really should have taken me to your friends. Now you shall die without them, Mages.”
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      Tana was a blur as she charged him, leaping up and raking her fingernails across his cheek. The King roared and tried to swat her, but she was already jumping out of range. Lucien muttered a flurry of words under his breath and the wall behind the King began to spin like a whirlpool, sucking him toward it.

      The King laughed and jammed his arm into the center. The whirlpool ground to a halt, bricks spitting every direction. With another flick of his hand, Lucien was jerked forward into the King, who caught him around the middle and squeezed. Aspen heard his ribs pop. Lucien screamed.

      Aspen sprinted forward to help, but at the last moment the King yanked his hand out of the wall. Chunks of brick came soaring toward her, too fast for her to duck, too fast for her to even react—

      “Behind me!”

      There was a large thud, then the sound of brick scattering across cobblestone, then silence. Aspen looked up to find Isak standing in front of her, a magical shield covering both of them.

      “Get Lucien!” he said. “I’ll buy you time.”

      He dropped the shield and sent a whip-crack of magic searing across the King’s chest.

      Aspen used the distraction to dart forward, knife ready. Right before she struck, she channeled her magic into the tip of the blade and sliced down on the King’s wrist, carving neatly through his artery. Black blood sprayed and Lucien was free, twisting in midair as he fell toward the ground. He hit, his hand connecting with a line of magic that shot through the stone and up the King, rocketing him back with an explosion of sound and heat that seared Aspen’s face.

      

      “Nice!” Aspen panted. “You think that—”

      The King let out a growl as he stood, his chest steaming as Lucien’s wound closed up. The wrist Aspen had cut had stopped bleeding. She gaped. That wasn’t possible. Her knife was cursed; no wound could heal without her letting it.

      “Much better than the other Mages. It was almost too easy to kill them.” The King looked up at the darkened sky. “You make it fun, but it is no use. Soon I will kill you and my brother will complete his task in your precious city of New York. Then He will come through and I will be greatly rewarded…”

      The tips of his horns glowed and Aspen dove aside a second before a bolt of magic reached out and struck where she’d been. Her vision burst with light and sound and when she could see again she found she was lying face up, pain racing up her body. She stumbled to her feet.

      Lucien and Tana had gone after the King again, but he seemed to anticipate their every attack. It was like he’d been playing with them before, getting a read on their powers to see how hard he’d need to try.

      Isak rushed forward, driving a spell toward the King’s exposed back. It had almost connected before the King swung around and swallowed it whole. He grinned, smoke filtering through his yellowing teeth. “Thank you for the meal, Mage.”

      “Aim for his heart!” Lucien yelled. “That’s the only way to hurt hi—”

      Isak cried out as the King knocked him back, Aspen barely managing to cushion him before he collided with the ground. Lucien had cast a spell on the courtyard statue and was directing it to try to pin the King in place long enough for Tana to get another hit in.

      “No. Wait.” Aspen gripped Isak’s arm as he tried to rush in again. She pointed at the King’s head. She hadn’t noticed it before, but Isak’s last attack had made it clear. “Look.”

      Isak did. His brow furrowed. “What am I looking at, Aspen?”

      “He can counter every attack we use against him with those horns.”

      As if to prove her point, Lucien cast a spell from behind his statue. There was just the barest vibration from the King’s horn, a millisecond before he sidestepped, swinging around, beheading the statue in a single easy strike.

      “It’s like a sixth sense!” Isak said. “How are we supposed to counter that? He can see us coming from all sides!”

      Aspen looked up. “I’m not sure about all sides. Give me a boost. A big one.”

      Isak peered up where she was looking. Then he cupped his hands and she put one foot into them.

      “I’ll need another distraction,” she said.

      “I’ll give you a big one.”

      As soon as the King’s back was turned, he magically launched her to the nearest rooftop. Aspen’s thief training kicked in again and she landed light on her feet, keeping her center of gravity low to avoid tipping over the ledge. She scurried along the roof until she was directly above the King who was still preoccupied with the others.

      “Hey, ugly!” Isak yelled, waving his arms from the far side of the courtyard. “I can’t think of any better insults than this, but are you going to actually kill us or what?”

      The King let out a snort, more smoke billowing from his nostrils. Aspen saw her chance.

      Hoping beyond hope she was right about this, she launched herself off the roof, pushing a huge blast of magic into her knife as she drove it down at the King’s horns.

      She saw them vibrate; he whirled, prepared for her coming at him from the other side, not from above.

      Aspen dove like an avenging angel, her knife cleaving through ivory, severing both horns with one quick strike. Her momentum threw her past and she hit the ground hard. Her shoulder screamed in pain, but it was nothing compared to the roar the King let out.

      Lucien didn’t hesitate. As the King raged, clutching at the severed stumps where his horns had once been, Lucien summoned a golden blade in his hand. With the precision of an Olympic athlete, he launched it at the King. Aspen watched, mesmerized, as the sword pierced straight into the King’s heart.

      The King froze, one foot still hovered above the ground in mid-stomp. Aspen held her breath, sure the King was going to simply laugh this off as well. But then he teetered over and flopped to the ground, dead.

      “How…did you…know…” Lucien panted, looking at Aspen. He waved a hand. “Never…mind. Tell me…later.”

      Tana helped Aspen to her feet. Isak had gingerly approached and was poking the King. “We should make sure it’s actually dead.”

      “No need,” Lucien said. “Pretty sure my aim was flawless. If what I read is right, then any second it should…ah, there we go…”

      Aspen gagged as the King’s flesh melted off its body, turning from red to black, decomposing in seconds before dripping off its bones and leaving nothing but a skeleton and the scent of rancid meat.

      “That’s…oh that’s so disgusting,” Tana said, pulling her shirt over her nose.

      “We need to get back to New York,” Aspen said. “You heard what the King and Glenny said. It’s attacking there now!”

      Lucien’s gaze lingered on the dead Mages’ bodies. He closed his eyes, the pain now evident on his face. “I know. Back to my house. Hurry.”
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      Lucien’s house ground to a stop, causing the courtyard to jar and nearly throwing Aspen to the ground. Her legs and head painfully protested the sudden, magically massive jump from Edinburgh to New York, but at least they were here now.

      Lucien pulled his hand off the black marble ball he’d used to transport them back. “We need to get in touch with Nina and Simshar, tell them what we’ve found out.”

      “That’s if they’re not under attack already,” Isak said.

      Lucien shoved the doors open to the larger courtyard. “Caretaker!”

      There was a swirl of movement on Aspen’s right as Caretaker suddenly appeared beside them, looking as unflustered as ever. “Lucien.”

      “Where’s Mage Nina?”

      “She has returned to see to her borough, though I believe she was going to return for you. I could send a messenger for her, if you so desire?”

      “Do that.”

      Caretaker waved his hand, sending a wisp of smoke trailing into the sky and away.

      “What do we do now, Lucien?” Aspen asked. Lucien paced the courtyard, head bowed, hands clasped behind his back.

      “We’re stretched too thin as it is. That’s what the King wants, divide and conquer. We need to do what we should have done at the very beginning: get together and draw this thing to us. No more running around.”

      “Lucien, we know the King can look like anyone,” Isak said. “What if Nina…”

      Lucien cut him off with a sharp glare. “If…if she is the King,” he said finally, “she won’t be able to get past the wards I’ve put up around the house.”

      Aspen loosened her knife’s sheath, making it easier to reach. “That’s what the Court thought too.”

      Lucien nodded grimly.

      They waited through another twenty minutes of pure agony, Aspen wearing a line in the courtyard’s cobblestones. She couldn’t hear any screaming outside the house’s walls, but Glenny had been clear: New York was in grave danger, and they were almost out of time.

      A few minutes later she couldn’t take it any longer. “We have to go out there and—”

      “Lucien!”

      All of them looked up. Nina was descending toward them, riding an angelically glowing beast she’d surely summoned from another realm. Aspen let out a sigh of relief as Nina passed the threshold of the house’s protective wards and landed, dismounting and crushing Lucien in a hug. Her hair was in disarray, bags heavy under her eyes. “Where have you been? The King’s attacked twice in the last twelve hours!”

      “Are you all right?” Lucien said, ignoring the question and checking her.

      Nina brushed his hands away. “I’m fine. I can’t say the same about the rest of New York if we don’t hurry. Simshar went off alone to lure the King out after I told him we should work together, and he…I haven’t heard from him since…”

      Lucien grimaced. “You think it got him?”

      “I don’t know what else I should think. We’re blind here, Lucien. Each attack is worse, and I have no idea how it’s moving around without us noticing.”

      “It’s a shapeshifter,” Isak said.

      Nina’s mouth fell open. “Oh hex it all, of course! I’m such an idiot! That’s how it’s been getting in, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe not getting in, but staying hidden,” Lucien said.

      “What can we do then?” she asked.

      “We go where he’ll attack next,” Tana said.

      All of them turned to her.

      “And where’s that?” Nina said.

      “The last time the King couldn’t get to you, it attacked another supernatural being to draw you out, right?” Tana said. “If it wants to draw all of us out, where’s the highest concentration of magical beings in the city?”

      “The Academy,” Lucien and Nina said at the same time that Aspen’s stomach dropped horribly.

      “We’ll go to the Academy,” Lucien said. “Hopefully it hasn’t reached there yet and, if not, we’ll be able to stave it off. Aspen, you and Isak go find Mage Etienne.”

      “Etienne?” Nina said, forehead wrinkling. “But we haven’t seen her in weeks.”

      Lucien gave her a look as if to say ‘exactly’. “If she’s there, if she’s still alive, we could really use her help to take this thing down.”

      Nina slowly nodded. She pulled at a charm on her bracelet. A circle opened up in the ground and a small green nymph popped up.

      “Now w-w-whaaaat?” it yawned, rubbing its eyes.

      Nina pointed to Aspen and Isak. “Take these two to Mage Etienne and then return to me. Make it quick.”

      The nymph picked at something in its ear and gave a grumbling, ‘yeah, okay’ before zipping out of the courtyard, Isak hurrying after it. Aspen gave Lucien one final look as he and Nina started to climb aboard Nina’s summoned beast and lift into the sky.

      “Stay safe.”

      Lucien’s grin was wide and cheeky. “Don’t I always?”

      “Don’t make me answer that.”

      “Aspen, come on!” Isak called.

      Aspen sprinted after him, dread growing in her chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sucky thing about navigating by nymph was that it’d clearly never heard of the concept of public transportation. Aspen remembered too late that Etienne was Mage of New Salem, way the heck over in Brooklyn. By the time she realized this, it was too late and they were stopped on a Brooklyn street corner, her feet throbbing from the miles she was sure they’d run. Isak was panting beside her. Aspen sucked in a large breath and straightened up, taking in their surroundings. She’d kept her eyes peeled the entire time they’d hurried across the city, craning for any sound that would give away an impending attack. She’d halfway expected New York to be deep in the throes of battle, but all seemed its normal, chaotic self.

      “Come on, come on!” The nymph grumbled, cutting right and zipping down the next street.

      Aspen shot Isak a look. “All in favor of blasting the pest out of the sky…”

      Isak merely gave her a tired grin.

      They ran on, until the streets turned more residential and they were on a block of cozy townhouses. The nymph flapped to a halt outside of one of them. It pointed a lazy finger at number 516.

      “There you go. Mage Etienne. You can get back on your own, right?”

      It took Aspen a moment to catch her breath. “As long as it means you’re not navigating us, yeah.”

      The nymph gave her a smirk before disappearing with a loud pop!

      Isak carefully approached the stairs. He peered up at the front door.

      “I don’t feel anything odd,” he whispered.

      Aspen pulled her knife. “Not yet anyway. Any charms?”

      Isak held his hand up, eyes closed. After a moment he opened them. “Nothing. That’s not good.”

      He cast a spell on the lock and the door clicked open to a wide foyer. Aspen stepped in carefully, hoping Etienne hadn’t left any traps for them to get caught up in. The place looked clean. Too clean. Untouched, even, as though it was a museum display just waiting for its first visitor.

      “Mage Etienne?” Isak called before Aspen shushed him.

      “What?” he said. “What if she’s hurt?”

      “What if she’s the King?” Aspen answered. Isak’s lips pursed to a thin line. He nodded. Aspen jerked her head to the living room. They slowly crept to it.

      A scene of utter destruction greeted them. The couch had been overturned, its stuffing guts ripped out and strewn everywhere. The lamp had been hurled against the window, shattering it and letting in a cool draft that chilled Aspen’s skin. The other pieces of furniture had been scattered across the floor like discarded toys.

      Aspen glanced at Isak and he glanced right back, face grim. Not good. Seriously not good.

      Aspen spied a semi-open door on the other side of the room. She motioned for Isak and together they silently approached. She realized only now how truly desperate Lucien must have been to split them up like this. Though it was likely the King was at the Academy, it was almost as likely it could be Etienne. It could have killed her and hidden away inside her house, keeping out of sight right beneath their noses. And since they still didn’t know for sure…

      Isak gave her an abrupt nod and then eased the door open to the darkness beyond and carefully stepped inside. Small pinpricks of light glittered from every corner of the darkened room, putting Aspen’s senses on full alert. She couldn’t seem to focus on any one spot, the air stifling in her lungs.

      The door behind them slammed shut.

      “What the—” Isak shouted a moment before an overhead light blazed to life, blinding them.

      Aspen dove to the side as Isak did the same, anticipating an impending attack. Aspen held her knife out in front, blinking away the spots that clustered her vision.

      “Friend. Friend Everywhere.” Loki’s confused voice played in her mind. So many friends?

      Aspen rubbed her eyes. Isak was gaping around the room.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      Aspen hadn’t. The entire room, from floor to ceiling, was covered with mirrors. As Aspen and Isak stepped back into the center, two dozen of them did the same.

      “Friends?” Loki said again, peering out at the multiple Aspens looking back at them. Aspen gave him a reassuring pat.

      “I don’t see our way out,” Aspen said. “The door we came in’s gone.”

      “That’s because Etienne didn’t want a way out,” Isak said. “This must be a sort of holding chamber for trespassers. Until she can deal with them.”

      “But if she’s dead…” Aspen walked over and knocked on the nearest pane of glass. It seemed solid. She tried pulling it off the wall but it held fast. “We can’t wait around here, Isak. Chances are she isn’t coming to let us out and every second the King could be out there…”

      “Got it.” Isak drew his hands up, a spell forming on the tips of his fingers. He cast it forward, but as soon as it hit the surface of the nearest mirror it was swallowed up without a sound.

      “Hex it all,” Isak grumbled. “I guess magic’s out. You got a hammer?”

      But Aspen was watching her reflection. She noticed that even as she moved, her reflection had stopped. Isak’s, too, was suddenly giving them both a glare she really didn’t like. Aspen glanced over at the real Isak, but he only looked confused. “What?”

      Their reflections raised their hands.

      “Duck!” Aspen said a moment before spells were launched out of each mirror, nearly catching Aspen in the chest. Aspen slammed against the floor and army crawled to the nearest corner as curses flew every which way, pinging off the mirrors, rebounding sporadically. Isak had thrown up a protective shield to cover them, but eventually one of the wayward spells would get a lucky bounce and it’d be over.

      “Look for a way out!” Isak yelled.

      Way out? There was no way out! The door behind them was gone, the way forward was nothing but reflections of themselves repeated over and over again. The only way they would even have a chance of getting through was…

      Aspen crawled forward and peered closer at the mirror nearest her. Their reflections hadn’t moved from their spot in the center of each mirror, but the room behind them was different. Instead of showing a room with only mirrors, their reflection showed a door behind them. A way out.

      “Isak! Follow me!”

      Isak deflected another bolt of magic and gave her a nod. Aspen waited until the next spell had just flown past, then sprinted straight toward the biggest mirror, aiming for the door just to the left of her reflection.

      “Aspen…” Isak yelled behind her. “That’s not going to work!”

      Aspen grabbed his arm before he could pull back and leapt headfirst. She felt her skin barely touch the cool surface of the mirror, and then sink through it, falling forward before being spit out the other side.

      She rolled as she hit, coming up in a crouch. Isak was on one knee beside her, looking warily around. They’d ended up in another room. There were no mirrors here, just blank walls and an open door leading, Aspen assumed, back to the living room.

      “I think…we got through,” Isak said finally.

      “You’re welcome,” Aspen said, brushing herself off.

      Isak shook his head. “Whenever I need a crazy solution to an even crazier problem, I’ll give you a call.”

      Aspen grinned. Then she noticed a door that hadn’t been there before directly across from them.

      “Hold on.” Isak stepped in front of her, laying a hand against the wood. The outline of the door glowed, then faded. “We’re clear. No more surprises.”

      “Listen.” Aspen pressed her ear against it. She could hear faint coughing from the other side. Deathly coughing.

      Aspen threw the door open and entered into a grand bedroom. It was clear it’d been magicked to add space because it was easily the size of the entire bottom floor of the townhouse. A four-poster bed dominated one corner, a master bathroom to the right. Tissues, empty bottles of pills and alcohol lay cast across the floor. Blankets were piled atop the bed in a haphazard disarray.

      The bed gave another cough.

      “Mage Etienne?” Isak said.

      “Wha—Whozit?” came the delirious reply, followed by another fit of coughing. Aspen rounded the side of the bed, wary, in case the old woman tried to shoot a spell at her. She’d been on the receiving end of enough magic for one day.

      Mage Etienne lay curled in a half dozen blankets, her shriveled, pinched-looking face paler than Aspen had ever seen it. Not that she’d particularly liked the woman before, but Aspen felt a pang of pity seeing her here, clearly in a lot of pain. If she was in fact the King in disguise then she was going all out playing the part of an invalid.

      “Mage Etienne,” Isak said, warily approaching the bedside. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      Mage Etienne gave another cough. She squinted up at him. “Oh, you. Xavier’s boy. What’s wrong? I’m dying, idiot boy, that’s what’s wrong. Your master not teach you what death looks like?”

      Aspen picked up one of the empty bottles. She tilted it toward Isak and mouthed, “Painkillers.” Potent ones, too. No telling how long she’d been on these.

      “Nothing to be done about it,” Etienne muttered. “He got me good. Didn’t even come to finish me off. Knew it was just a matter of time ‘till I checked out.”

      “Who got you?” Aspen said.

      Etienne twisted her head to face her. “The False Mage. I should have known.”

      “Don’t you call her that—”

      “What got you?” Aspen repeated, shushing Isak.

      Etienne coughed. “The King, of course. Stupid girl. Stupid boy, stupid girl. Know anything else that could have done this to me?”

      “When? How?” Isak said. “We’ve been trying to stop him but we can’t find him anywhere! Can you tell us—”

      “Stop it with your damnable questions and let me die in peace!” Etienne complained. She tried to roll over and a part of the blankets slipped off her side. Aspen suppressed a gasp. Half of Etienne’s arm was shriveled black, having been either scorched by flames or cursed by a spell. A gaping, bleeding hole surrounded by long-dried blood ran around the part of her midsection they could see. Part of the wound was still weeping.

      Aspen quickly glanced around the room, her eyes landing on the dresser. After rummaging around, she found an old shirt and brought it over to the bed.

      “This might hurt, but I need to stop the rest of the bleeding.”

      Etienne merely muttered something inaudible. Aspen gently pressed the shirt to the wound and Etienne let out a small hiss.

      “Isak,” Aspen said in a low voice. “Do you know any healing spells?”

      “Some,” he muttered. He checked the wound again. “But for this…”

      “Don’t bother,” Etienne said. She craned her head again to look right at them. “Don’t bother. Nearly three weeks I’ve been like this, a little longer won’t do any harm. He came for me. He knew where I’d be, and I didn’t…I didn’t see until the very end…until it was too late.”

      “See?” Aspen said, trying not to sound demanding, but needing the answers regardless. The woman was fading fast. This might be their final chance to learn anything. “What did you see? Did you figure out how we can find him?”

      “You won’t. He’ll find you.” Etienne let out a loud groan. Aspen hurriedly increased the pressure on the wound as a fresh wave of blood leaked out the sides. Isak was looking helplessly around for something else to help her hold it in place.

      “Xavier, Don Jones, Simshar…” Etienne mumbled. “The Mages, my friends, all dead. I want…I want to go. I want to go with them. I want this pain to end.”

      Aspen felt tears prickling the corners of her eyes. “I know, I’m sorry. But—”

      “Simshar?” Isak said softly. He leaned over the bed. “Etienne, Simshar isn’t dead.”

      “I saw him die,” Etienne said softly. “Weeks ago. The King came so fast. We had no time. I saw Simshar fall, but I…I didn’t try to help him. I ran. I hid here. Because that’s what I am. Just a sorry old lady and a coward. I thought I’d be safe, but he still found me. Wouldn’t even bother finishing me off, that’s how sorry I am.”

      She opened her eyes, staring upwards, and Aspen was reminded of the same look Xavier had worn in the cave; an expression of looking somewhere beyond what was in front of her, to a place far, far past any they could see.

      “I hope they don’t hate me for what I did. I really hope they don’t—”

      Beneath her fingers, Aspen felt the fluttering pulse of Etienne’s heart stumble, then stop. She slowly pulled the cloth off and took a step back, rubbing at her blood-smeared hands. “No. Nonono…”

      “The Academy,” Isak said, horrified. “The Kings can shapeshift, and if she saw Simshar die…”

      “The King,” Aspen finished, already running toward the door. “He’s the King.”
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      “I don’t see anything,” Isak said.

      The Lincoln Center sat directly across from them, the brick wall covering the entrance to the Academy of Magic silent and dark. Aspen took another deep breath. She was still panting after they’d sprinted from the train station. She squinted to try to see better through the windows.

      “We wouldn’t see anything, would we?” she said. “It’s magically cloaked. Try them again.”

      “It won’t work, Aspen. They’re not responding.”

      “Please, Isak. Try again.”

      Isak sighed and knelt. Rings of red magic circled his hand, then zipped off along the cracks in the sidewalk, hitting the Academy walls before abruptly sputtering out. Isak shook his head and stood. “That spell would normally reach them. Either the Academy blocks outside magic or…”

      “Something’s wrong,” Aspen said. She worried her bottom lip. Lucien hadn’t said what they’d do once he, Nina, and Tana reached the Academy. Perhaps they’d only stopped in to make sure there were extra safeguards in place, then left and went…somewhere else. Anywhere else. There were literally a thousand places they could be right now in the city, and if they still thought Simshar was their friend…

      “We have to go in,” Aspen said. “We need to be sure.”

      Isak nodded like he’d known all along that was their only option. “And if not, we go back to Lucien’s house. Maybe we’re wrong,” he added hopefully. “Maybe we’re just making things up about the King being Simshar.”

      Aspen shot him a look.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so either,” he admitted.

      They double-checked that nobody was watching, then hurried across the plaza and pressed up against the wall. Isak quickly found the symbol of the Academy over his head and put a finger to it.

      “How do you know about the Academy?” Aspen asked.

      “Xavier took me here a couple times,” Isak said.

      The wall opened up and they both crept inside the darkened corridor. The place appeared deserted. The only sound was their light footfalls on marble as they hurried toward the entrance hall. Loki was apparently not happy to be back in his old home as he curled up lower on Aspen’s shoulder.

      “They might have evacuated,” Isak whispered as they passed their third deserted hallway. “There has to be Academy protocol if something dangerous gets inside. Maybe they escaped through the caverns beneath the city, or…”

      Or they were dead. Aspen finished his thought in her mind. She knew it was the most likely scenario following her one encounter with a King. Even mostly-prepared, and with one powerful Mage, they’d barely managed to beat him. She didn’t want to think what a single King could do against an entire unsuspecting school of mostly untrained students.

      Isak held up a hand and they paused at the next corner. It split into a four-way intersection; ahead was the entrance hall.

      “Hear that?” Isak whispered.

      It was a brushing sound, like a cloak dragging across the floor, followed by the muffled thump of a body collapsing.

      “Come on!” Aspen tore ahead, drawing her knife as she ran. King or not, if there was a chance her friends were still alive, she wouldn’t hesitate to—

      She ground to a halt. For the second time within forty-eight hours, a sight of complete carnage greeted her. Students’ bodies were littered across the entrance hall like scattered leaves. Aspen saw Philus, clearly dead, ripped nearly in half in the center, the tattered strips of his robe hiding the worst of the attack that’d killed him. Older students lay splayed around him, perhaps those who’d tried to fight the threat by his side.

      “Tana!”

      Aspen found her friend’s body and slid beside her, shoes slipping on the slick blood running from beneath her head. “Tana, talk to me!”

      Tana moaned. Aspen pulled back her lips to see if she’d taken any more blood, but her incisors were ghost-white, her skin still its normal unnatural paleness.

      “Aspen?” Tana rasped.

      “Glad to see you’re not dead,” Aspen nearly sobbed.

      “Ugh…You’ve gotta stop finding me like this.”

      “I found Nina!” Isak called.

      Aspen wiped her eyes and called, “Is she okay?”

      A moment later, “She’s breathing.”

      Another knot uncurled in Aspen’s chest. “And Lucien?”

      “I don’t see him. But we have to get everyone else out of here, Aspen,” Isak said. “Quickly, before the King comes back.”

      He hefted Nina over his shoulder and started back the way they’d come, checking for other survivors as he went, but shaking his head at most. Aspen quickly lifted Tana and hurried after him. Along the way she grabbed the arm of a still-alive Academy student and dragged her along behind her. She gently laid them both in the hallway and rushed back to check for more. She spotted Richard, glasses cracked, trying to sit up.

      “Aspen?” he said, squinting at her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saving your butt. Get up.”

      She helped Richard to his feet and practically carried him into the hallway with the other injured. Isak was stooped over one of the students who was worse off, his healing magic giving off a gentle glow. “Almost done,” he said.

      “You find any more?” Aspen asked.

      Isak finished his spell and laid the student’s head back to rest. “A few. Most were gone.”

      “Go for help. I’ll get the rest out here—”

      “And leave you with the King possibly still in here?” Isak scoffed. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “You can’t go back there alone!” Richard squeaked. “He’ll—he’ll kill you!”

      “Aspen—” Isak tried.

      “We don’t have time to argue, Isak!” Aspen snapped. “Go to the nearest borough, see if they’ll come help u—”

      Aspen paused, flashes of light over his shoulder distracting her. They were coming from one of the other wings of the Academy, beyond the entrance hall.

      “Lucien!”

      She took off sprinting toward the light, her hopes soaring. Maybe she wasn’t too late. Maybe there was still time enough for her to step in and help Lucien—

      A cry of pain ripped through the corridor. The light sputtered and died. Aspen pressed her burning legs forward, slowing before she came around the corner into another slightly smaller hall. The windows on either side were shattered, letting in slicing shafts of moonlight. Lucien lay motionless on the ground. Crackles of lightning coursed over his body. Across from him, also face down, was Simshar, unmoving. Aspen slowly approached both, knife up, prepared to react if Simshar began to change into the King. Both remained still.

      She dropped to the ground beside Lucien, gently turning him over. His eyes weakly fluttered behind closed lids. Blood caked his face from a nasty cut on his brow. She lightly slapped his cheek but he didn’t stir.

      “Lucien? Lucien!”

      This couldn’t be happening. She would never forgive herself if one of the few people to care for her, one of the few who’d given her the chance at a new life, had died and in their last month together she’d spited him for something he hadn’t even done. The aching desire to see him open his eyes and give her that cheeky grin or crack some bad joke was like a burning weight in her chest, searing through her heart toward her stomach.

      “Lucien, you have to get up! Lucien…”

      Isak came in behind her, taking in the scene in a second. He carefully approached Simshar and, after kicking him a couple times, knelt to roll him over. Aspen couldn’t stop the tears from falling as she cradled Lucien’s head. She didn’t care if they had beat the Kings. They couldn’t take Lucien. She wouldn’t let them.

      There was a slight crackle as Isak cast a spell on Simshar. Aspen wiped her eyes. “What are you doing? He’s dead, right?”

      Isak was silent. He stared, purse-lipped, down at Simshar’s body.

      “Isak?”

      “Wait.”

      He cast another spell, making Simshar jerk in place. Magic shimmered over his chest. Then Simshar began to drop away, his body peeling off like a snake shedding its skin. Underneath was Lucien. Isak’s eyes widened. Aspen’s heart stopped.

      “Aspen! Watch ou—”

      Agonizing pain knifed into Aspen’s gut. She turned, shocked, to find Lucien’s evil grin inches from her face. His arm was inside her stomach, no longer human, but a black mass of darkness. Lucien’s body was dripping off him, revealing an expanding darkness beneath that began to take shape.

      “Goodbye, little Mage,” the King said. “Time for you to die.”
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      The King wrenched his arm out of her and Aspen felt herself falling back, bracing herself as best she could for the inevitable pain when she hit the ground….

      Then Isak was there, his strong arms catching her and leaping both of them to safety as the King sliced out once more. Isak skidded to a stop just out of reach. He clutched her face.

      “Aspen…Aspen talk to me, please.”

      Aspen tried to focus on him, but the pain was making everything fuzzy. The King was continuing to grow behind Isak, but he only had eyes for her. “Stay with me, okay? Okay?”

      Loki let out a growl and slithered from her shoulders into the nearest shadow. Almost immediately, Aspen felt blessed magic rush into her, like a lifeblood of strength and energy she hadn’t missed until she felt it return. It soaked into her bones, numbing the pain around the wound, bringing her limbs to life once more.

      She was aware of Isak trying to pull her back the way they’d come. “Hold onto me. We need to get you out of—”

      Aspen dug her feet in. She slapped Isak’s hand over her wound. The black edges of it had begun to spread, burning as it tore at her insides. “Cast a healing spell.”

      “We can’t take this thing on right now, Aspen!”

      “Cast. A healing. Spell.”

      Isak bit out a curse, keeping his eye on the almost-finished transforming King. Then he focused on her and muttered a spell. His hand flashed briefly white, followed by numbing bliss across her skin. Aspen let out a sigh as the worst of the pain was temporarily masked.

      “That won’t hold for long,” Isak said. “Your Null abilities might have slowed its dark magic down, but we need an actual healer.”

      Aspen pushed herself off him, turning to face the King. “It’ll hold long enough for this. If he gets away from us again there’s no one else to stop him.”

      Isak stood beside her, sucking in a deep breath that caused air to spit with anticipation. Aspen squeezed his hand. She couldn’t put into words how grateful she was for him. She was barely standing as it was, between the pain of the wound and the decay she could feel rotting away inside her. But the King was loose. This was their chance—probably their only chance—to bring him down.

      “Mages!” the King roared. He stood before them, a black, lumpy mass against the backdrop of the moonlight and pale stars. He had no distinct shape or form, just glowing red eyes that latched hungrily onto them. He planted a foot and the marble beneath it split as the dark magic ate it away to dust.

      “I am the King of Decay! Through me, ashes return to ashes and dust to dust. Where I stretch my hand, man’s great works wilt. Where I take my rest, my presence makes all things rot. You will wither like choking vines beneath my immense power!”

      “They sure don’t have any problems with self-confidence, do they?” Aspen said.

      “Don’t let him touch you,” Isak said. “Obviously. I’ll distract him, you grab Lucien, get him to safety.”

      The King thrust an arm forward, stretching out dark fingers to grasp for them. Aspen and Isak split, Isak hurling spells at the King while she took off in the other direction. She reached Lucien, threw his arm over her shoulder, and hauled him back toward the hallway, her strength already flagging despite the magic pulsing through her and Isak’s healing spell.

      The King roared, the sound cut off almost immediately by an even louder explosion. A wave of magic shoved Aspen forward headfirst, forcing her to roll as she hit the ground, trying her best to shield Lucien. The King slammed another hand to the floor. Tainted decay splayed across the marble, snaking its way toward each of them. Aspen’s heart lurched as Isak barely got out of the way in time.

      “Sorry, Lucien.” Aspen lay him gently down on the floor, hopefully far enough away from the battle. “He needs me. Just…don’t go anywhere.”

      Then she was up and sprinting back into the fray. Isak saw her coming.

      “Watch your footing!”

      He spun away from the King’s next attack. A spell erupted to life in his hands and he plunged it into the still intact floor beneath their feet. The floor shook a moment before pillars shot up, carrying Aspen and Isak ten feet up and turning the hall into a labyrinth of sorts, the King trapped within it.

      Aspen hurled a spell down at him but the King easily dodged. His next swipe took out the pillar beneath her feet, and she was forced to leap to the next, keeping the King in her sight as he swiveled around to zero in on both of them. His tendrils of decay hadn’t yet touched them up here, but he let out an enraged roar and with a single swipe smashed the pillars nearest him to dust.

      Aspen pulled at the magic within her and shot another spell at him. The King’s body twisted at the last moment, his midsection splitting apart to allow the attack to streak harmlessly through. Isak attacked from the other side, but the King easily dodged it as well, laughing as he did.

      This wasn’t working. They were way, way too slow to have any hope of catching him off guard. She needed to draw the King away, at least long enough to allow Isak to recover and conjure up a plan to take him down. If they couldn’t keep him in place long enough to get a hit, then they’d already lost.

      Aspen leapt, nearly stumbling off as she landed on the next pillar. “Hey!”

      The King swiveled. A single arm shot out like a spike, cleaving the pillar beneath her feet. Aspen could see the decay gnawing away at her footing a second before she leapt toward the shattered windows, her mind spinning desperately for a way to avoid falling. A fresh wave of magic rushed into her, and she held out her hand toward the window panes. Her spell flared bright as it fused the broken glass together until they’d become a single sheet. Aspen landed sideways on them, the glass barely holding as she raced along it, hurriedly casting spell after spell to keep herself from slipping off as the King’s attacks smashed panes in her wake.

      She reached the end of the windows and threw herself off. The King roared and barreled through the nearest pillars. A chunk of marble clipped her forehead, sending her tumbling. She expected to feel hard stone beneath her, but instead Isak’s warm body caught her, spinning her into cover behind the next pillar.

      “Wish I had that window thing on video,” he said, brushing aside the strand of hair sticking in the blood on her forehead. “It was done with so much pizzazz Lucien would be jealous.”

      The King smashed the pillar nearest them. Isak pulled her along as more marble came careening down from overhead.

      “We can’t hit him,” Aspen panted as they ran. “He won’t stand still long enough.”

      Isak stopped and covered her head as the King sent more chunks of marble scattering across the hall. “I have an idea. Be ready to attack him with everything you’ve got when you see an opening.”

      “What are you going to—”

      He kissed her, hard, leaving her momentarily stunned. “Just be ready to attack him with everything you’ve got.”

      “Isak, don’t you—”

      She grabbed for him as Isak darted out of cover and sprinted straight into the center of the hall. He planted himself directly behind the King. “I have to say, I don’t see your future in interior decorating.”

      The King swung around, a vicious growl rumbling from deep in his chest. Aspen clenched her hands in fists so hard her knuckles were white. What was that idiot doing?

      The King roared and charged at Isak. Aspen waited for him to dive aside, maybe summon a spell and come up with a clever way to evade him, but he merely stood there, holding his ground.

      “Do something, you moron!” Aspen cried, but still Isak remained firm, glaring at the King as he raised its hand and shot a tendril of decay straight through his gut.

      Aspen’s breath stopped. The only thing she could see was Isak framed against the moonlight, a single line of darkness connecting him and the King, both of them frozen in time. A sob wrenched herself from her throat.

      Isak took a step closer to the King. Blood trickled from the corner of his grinning mouth. “Now I gotcha. Never fight on the ground with a druid, sucker.”

      Red runic symbols burst to life beneath his feet. A wave of heat slammed into Aspen, forcing her to turn away.

      “You’re not going to kill me!” Isak shouted over the roar of his spell filling the hall. “I am Isak Uchida, trained by Mage Xavier Helsput of the Council of Mages. You will not kill me!”

      The King gave a grating chuckle. Aspen pulled her head around in time to see it rear back to finish Isak off, just as Isak raised a hand and plunged it into the ground. “Let me show you a little of what he taught me.”

      A rumbling greater than any before shook the hall, causing plaster to rain from the ceiling. What little glass remained in the windows shattered. Hissing fissures split the ground. Aspen barely managed to steady herself before trying to make her way toward Isak.  He continued driving his hand into the ground. The King snarled again. His red eyes narrowed, then widened. Aspen watched as the pulpy mass of his body began to writhe, something beneath the surface of his skin trying to break free.

      “You…disgusting human!” The King thundered. “I will chomp on your skull! I will feast on your bones, devour your flesh and the flesh of all your kind! I will—”

      “You won’t kill me,” Isak wheezed, sinking to one knee, the King’s tendril of darkness evaporating from his midsection. “You had your chance and you screwed it up. Now it’s my turn.”

      The King raised its head and let out a scream, just as the trunk of an enormous tree burst forth from his mouth, shooting into the ceiling. Aspen watched, shocked, as dozens of branches exploded through his skin, fully leafed, stretching out until an immense oaken canopy spread above her in the center of the hall, the King’s body trapped like a second skin over its trunk.

      “Aspen!” Isak yelled.

      The King was still moving, trying to reform himself around the oak. Aspen finally understood the terminus of his plan. She wouldn’t have a better chance than this.

      She sucked in a deep breath, pushing aside her pain and worry, focusing only on the magic teeming inside her, begging to be released. She pulled it to one point and refocused it back toward her knife, aiming it directly at the King. Then she leapt, planting a foot on each of the remaining stone pillars, bounding up and up and up until she was level with the King’s heart, his evil eyes locked on her. His mouth had reformed, its teeth gnashing at her approach.

      “Don’t you dare touch me, filthy hum—”

      Aspen drove the knife down, plunging into the King’s heart, piercing through the black rot and decay. “I’m a Null, not a human.”

      The King screamed high and loud as her knife pierced through skin like paper and impaled something solid. There was a concussion of sound and Aspen was suddenly flying backwards, slamming into the floor. Wind whipped through the hall, drawing toward the howling King. Aspen weakly picked her head up and watched as he began to collapse, his body eating away at itself and taking all of its decay with it. Then it began to burn brightly, a light that grew stronger and stronger until Aspen’s eyes were watering at the sight of it. She felt hands drag her away from it.

      “Look away!” Lucien yelled. “Keep your eyes shu—”

      But his voice was drowned out as a final earsplitting screech pierced the air, followed by silence.

      Aspen collapsed against the floor beside Lucien, her body too pained and fatigued to move. Overhead, the air glittered with the remnants of the King’s body, like dazzling shards of magic drifting to the earth like snow.

      “Good job,” Lucien murmured. He gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “And so they’re gone.”
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      “Where is he? Tell me where he is so I can kill him.”

      Aspen didn’t make it two feet out the door of her room before Nina was trying to drag her back inside, holding on to the one part of Aspen’s arm that didn’t feel like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it.

      “Would you just—hold—still! The water spirit’s not done!”

      Aspen tried to struggle out of her grip but her body still hurt in a hundred thousand different places; places she didn’t know she could hurt. She gave one last half-hearted attempt to get away before falling back onto the bed where the water spirit hovered over her again, its healing magic settling onto her skin.

      “She has been afflicted with deep, dark magic,” the water spirit squeaked. “My healing has cured the worst, but she will need time to repair the rest.”

      “Hear that?” Nina said, glaring at Aspen. “You need time to heal.”

      “Look who’s talking!” Aspen nearly jabbed a finger at Nina’s face to prove her point. Nina and Tana had both gotten away from the battle with only minor scratches and some nasty bumps they wouldn’t soon forget, but Nina’s face in particular was so splotchy with bruises they could have used it to teach kids about geography. “And I will rest, but I need to know about Isak. He…he…”

      Had stood there, took the brunt of the King’s attack, all to buy Aspen a single chance to defeat the King for good. He hadn’t thought about himself in those moments. And she had no idea if he was alive.

      “Isak…” Lucien said, leaning against the doorframe. His face was grave. “Isak…”

      “Is fine,” Isak said, pushing past Lucien. He frowned at him. “Don’t tease her like that.”

      Aspen threw herself off the bed, wrapping Isak in a hug so tight she half expected his eyeballs to pop out. She pressed her face against his chest, the panic and worry that had built up inside her since the battle draining away the longer she stayed in his arms. He felt so real, so solid. She never wanted to know what it was like to almost lose him again.

      “I guess I’m finished,” the water spirit grumbled, before vanishing with an obnoxious pop!

      “Isak?” Aspen said.

      “Hmm?” he replied, mouth resting atop her head.

      “I’m going to punch you now.”

      “Wha—”

      Aspen drew back a fist and slugged him hard on the arm. Isak grimaced. Aspen imagined he had about the same number of wounds she did, if not worse.

      “I guess I deserved that,” Isak conceded.

      “You did.”

      “But we won.”

      “For now,” Lucien said, still leaning against the doorframe. He held up two fingers. “That’s the King of Desolation dead in Edinburgh, the King of Decay dead here. I just received word that the third and final King of Silence was killed by the African Tribunal of Mages.”

      “So we stopped Maladias then, right?” Aspen said hopefully. “The Kings didn’t kill the Mages and we killed them, so that means he can’t come through.”

      She didn’t like the look Lucien gave Nina, as though they’d already discussed this and came up with an answer they knew nobody wanted to hear.

      “Not…exactly…” Nina said. “Yes, the Kings are dead, but it’s possible that they bought Maladias enough time to gather power. It’s possible he could be on his way. We just don’t know.”

      “I don’t get it,” Isak said, arm still around Aspen. “What about all this talk about transference and physical bodies and stuff? Maladias needed to use that, right? I read he needed a ‘marked’ body to come over to our plane and stay here for good.”

      “And if Maladias didn’t want to use my body as a vessel, then…” Aspen said.

      She left the thought unfinished, unsure what it meant. Crazily, she almost wished it were true that Maladias would try to use her body to come over. That meant they’d know for sure that they’d managed to stop him. But since he hadn’t used her…that could mean he’d found another.

      Lucien was nodding like he knew exactly what she was thinking. “We can’t be sure right now if Maladias will make it here, but we’ll need to be prepared just in case.”

      He ran his hand through his blond hair. It was still splattered with bits of dried blood, and his bangs didn’t swoop so elegantly across his brow with the giant bandage wrapped around his forehead, but considering what he’d gone through, he’d come out of the fight almost annoyingly unscathed compared to the others.

      “The Mages are weak,” Nina said darkly. “In Edinburgh they’re non-existent. Maladias has to know this. Lucien’s right, we need to be more prepared than ever.”

      “We will be,” Lucien said. He swept his cloak around. “I’ll get in touch with a few of our allies. In the meantime…” He eyed Aspen and Isak. “I recommend you two continue brushing up on your fighting skills. I know you’re going to need them.”
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      “That’s enough.”

      Caretaker lowered his hand and the magically projected enemies Aspen was fighting fell away. Panting, Aspen leaned against the trunk of the nearest maple tree in Lucien’s main courtyard to catch her breath.

      “Five minutes,” Caretaker said, tapping his wrist. “That is all.”

      “Ten,” Aspen said. “I asked you to help train me, not kill me.”

      “Perhaps doing one will help prevent the other.”

      Aspen shook her head, not sure how to respond to that. It’d been two days since the attack and, following a couple more healing sessions with the disgruntled water spirit, she felt almost recovered. She was happy to discover her wounds from the King hadn’t done anything to hinder her fighting ability or magic. Loki still stayed curled across her shoulders, keeping her in balance, but she had been pleasantly surprised by how well the magic she’d wielded during the battle had obeyed her.

      “Six minutes,” Caretaker said. Aspen shivered as his cold, expressionless eyes pierced into her. With Lucien and Nina out trying to gather information, Aspen had taken it upon herself to grow even stronger. And she hadn’t known anyone short of Isak who could help her do that quite like Lucien’s demon-kin butler.

      She absentmindedly scratched Loki, staring at her other hand. It was bruised, scratched, scarred, but didn’t look any different than it had before, not even following the events in the cave. She was a Null. She knew that. But her parents…why had they done that? Why had they needed to create her? Equality? Was that really all there was to it?

      “Don’t think too hard,” Isak said, grinning down at her. “You look like you might hurt yourself.”

      “Jerk,” she said, pulling him down beside her.

      “Four minutes,” Caretaker said.

      Isak tossed her a sandwich. “Brought you lunch. Figured you’d forget to eat again.”

      Aspen tore into it gratefully. She looked at her hand once more, her mind still partly elsewhere.

      “I know,” Isak said, clasping hers tightly within his. “I know what you’re thinking. But what we learned in that cave…”

      “You’re glad we went there, right?” Aspen said. “Because we were right, we should have done it. Shouldn’t we? Sometimes I think maybe…maybe it would have been better if we hadn’t.”

      “I needed to know, just like I think you needed to.”

      “But I’m not satisfied,” Aspen said. She clenched his hand tighter. “I want to know more. What were my parents really up to? What were they truly trying to do?”

      Isak gave her a confused look. “You don’t think they were just creating Nulls?”

      “No, not just that. I can’t tell you how I know. Just like I’m sure you don’t really think Xavier did all that he did just because he’s evil.”

      Isak thought about that, then shook his head. “I don’t think I ever believed that completely. He told me what he thought I needed to know to keep me satisfied, and yet…”

      Aspen raised their hands so they were level with her eyes as she stared into his. “That’s what we’ll do. We’ll keep searching until we know everything.”

      “And what about Maladias?”

      “If he sticks his ugly face on our plane, we’ll beat it back so fast it’ll set a land speed record.”

      “It’s time,” Caretaker said. Aspen gave Isak a lingering kiss before standing.

      “But I think one thing’s for sure,” she said as she stepped back in front of Caretaker, calling her magic to her again, making it swirl in a wave primed to come crashing down on her enemies. “I think the real fight is just beginning.”
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      It was time for the dead to be laid to rest.

      Elias shook his head as he finished wrapping another one of the Mages’ bodies, covering the worst of the life-ending injuries from view. Total slaughter. That’s what had happened here. The Court of the Arcane Arts was…finished. There was no denying that. The King hadn’t stopped at just killing the Mages; there were plenty of others here too that hadn’t been spared. Innocents. Apprentices. Clerks. Men and women who just as easily could have been he if not for the blessings of fate.

      He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      “I know it’s hard,” Glenny said. Elias clasped her fingers in his while she trembled. Even after four days she was still left weak from her vision. “I wish we’d had more time to warn them.”

      “Aye,” Elias said. “As do I. Not sure how much good that woulda done, though. King did a right number on ‘em.”

      Glenny pulled her eyes up to the wrapped bodies they’d laid in rows on the other side of the courtyard.

      “We have to tell the other Mages, love,” Elias said. “They need to know the Court is gone.”

      “What’s left of the Council in New York knows,” Glenny said. “The Tribal will soon. The other Councils throughout Europe won’t be sending aid. They’ll be preparing their own defenses, crawling deeper into safety in preparation for the coming storm.”

      Elias grumbled. “Figured. The ‘burbs around here are already talkin’. They’re askin’ questions. Just this mornin’ a member of the Fae came to see what was happenin’. Won’t be long now before the Vamps follow suit. Then everyone’ll know. What’ll we do…”

      “It’ll be okay.”

      “But there’s protocol. We don’t have a backup for somethin’ like this. We’ll have to start from scratch, find us new Mages, get new representatives—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Elias. We’ll get through this.” But her voice broke as she spoke. Aye, Elias thought, they’d gotten through much; the scuffles between the different ‘burbs; the threat of malicious creatures from the east; even the past couple weeks with the threat of the King.

      But this was so much worse than any of that. They’d never faced anything like this before.

      “Time it is then,” Elias sighed. He scooped up the body and carried it over to the rest, laying it at the end. Glenny hovered over them, clutching her arms, tears in her eyes.

      “I wish…I wish I had seen it sooner…If I had just seen it sooner…”

      “Hey, love…” Elias said, giving her a strong hug. “Ain’t nothin’ to be done about that. Can’t control when or how them visions come. No sense beatin’ yourself up about it.”

      Glenny nodded into his shoulder. She looked up at him gratefully. “Thank you.”

      Elias gave her a cheeky grin. Smiling felt strange on his face. “That’a girl. Now, I’ll be right back. Gonna go grab a shovel from the truck so I can…” He glanced down at the bodies. His throat grew thick again. “I’ll just go grab that shovel.”

      “The garden,” Glenny said. She pointed down a passageway that Elias knew led to the Mages’ well-tended botanical garden. “It has enough space, with plenty of dirt. We can bury them there.”

      “Right.”

      Elias passed through the magical barrier and walked back out into the rest of the castle. It was completely deserted at this late hour, making it far easier to slip in and out than it was during the day. Elias paused as he passed through one of the gates. The lights of Princes Street glittered below, people still wandering between shops. Peals of laughter drifted up to him. It was amazing, really, how life went on even when it felt like everything normal in his world had shattered. And why wouldn’t it? The rest of Edinburgh didn’t know ‘bout none of this. To them this was just another normal night.

      Elias only wished that were true.

      “Elias.”

      Elias looked up. James, the night guard and one of the few Norms who knew of the Court, gave him a shallow nod. His face was as grim as Elias felt. “You doing all right?”

      “Holdin’ up fine, James. Holdin’ up just fine.”

      “I’m sorry, if it’s any consolation.”

      Elias was pretty tired of hearing how sorry everybody was, but he knew James meant well, and was glad he’d said it all the same.

      “’Preciate it, James. Keep a good watch now. I still got some work that needs doin’.”

      Elias made it to the truck and grabbed what he needed, stopping only once to glance up at the dark sky. Heavy clouds had been rolling in the last couple days. Thunder wasn’t far behind. He’d never seen anything quite so…ominous. Not even when the Kings had been here.

      “Maladias is done then?” he remembered asking Glenny.

      She’d stared up at the clouds. “I’m not sure.”

      “He ain’t here,” Elias had insisted. “The Kings didn’t bring ‘im. I don’t see how he’s getting over any other way.”

      “There are always other ways,” she’d said, in a quiet voice that’d made his skin crawl with anxiety. Now, looking up at the sky, he felt that same feeling again.

      Elias paused as he headed back. A light was on in the courtyard of the Great Hall. Elias squinted. Parts of the castle were always lit up, but not that courtyard. And James always made sure everything was turned off as it should be.

      Elias walked toward it. Nothing seemed out of place, and yet…he couldn’t help the uncomfortable shiver making its way down his neck. He held the shovel tighter. He was sure James was supposed to be up here. His walking route often led him by where the Stone of Destiny was displayed. While Elias hadn’t known of any Scot who’d tried anything funny with it, it was still worth keeping under close watch.

      Elias stopped. A turned-on flashlight lay abandoned in the center of the courtyard. Elias’s heart began to pound in double time. He picked up the light and swung it around.

      “James?” he called. “Come on out, mate. Ain’t in the mood for no scarin’.”

      But Elias knew this was no prank. He knew it in his bones, even before the sick, cold feeling rolled through him. Something whispered on his left. He spun that way.

      The doors leading to the hall of the crown jewels were wide open. His light barely illuminated part of a body lying just inside.

      “James?”

      Shovel still at the ready, Elias carefully approached the door, eyes watering with fear. Elias knew what he would find even before he confirmed the body was James, lying face down, like so many of the other dead Elias had been forced to wrap today. A pool of dark blood spread beneath him.

      “James…” Elias breathed. He jerked the light around as something scuttled past.

      “Come on out!” Elias yelled, voice straining. “Come on out, you coward! You murderer—”

      His light froze on something else. Elias’s mouth dropped open. “What in the holy hells…”

      Another man’s body lay prostrate in front of the Stone of Destiny. He looked pale and quite dead. His bald head was crisscrossed with wicked, pulpy scars, his face contorted in a fierce expression, even with his eyes closed. He was dressed…sort of like a Mage? Elias guessed. But not like any Mage of the Court.

      What kind of sick joke was this?

      Without warning, the Stone began to glow. The man’s body did as well, lighting up something on his shoulder. Against his better judgement, Elias leaned forward. The shoulder of the man’s robe looked as though it’d been torn or burned away, exposing a tattoo that was now glowing with some kind of magic, a symbol Elias had never seen before: a pair of claws reaching up from either side to encompass a single blood-red dot.

      The light surrounding both the Stone and the man faded away, leaving only the man’s body.

      The man moved.

      Elias let out a cry of alarm as the man sat up. He held up one arm, gazing at it, before turning to the other. He curled his fingers, entranced by the simple act of moving them, like a baby who’d just discovered the power they wielded over their own body.

      “It worked. Marvelous.”

      The man stood, drawing himself up to an imposing height.

      A small noise of fear escaped Elias’ throat.

      The man’s head swiveled to him. His eyes hit Elias and he froze in place at what he saw there. Those eyes weren’t human, but were something far, far older. Something evil.

      “And my first subject comes to greet me,” the man said in a deep voice that made Elias’ blood run cold.

      The man raised a hand. “Bow to me, child of earth. Bow to me here and now and I will allow you to serve me.”

      Elias’ feet suddenly remembered how to move, and he was stumbling away, nearly tripping on the doorframe as he backpedaled. The man simply smiled cruelly and began to follow.

      “You can run. I will allow it. Because in time there will be nowhere left to run. And then you, and everyone else, shall fall to me.”

      Elias stumbled again, but then he felt a hand gripping the back of his shirt, pulling him through out into the courtyard. There was a loud boom as the doors were slammed shut behind him. Glenny stood there, panting, holding them closed.

      “Go,” she hissed, as the outline of the doors began to glow. “Go warn the others. Tell them we’re in danger. Tell them Maladias is here.”
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        The Seven Magical Boroughs of New York City, and the Mages of Each

      

      

      

      
        
        Ember’s Landing, Manhattan—Shifters, Vamps.

        Overseen by: Mage Lucien Dunadine

      

      

      

      
        
        Jade Palace, Chinatown—Djinn, Low-level demons

        Overseen by: Mage Nina Ashmir

      

      

      

      
        
        Brindle’s Spire, Staten Island—Giants, Ogres, Trolls

        Overseen by: Mage Isak Uchida (Unconfirmed)

      

      

      

      
        
        The Courts (Day and Night Court), Central Park—The Fae

        Overseen by: Mage Simshar Kelso ????????

      

      

      

      
        
        Necropolis, Hell’s Kitchen—The Undead, ghouls, wraiths, ghosts

        Overseen by: Mage Don Jones  ????????

      

      

      

      
        
        New Salem, Brooklyn—The Coven, Succubus, Incubus

        Overseen by: Mage Etienne Lavilei ????????

      

      

      

      
        
        Rivendell, The Bronx—Orcs, Elves, Dwarves

        Overseen by: Mage Aspen Rivest

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The First Encounter
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      The place stank of death.

      Tana brought a hand up to her nose, trying to block the stench of copper and flesh wafting through the air. Even without the sensitive nose of a half Vamp, she was sure it would smell just as bad.

      She jumped as a door slammed behind her, the sound echoing through the back of the cathedral, repeating itself over and over until it finally gasped into silence. She narrowed her eyes to better see into the darkness. Nothing moved. Her enhanced hearing couldn’t pick up anyone breathing. She’d come in that way. Maybe the wind had shut it…

      Tana forced herself to move again. She couldn’t risk lingering. As hidden by magic as the Mage’s Council of Prague was, something evil had found it. Something evil still lurked here.

      “Hello?” Tana hissed, afraid to raise her voice. “Hello? Is anyone there? I’m a friend. I can help.”

      Silence answered.

      The cavernous atrium of the St. Vitus cathedral was clothed in moonlight leaking through the stained-glass windows, splashing across the exquisite marble floor. The spindly candelabras glinted gold. The shadowed shapes of stone saints huddled in small alcoves. Their figures made Tana shiver. The Mages of Prague should have been meeting here tonight. They always did. That was what Tana had been told.

      But many things had changed since Maladias had arrived.

      Tana tiptoed between the prayer benches, heading toward the altar. Her heart pounded in her ears. She bit her bottom lip so hard her sharpened fangs cut through the thin flesh.

      “Anybody there?”

      Maybe they couldn’t understand English? More likely they were in hiding. In all the places she’d traveled across Europe the past couple weeks, none had been left untouched by Maladias’ presence. Since entering their world through Edinburgh, he’d commenced to wipe out the Mages there, then systematically moved on to others. Amsterdam. Berlin. Paris, Rome. All gone. She’d hoped those in Prague hadn’t met the same fate.

      It wasn’t just that Maladias was destroying the supernatural community. His presence was growing so powerful that even the Norms were beginning to notice. The usual charms and hexes that kept them ignorant weren’t working as well. And she knew why. Even powerful magic couldn’t disguise buildings collapsing without warning, or entire sections of cities where Supes used to live appearing ravaged overnight. Perhaps Norms couldn’t put a finger on what exactly was causing these things, but the growing fear was palpable in the air. In Edinburgh, the lack of the Court of the Arcane Arts had made the borough residents unruly. Dangerous, even. Tana hadn’t heard of many Norms disappearing yet, but with Maladias’ dark influence spreading it was only a matter of time.

      They were all running out of time.

      It wouldn’t be long until he’d absorbed enough power, gained enough strength after traveling over to their realm, to attempt an attack on New York City. Once that happened, Tana was sure he’d use the city as his base camp to complete his conquest of their world. Then there really would be nothing left worth fighting for, and no one who could fight against him.

      She crept across the transept to the ambulatory, hoping beyond hope she’d find someone still alive. Two thick wooden doors had been set into the stone wall, tightly shut. Tana knocked. No answer. She knocked again, harder. Then she tried the handle, applying perhaps more pressure than necessary, until the old iron grip snapped off and the door creaked open.

      Someone gave a frightened cry from inside. Bodies scuffled away from her as she stepped into the room. The sharp tang of magic crackled in the air as different colored spells were conjured in terrified palms.

      “Útočí! Rychle, než nás může dostat!”

      “No! I’m a friend! Friend!” Tana said. “You can tru—”

      She barely leapt aside as a spell blasted the wall beside her. More yelling followed, overtaken by a child crying. “I’m not Maladias!” Tana yelled.

      The attack paused. Tana stayed crouching behind a table until she felt safe enough to peer over the lip.

      Oh hex it all. The kids. Five of them, the oldest no more than eight, the youngest cowering behind the others, cheeks red and streaked with tears.

      The oldest child stepped forward, spell still ready to cast. His eyes narrowed at her. “Who…are…you?” he asked in halting English. “You are not…bad?”

      Tana kept her hands up as she slowly rose. “I’m not bad. I’m a friend. I—”

      The stench of rotten flesh hit her anew, and Tana jerked her head toward the corner of the room. She nearly gasped. A man—one of the Mages, most likely—lay dead, caked in dried blood. It looked as though he’d bled out, probably in front of his students.

      Tana swallowed a growing lump in her throat. She had to keep it together. This was not the time or place to grow squeamish. “Where are your other masters? Where are the other Mages?”

      The boy’s face hardened, his eyes speaking of a horror he would never reveal.

      “They are dead. Everybody is dead.”

      The younger child sobbed louder before one of the girls managed to comfort him.

      Tana’s spirits plummeted. She closed her eyes for a brief moment, letting that sink in. Another Council, gone. But at least here there were these few survivors. That was more than most. The children could have a place back at the Academy. A safe space. For now, at least—

      Tana whipped back around toward the door as something moved in the cathedral’s atrium. She forced her breathing steady.

      “I’m going to get you out of here,” she said, keeping her voice light. “I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

      The older boy’s eyes narrowed. “Safe?” He said the word like he couldn’t believe it was possible. “Where?”

      “New York City. Have you heard of it? It’s a great, big place, and a bunch of amazing people—other Supernaturals just like you—are there.”

      She didn’t mention that the reason a bunch of Supes were there was because most were using it for sanctuary. Soon, New York would be the last magical stronghold left. “Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      The older boy looked back at the others. They chattered to each other in rapid-fire Czech. The older boy closed his hand around his spell, extinguishing it. “You will…take us to New York?”

      Tana held up a small charm Lucien had given her to use whenever she needed to get back home: It was an ivory carving, white as bone, of one of the four winds. “I can get all of you there, one at a time. But there are too many charms in here. We need to leave the cathedral for it to work. Will you trust me?”

      The older boy slowly nodded. The others followed suit.

      Tana peeked out the door. She half expected to see Maladias creeping toward them—a long shadow on the ground, a disturbance of the light that signaled his twisted, dark magic—but the cathedral was empty. Only a single chandelier squeaked as it gently rocked high above them.

      “This way,” Tana said. “Follow me and stay quiet.”

      The children dutifully obeyed, falling into a line single-file behind her like a row of ducklings. Tana noticed that the few in the back were helping the crying one walk, encouraging him along as they slunk along the side of the nave. That was good. It meant resilience, something she hadn’t seen much of, even in adults. These kids would have a chance to recover and overcome what they’d seen here. If only she could get them out...

      Something moved near the cathedral’s front doors. Tana froze, holding up a hand to stop the children. One of the girls whimpered. The older boy stood in line with Tana, face set, spell coming back to life in his hand.

      “No!” Tana hissed, closing his hand. “No magic! It won’t be strong enough to work on him!”

      “Not…strong?” The boy looked horrified. Perhaps he hadn’t understood all of what she’d said, but he’d gotten the gist of it.

      Tana waved for them to stay behind, then slowly approached where she thought she’d seen movement. She told herself it could just be a late church-goer, perhaps someone coming to say their prayers. At two in the morning. In a locked cathedral.

      She elongated her nails, holding them up and ready to strike. Taking a deep breath, she swung around the nearest pillar.

      No one was there.

      Tana jumped as one of the front doors creaked open, letting in a cool blast of night air. The chandelier overhead swung even more crazily. Tana caught the whiff of incense, tinged with another fresh bloom of flesh and blood.

      One of the children screamed.

      Tana whirled around, heart tightening in her chest as the children began to wail louder. She could see their vague forms where she’d left them in the dark, see them stumbling back from a shadowed figure that had manifested in their midst. The little boy who’d been crying sobbed harder as a pale hand reached from the darkness, wrapped around his throat, and dragged him into the shadows. His cries fell silent.

      “NO!”

      Tana bounded forward, swiping at the figure’s head. It easily sidestepped, like liquid reforming in a glass, its form easily melting around her attack and then taking shape once more. The shadows around them teemed with movement, and Tana realized, with growing horror, that the darkness was coming alive. She could see inside it; see the eyes of the monsters hidden there, see their teeth, their thoughts to rip, shred, kill. The children were still screaming and Tana clamped her hands over her ears as their cries rose louder and louder. She couldn’t bear to hear them anymore! She couldn’t—

      They fell silent.

      Tana swung around. The figure stood alone in the center of the nave, watching her. The children were nowhere to be found. She nearly fell to her knees. First the Mages, now them. Consumed, as though they’d never been there at all.

      The darkness continued creeping up on her from all sides. The figure grinned, showing off his yellow stained teeth.

      “It looks as though I missed some the first time. And how delicious they were! But you…I don’t sense any magic like that from you. Were you here to try to stop me?”

      The figure stepped into the light and Tana took a horrified step back.

      “Xavier!”

      They’d warned her about this. She’d heard stories from Edinburgh about a figure who was Maladias, but wore the body of Xavier, former Mage of the Council of Mages. Isak Uchida’s old master.

      Xavier’s bald head was crisscrossed with wicked, pulpy scars, his permanent scowl appearing even more piercing now that his eyes glowed an inhuman gold; eyes that tried to pin her in place.

      Tana gripped her magical charm harder. Lucien had given her enough for a few jumps back to New York. But she couldn’t use it if she couldn’t get outside; if she couldn’t get past Maladias.

      Maladias raised both of Xavier’s hands and looked down at them. Wisps of magic dripped from the fingertips, hissing as they hit the floor.

      “Yes, I suppose this form is the one you used to call Xavier. If you are one of this world’s attempts to stop me, I must confess I’m not impressed. For eons I have traveled between the planes, devouring what I wished, destroying those who opposed me. Though my body on this plane is less than ideal, it will be more than enough to take what I need.”

      “We-we’re going to stop you.” Tana hated how her voice came out: cracked and scared. Like a little girl, not someone who could fight. “You won’t hurt anyone else. You won’t kill anyone else. We won’t let you.”

      Maladias let out a high, cold laugh. “And how do you intend to do that? Will the Mages destroy me? Foolish girl, my Kings might not have killed all of them, but the Mages are weak now. Scattered to the four winds like used up husks. There is nothing they can do.”

      His eyes turned to pitiless slits. “Perhaps…” he hissed, voice turning dangerously low, “perhaps it would be good to let you go. A messenger to warn any who dare try to cross my path.”

      Tana took a step back, just as Maladias closed his fingers into a fist. Tana choked as the air was yanked from her lungs. Stars danced in her vision. “Or perhaps as the message.”

      With the last bit of her strength, Tana managed to grip one of the pews beside her and launch it at him, her enhanced Vampee strength causing it to splinter as it hit. Maladias merely brushed the wood remnants aside, that eerie smile still on his lips.

      “You still have some fight. Excellent.”

      Tana ran.

      She wasn’t sure if the cathedral had a side door but she sprinted toward the nearest nave regardless, hurling candlesticks and uprooting pews in a pathetic attempt to slow him down. But when she looked back, Maladias merely floated above it all, still smiling, like a parent amused at their child’s attempts to look strong.

      A sob wrenched itself from Tana’s throat. She couldn’t die here! Aspen was waiting for her. Lucien was waiting for her. Isak, Nina, everyone else in New York. Her home. She couldn’t leave them, not like this.

      Tana tried turning to attack once more, just as an enormous weight slammed into her from the side. She felt a rib snap, the bloom of pain overtaking any of her other senses as she careened across the cathedral, smashing into pews, toppling over tables before skidding to a stop. She heard Maladias’ laugh as she tried to pick herself up. The pain was so great she couldn’t think straight. If she’d been a Norm, she’d certainly be dead.

      “New York will be next,” Maladias said, brushing aside the wreckage as he made his way toward her. “The final stronghold of this world’s magic. How I’ve longed to claim it as my own, and now it’s in my grasp.”

      Tana glanced over her shoulder, fighting to keep her vision steady. She could almost thank Maladias. His last attack had knocked her near the front door. If she could get her broken body to cooperate it was only a dozen feet until freedom.

      Maladias brushed another pew aside. Tana sucked in a large, agonizing breath, then pulled out the second charm Lucien had given her. The one he’d said was a pain in the butt to make; the one he’d made her promise she’d only use in emergencies.

      Tana figured this qualified.

      With trembling hands, she thrust it out toward Maladias. The sudden blast of light that shot from it left her partially blinded. The spell slammed into Maladias’ chest, but Tana didn’t wait to see its effect. She hurled herself toward the cathedral door, glancing back only once to see if he was still after her.

      Maladias stood exactly where he had before, completely untouched. He looked at his hands, then down at his unmarred chest. His entire body flickered, so fast Tana thought she’d imagined it. She nearly stopped, just to make sure. It happened again. One moment, Maladias was there, the next he vanished, only to reappear a moment later.

      “Impossible,” she heard him murmur.

      Tana hit the doors, pushing as hard as her bruised arms would allow. She could feel Maladias’ gaze snap back to her, feel the pressure drop as he approached.

      “You will not escape me. No one escapes me—”

      With a cry of fear, Tana gave one last, monumental shove, practically breaking the door off its hinges as she threw herself through it and into the crisp night air. She reached for the teleportation charm dangling around her neck. Her mouth formed the words to work the spell at the same time she heard Maladias’ cruel voice utter a spell of his own. A tug pulled at her gut just as piercing pain sliced into her back.

      Her world went black.
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      “You don’t have to do this.”

      Aspen looked over at Isak, keeping pace beside her as they walked down the bejeweled corridor. His brooding scowl made the black, claw-like tattoos running from his left forehead down to his shoulder stretch tighter than normal. “I mean, even Lucien said you don’t have to. You don’t need to be here.”

      “Ah… are you pouting?” Aspen said, voice teasing despite the uncomfortable clench in her chest. “For little ol’ me?”

      Isak furiously brushed away the black hair slashing across his eyes. If Aspen hadn’t been so worried about where they were headed, she’d have definitely thought it was hot.

      “Aspen…this is serious.”

      He was pouting.

      “We both know I don’t have to,” Aspen said. “But I want to. You know as well as I do that this is the best chance for help we have right now.”

      “But not our only one.”

      “But our best,” Aspen repeated. “And I want to be here for it.”

      Isak let out a frustrated sigh, but he didn’t argue. Aspen wouldn’t have listened to him if he did. If what they were doing went south fast she’d never forgive herself for not having been here to help protect him and the others.

      Ahead of them strode Lucien and Nina. Lucien’s body was bedecked in one of his usual robes, his honey-gold hair swept elegantly back, his expression as aloof and unflustered as always. His pale skin was in sharp contrast to Nina’s caramel-brown; her severely tied hair bun contrasted with his free locks. Nina’s forearms were inked with mehndi tattoos, her wrists missing her usual folding scythe knives.

      They’d been forced to leave their weapons at the door. Aspen already missed the familiar weight of the Dakri knife she usually kept tucked beneath her oversized leather jacket. She brushed her silver hair out of her eyes as they slowed at the entrance to the next chamber. It was flanked by a Fae guard on either side. Unlike the cherub-like creatures Aspen had had the misfortune of encountering her first time in the Night Court, these Fae were human-like, over six feet tall and almost physically flawless. The air around them glistened with glamour. They stood so rigid Aspen could almost mistake them for marble statues.

      The Fae gave Aspen’s group a cursory glance for any final weapons (as though they’d forgotten all of them could use magic) then pushed the doors open and let them inside.

      The grand hall of the Night Court gave a new meaning to extravagance. Thousands of glittering crystals pirouetted in the dark midair overhead, throwing lighted reflections of winged dancers across the balconies ringing the walls. A light, tinkling breeze carried a scent of roses and something…something Aspen couldn’t place, but which rested on the tip of her tongue and lingered, sweet as honey. A high throne sat at the opposite end of the hall, a table big enough for four placed before it.

      And on the throne…Segur, Queen of the Unseelie Fae.

      Aspen’s steps faltered. No. She had to keep moving. She’d told herself a dozen times she wouldn’t react like this. Segur could undoubtedly sniff out weakness, and in the Night Court of the Unseelie Fae, weakness was quickly, violently snuffed out. Even still, seeing the Queen again had briefly taken Aspen back to that time not so long ago when she’d been trapped deep beneath the earth—a dark place so different from this bright, glittering world. She couldn’t help remembering Segur’s face, leering as she tortured Aspen, trying to coax Aspen’s latent Null powers into manifesting so Segur could use her as a weapon. And she’d succeeded. Just not in the way she’d expected.

      Aspen tried moving forward, but her feet were locked in place. She felt Isak’s warm hand on her back. His concerned eyes repeated, You don’t have to do this.

      Yes, she did. And they both knew it. They were running out of time. And out of options.

      “Queen Segur,” Lucien said, giving a shallow bow. “You’re looking spectacular as always. Is it a new moisturizer, perhaps?”

      Segur’s face curled up in a cruel smile, making her flawless skin glisten almost like diamonds. “I think any way I look would be much better than our last meeting, Mage Lucien.”

      “You mean the last time when you kidnapped my apprentice and tortured her before I managed to intervene?” Lucien said, unabashed. “I agree, I think we’re both feeling much better since that incident. I trust you’ve recovered since then?”

      Segur’s slender fingers twitched toward her delicate neck, where Aspen could almost imagine the imprint of Lucien’s fingers where he’d choked her. “Oh yes. More than I’m sure you know. But let’s not have a repeat, shall we?”

      Segur flicked her hand. A great boom echoed through the hall as dozens of Fae soldiers stepped out of the shadows of the balcony, spears held casually in their hands. Aspen swallowed her sudden spike of fear as she tried to get an exact number. She lost count after twenty. Way more than she was sure four magic users could take on. At least not without someone getting seriously hurt.

      Segur’s grin widened. She gestured to the table. “Please. Have a seat and fill me in on this… amusing offer of yours.”

      Aspen sat, trying to keep as many of the soldiers in her sight as possible. In the face of so many potential enemies, the magic bubbling beneath her skin itched to be used. Her familiar, Loki, a shadow dancer that helped her control it, gave a soothing purr from where he lay hidden beneath the nape of her neck.

      “You know what’s going on in New York,” Nina started. “I’m sure you keep up to date on current events.”

      Segur leaned back in her throne. “The happenings in those other boroughs don’t usually affect me, if that’s what you’re getting at, Mage Nina. Or should it be ‘Mage’ at all? From what I hear, the Council is down to just you four. The Kings of Maladias saw to that. I wonder…What would the other Supes think if they knew their only supposed salvation sat in one place, lined up nice and neat before my throne?”

      The guards shuffled closer to the edges of the balcony. Aspen slowed her breathing, uncurling one hand beneath the table. She began to conjure the barest whisper of a spell.

      “So you’ve heard about the Kings,” Nina went on, unperturbed. “Which means you know about Maladias. Then you also know he’s going to make his way to New York. Soon. We’re guessing it won’t be more than a week.”

      “I’ll make this easier for you: What do I care of the other boroughs’ disputes?” Segur said.

      “If they fall you fall!” Aspen burst out. “You can’t hide in here behind your magic forever. Maladias is way stronger than that. He’ll break it down and—”

      Isak lay a calming hand on her thigh. “What Mage Aspen is trying to say is that you can only stay hidden for so long. Even the Fae can’t evade Maladias.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Segur said.

      “Queen Segur,” Lucien said. “This might just be a silly assumption, but you wouldn’t happen to be thinking of allying with Maladias, would you?”

      The air in the room stiffened. Segur’s eyes, for just the barest moment, flickered to Lucien. There was a fury behind them. “I am not. Why would you propose such a thing, Mage Lucien?”

      “Oh, just a thought. If we’re speaking candidly, the Unseelie Fae haven’t always been the most…cooperative with the other Supes in the past. You seek power, and Maladias’ entire purpose here on Earth is to steal our magic for himself. In that way I’d say your goals align. And…” Lucien gave her a charming grin. “Again, forgive my candidness, but the Unseelie Fae did always consider themselves to be better than everyone else.”

      Segur let out a tinkling laugh that sent goosebumps racing down Aspen’s arms. “And what do the other supernatural beings know of the power of the Fae? We, whose magic is older than time itself, whose abilities defy their comprehension?”

      “The Council has allowed the Fae to stay in New York, as long as they follow the law—”

      “The Council is gone!” Segur was on her feet, the train of her dress rising behind her like a scorpion’s stinger. “Mage Simshar is dead, he who was a half-Fae undesirable, who was overtaken by the King. He was weak. We are not. You dare come in here and call for help, when you have nothing to offer me in return, when the Mages are dead and you have no power to back up your words? It’s pathetic.”

      Aspen half stood as the guards’ spears tilted down toward them. Isak tensed beside her. Nina worried her bottom lip, looking beyond pissed that she’d agreed to leave her knives behind.

      “Well, if you didn’t want to help, you could have said it in a nicer way,” Lucien said, brushing the hem of his robe aside and crossing his legs. “You’re very dramatic, you know that?”

      Aspen held her breath, watching Segur, who looked as though she wanted nothing more than to blast Lucien right off his seat. Then she broke out in another smile. It didn’t make Aspen feel any better.

      “I wonder…have you requested the same help from my sister?”

      “The Seelie Fae of the Day Court aren’t around right now,” Isak said.

      Segur nodded like she’d already known that. “Oh yes, the cold of winter drives the Day Court back to their warm holes, doesn’t it? They find a new plane of existence, a world far from here, to hibernate until the storm has subsided.”

      Segur snapped her fingers. The crystals overhead drew together, melding with one another until they created a single pane of near-invisible glass. But instead of showing the hall’s ceiling, the other side revealed the topside of Central Park. A bitter wind bit through the trees, making them shiver. Aspen squinted, swearing she saw the barest hint of a snow flurry.

      Segur drew a fingernail across her chin, musing. “How interesting it is that my sister leaves now, when you’re in your hour of greatest need.”

      “We’re not here to place blame,” Nina said. “We just want to know if you can help us. Some of the other boroughs have agreed—”

      “I’ve told you, I’m not the other boroughs,” Segur snarled. “You think uniting them will help? I know what your real goal is, Mages, oh yes. You put so much trust in unity and common good, but where has that been since the Council has crumbled?”

      Aspen swallowed a growing lump in her throat. Lucien had been worried about this. Most of the other magical boroughs had grown unruly since the Mages’ deaths. Some had stopped listening to their authority altogether. Old Supe disputes and turf wars had started back up again—the orcs encroaching on dwarven territory, the ghouls feeding outside of their allotted time. There simply wasn’t enough manpower to quell them all. It was as if Maladias’ dark influence was spreading here, even before he’d arrived.

      “We need to work together if we’re going to have any hope of our lives going back to the way they were,” Lucien said.

      “I know what we have now’s not perfect,” Aspen admitted. “But it’s better than nothing.”

      “You’ve already lost, you just don’t know it,” Segur said. She gently lowered herself back into her throne. “No, I will not help you. What you’re trying to do is stupid at best.”

      “I heard you can travel to other planes,” Lucien said. “Is that true?”

      Aspen glanced over at him. Well that was a sudden change of tack.

      Darkness began leaking from the edges of Segur’s dress, pooling at her feet. It seemed the cold from the surface had come below as the temperature in the room plummeted. “Your questions go too far. I will not help you. I do not fear you any more, Mages. You’ve lost all your power.”

      Nina’s chair scraped as she stood. “Then I think we’re done here.”

      Aspen and the others quickly stood along with her, but Segur rose as well, making Aspen pause, bristling. The Queen of the Unseelie Fae looked from Aspen, to Isak, to Nina, until they rested on Lucien. Aspen could see an internal battle waging on her perfect, flawless face. Nobody spoke. Aspen shifted from foot to foot, growing more uncomfortable as the seconds passed, wishing something, anything, would break the stalemate.

      “We’ll let ourselves out,” Lucien finally said.

      “Will you?” Segur said.

      Lucien’s smile didn’t falter. “Please consider our plea for assistance. Your Court is in bigger danger than you think.”

      Segur’s eyebrows rose, but before she could snarl a retort, Lucien swept on his heels, cloak flapping, and strode toward the door they’d entered, the balcony guards’ spear-tips following them the entire way. Aspen expected at any moment to hear the hiss of spears flying through the air, but the next second Lucien was out the door and out of immediate danger.

      “Our turn,” Isak muttered.

      Aspen took a deep breath and followed him across the hall and out. She could feel Segur’s hateful eyes burning a hole in her back the entire way.
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      “Well…That didn’t go exactly how I planned,” Lucien said.

      Aspen let out a derisive snort. Her heart was still doing jumping jacks in her chest. Her skin tingled from the remnants of Fae magic, or perhaps from where she’d imagined their spears’ tips piercing her flesh.

      “No kidding. Who would have thought Segur wouldn’t listen to reason?”

      “We knew she wouldn’t,” Nina said, pulling them to a stop on the corner of 82nd and Amsterdam. She shook her head, as though mentally berating herself. “I screwed up. I showed my hand in there: we really are running out of options, but I shouldn’t have let on how badly we needed her.” She clenched her fists. “It was stupid!”

      “Easy…” Lucien said, pulling her into a side hug and planting a kiss on her forehead. Aspen noticed his hand was shaking, but he quickly hid it within the folds of Nina’s shirt. “You did just fine. You all did,” he added, giving Aspen a proud nod. “I know how hard that must have been for you in there. You handled yourself well.”

      Isak clasped Aspen’s hand as the light changed and they crossed with the rest of the crowd. “I never doubted.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Aspen said. “I did enough doubting for both of us.”

      He let out a deep chuckle, before glancing somewhat worriedly up at the sky. He’d been doing that a lot lately. They all had. With the protective wards around New York practically destroyed, Aspen half expected to see Maladias come soaring in at any moment. As it was, the sky the past week had been a continuous slate gray, clouds thick and churning. The news said it was an errant weather system. Aspen wished that were true.

      For the moment, she tried to bury her worry in the surrounding hum and thrum of city life, soaking up the sights and sounds of a New York alive during mid-day rush hour. Per usual, Lucien and his robe received more than a few curious—sometimes outright aggressive—stares. But most people kept to themselves. Cars honked and screeched. Conversations dipped in and out of her hearing. Despite the hidden, growing chaos around them, life among the Norm world of New York droned on and Aspen let herself be carried along with it.

      “Ah, here we go. Perfect!”

      They stopped in front of a bagel shop. Lucien pulled out some cash and handed it to Isak. “I’m sure we’re starving. Why don’t you all go buy us a little snack and I’ll get in touch with the Academy and let them know we’re coming.”

      Nina nodded. Isak reluctantly took the money and, after giving him a somewhat curious look, followed her inside.

      “Go ahead,” Lucien said, giving Aspen a blinding grin. She wasn’t buying it. Over the past few months she’d grown pretty good at reading the subtleties in people’s emotions, even someone as inscrutable as Lucien, who always seemed able to hide what he was truly feeling behind a bright smile and joke.

      “Aspen, why don’t you go—”

      “The Academy doesn’t need to know you’re coming. Since Philus died you’ve practically become their headmaster.”

      “Nonsense! That’s just a formality until we can find a replacem—”

      “What’s really up?”

      “Nothing’s up!”

      “You’re lying.”

      There it was: the barest crack in his façade. “Lucien,” Aspen went on in a gentler tone. “Come on, you know you can tell me. Heck, you can tell any of us. Nina especially. She’ll kill you if she finds you’re keeping something from her.”

      Lucien chuckled. “I suppose she will.” But he didn’t go on, and he didn’t explain. He didn’t need to; Aspen had been having the same nagging thoughts.

      “It’s worse than we thought, isn’t it?” she said quietly.

      “Much worse,” Lucien agreed, sighing. “The Necropolis has pretty much cut off all contact to us and any other borough. New Salem and the Coven have closed their doors. The giants and ogres of Brindle’s Spire, well…”

      “They’re the giants and ogres,” Aspen finished. That was an answer unto itself.

      “And now the Court,” Lucien finished. “And Segur’s right, we should have asked the Queen of the Seelie Fae when we had the chance. But now that she’s gone…” His shoulders dropped just a fraction of an inch. “We’re running low on allies.”

      “You asked Segur something back there…” Aspen said. “She said the Seelie Fae can travel to another plane, and you wanted to know if she could do that too. Why?”

      Lucien shrugged. “I was curious to see if it was possible. Despite being sister Fae, the Day and Night Courts don’t always share the same types of abilities. I wanted to get a feel for the extent of her powers.”

      Another thought, a darker thought, rose to Aspen’s lips. “You think we should be worried about her, don’t you? About her allying with Maladias, I mean.”

      Lucien didn’t say anything, but that was answer enough. In that moment, the once-comforting metal and glass walls of skyscrapers and streetlights surrounding her didn’t feel so safe. Instead of a metal fortress protecting them it felt like they were closing in, becoming more of a cage. Maladias was one thing. He was clearly the enemy, an outsider. Aspen knew what he wanted, and that, she supposed, was somewhat comforting.

      But she had no clue what Segur, or any of the other boroughs, wanted should they decide to turn on them. The Supes that had once been relatively peaceful were transforming her home into a den of wolves.

      “It’s not all that bad,” Lucien said, as though reading her mind. “Not yet. But there’s something else, something that’s got me thinking…I’ll need to check the Academy library.”

      “For what?”

      Lucien was quiet for a moment. He glanced around as though they might be overheard, though there was nobody there except for a businessman talking loudly on his phone. “There have been…rumors of something. Something I think that might, might, give us a little advantage.”

      Aspen leaned in closer. Lucien paused, as though building up to a dramatic reveal. “I saw it in the Academy archives, something called a Stone Army. Have you heard of it?”

      “I…don’t think so,” Aspen said. She racked her brain for any old memory that had to do with something like that. “An army? Here? That sounds like more than a little advantage.”

      “It could be all myth and superstition.” Lucien flashed her a grin. “But like most myths, it might mean nothing, or…it might mean everything.”

      “But what does that—”

      “Here’s your bagel.” Isak emerged from the shop with Nina in tow. “And my time as errand boy is up.”

      Aspen waited expectantly for Lucien to finish answering her, but he was already back to his normal cheery self. He took his bagel from Nina and downed it in a couple swift bites.

      “Aspen?” Isak said. He held hers out. Reluctantly, Aspen pulled herself away from Lucien.

      “Thanks,” she said, holding out her hand expectantly. With a mischievous gleam in his eye, Isak instead stuffed the bagel into her mouth.

      “I—Isak!”

      His laugh echoed down the street.
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      Lucien double-checked no one was paying them any attention before crossing the Lincoln Center’s courtyard and going around the back to a blank brick wall. He found the symbol for the Academy of Magic—a triangle with a single peering eye, a crescent moon hanging over its right side—and placed his hand over it. The symbol flared to life and the bricks shifted aside, allowing them to step inside the Academy’s entry hall.

      “Mage Lucien!”

      They hadn’t made it halfway down the hall before one of the Academy students—Nick or Noah or something like that (Aspen always had trouble remembering their names)—came rushing around the corner, huffing and puffing. “I’m—so glad—you’re back. There’s something—”

      Lucien put a hand up. “Let me stop you there, Noah. First, any news of Tana?”

      Noah faltered, caught off guard. “Uh, no, sir, not yet. I asked about her, but nobody who’s been over to any of the European Councils have seen any sign of her.”

      The familiar bite of worry crept back into Aspen’s mind. She knew Tana had insisted she go off alone to try to rally any remaining Supes while they stayed behind to defend New York. But Aspen still chided herself for not saying something more. For not insisting she go with her.

      “They haven’t seen her at all?” Lucien clarified.

      “No sir, I’m sorry…”

      “It’s okay, Lucien,” Nina said, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You know Tana can take care of herself.”

      “She’s only been gone a week or so,” Isak added.

      “But she hasn’t checked in the last couple days,” Lucien said. He gently brushed off Nina’s hand. “I told her to check in every day. With Maladias still out there…”

      Noah was staring at him, wide-eyed. Lucien sighed before straightening up and putting on another grin. “It’s all right. Please let me know as soon as you hear anything.”

      “Of—of course, but there’s something else…”

      “There’s always something else,” Lucien said, starting to walk once more toward the main hall, forcing Noah to practically jog to keep up. “Let me guess; the orcs put in another request for Mage Aspen to listen to their turf disputes?”

      “Absolutely not,” Aspen said.

      “It’s not that, sir,” Noah said.

      “Has the pixie guild come back with new demands?”

      “I talked with them yesterday,” Nina said. She grimaced. “Little suckers tried to bite me.”

      “That’s…not it either, sir,” Noah said.

      “Then please tell me you’ve stumbled across a lost stockpile of magic that will allow us to re-summon the wards around the city,” Lucien said.

      “That would be nice, but…no, sir, it’s actually…”

      Aspen entered the entrance hall and screeched to a halt.

      The normally wide hall looked even more massive without the usual clusters of students crossing to their classes, as they should have been doing around this time. The large-paned windows at the far end cast sunlight down into the center of the marble floor, onto where three figures stood, waiting. All of them turned when the group walked in.

      “You have visitors,” Noah finished. “They say…they say they were Mage Xavier’s apprentices.”

      Aspen’s jaw dropped. One of the figures—the girl—lip pierced, half her head shaved, fishnet gloves running up her arms—snapped a wad of bubble gum in her mouth. Her eyes narrowed on Aspen. One of the boys, his skin dark as night, with golden paint ringing his eyes, gave an approving nod toward them. The other appeared to be swallowed by a hoodie, his tight jeans making his legs look like strings of spaghetti.

      “’Bout time you got here,” the girl said.

      “Oh hex it all,” Isak gasped. It was a gasp that sounded less surprised, and more as though the three people in front of him were confirming something he already suspected.

      “Wait, you know them?” Aspen said.

      Isak could only gape at them while she gaped at him. Xavier’s apprentices? Never once, in all their talks, had he mentioned anything like that.

      Golden paint boy, Abram, stepped forward. “Isak…We heard what happened to Xavier. We heard he’s dead.”

      “Dead and gone!” The girl cackled. She summoned a spell as skinny jeans did the same, the air crackling with magic. “And that means you’re next!”
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      Aspen had no clue who these guys were. She decided she didn’t care how Isak knew them, didn’t care how they’d gotten into the Academy, didn’t even care how strong they might be.

      What she did care about was that they were trying to kill her friends. And she’d drink dragon’s fire before she let any half rate, skinny jean, bubble gum-chewing, gold mascara-wearing imposters do that.

      The girl’s first spell erupted in front of them, spewing chunks of marble and strands of red magic in every direction. Aspen was already moving around it, but a moment later the air shimmered in front of her. A mirror-like image manifested itself, replacing the real apprentices with what Aspen knew to be decoys. She’d seen this before. A spell used to distract while the actual attackers flanked them from either side.

      She knew how to deal with that.

      Loki released his block on her, flooding Aspen with a fresh wave of magic so strong it briefly took her breath away. She bundled the new power, tightening it into a ball she could then direct for her next spell. This she plunged into the mirror spell, feeling it shatter upon impact. The apprentices’ decoys vanished, revealing the real attackers once more. Abram made a small sound of approval. The girl, who’d levitated herself off the floor, let out an almost harpy-like cry of rage and dove at Aspen.

      “No you don’t!”

      Isak barreled into her from the side, throwing them both out of Aspen’s way. Aspen used the disruption to send a shock wave arcing toward the skinny-jeaned boy, who, surprisingly, managed to flip out of range, leaping up and latching himself onto the wall. Aspen glared up at him. What was he? Part Vamp? A very unfashionable, grungy sort of Vamp?

      Isak let out a cry. Aspen whirled to see the girl had dug her sharpened nails into his shoulder, drawing blood.

      “So weak!” she sneered. “And he chose you? How could he? How could he?”

      Isak stopped stumbling back, planting his feet firmly in the ground before grabbing the girl’s wrist and hurling her off him. “I have—no idea—what you’re talking about!”

      Aspen expected the girl to hit the ground hard, but she flipped in midair at the last second, landing lightly on her feet. Skinny-jeans leaped down to join her. He began building a spell between them, the girl adding her magic to it, until they’d created a blazing, shimmering ball of power.

      “No!” Abram shouted. “Not in here!”

      The girl ignored him, raising the spell higher over her head. “Too late!” she cackled. “They’ll—all—be—roasted!”

      Before Aspen could move, before she could even think of how to counteract something so powerful, a faint gust of wind rushed through the hall and the spell vanished with the sound of a candle snuffing out, leaving the girl with nothing but empty hands that she stared up into, shocked.

      “You’ve got a lot of guts, showing up here and trying something like that,” Lucien said. His normally cool voice was tinged with anger. He brought up another hand and, with a swift flick, their three attackers were encased in small, nearly clear domes.

      Lucien turned on Noah, still bristling with barely-checked fury. “Noah, care to explain what these three are doing in here?”

      “We have every right, every right, to take what’s ours!” The girl’s screeching was muffled as she clawed at her dome. “He stole our place from us! We want him!”

      The skinny-jeans guy had begun feeling around the barrier, probing for a weakness. Abram had simply crossed his arms, an amused smirk playing across his face.

      “They—they just walked in, Mage Lucien!” Noah protested. “They knew where the entrance was. They asked if he,” Noah pointed at Isak, “was here and…and we tried to stop them but…they…well they were very scary.”

      “You said there wouldn’t be any Mages, Abram!” the girl snarled. “You told me they were dead!”

      “Apparently I was wrong,” Abram said, his smile growing wider. “To be honest, I’m kind of pleased I was.”

      “Pleased? Pleased? He…he…” The girl’s spiteful gaze turned to Isak.

      Skinny-jean guy’s hands had paused near the bottom of the barrier. His fingers began to spark. Aspen saw what he was going to do a second too late.

      “Lucien—”

      A starburst of light erupted in the hall, followed by the sound of glass cracking and tinkling across the floor. Smoke obscured Aspen’s eyes a moment before she felt a warm cushion of air wrap around her and pull her back toward the others.

      “Stay close,” Nina said, dropping the spell around her. “And watch your sides…”

      “That was unexpected,” Lucien said. “I didn’t think they had that much power.”

      “They were Xavier’s former apprentices, of course they have a lot of power!” Isak said.

      “And how do you know that?” Aspen demanded.

      Isak didn’t answer.

      After a moment more of waiting, in which Lucien tried to reassure a babbling Noah that they were indeed still alive, he waved his hand and another gust of wind cleared the last of the smoke from the hall.

      Abram was standing exactly where he’d been before, the barrier surrounding him now gone. The girl and skinny-jeans boy were nowhere to be seen.

      “Dianna was right,” Abram said. “If I had known there’d be Mages here I don’t think we would have come like this.”

      “Where’d your friends go?” Aspen demanded.

      Abram shrugged. “They weren’t my friends, merely traveling companions. What they do now that we’re here isn’t my problem. But I believe…” he nudged his head toward one of the side halls, “…they’ve made what’s referred to as a ‘strategic retreat’.”

      “Lucien,” Nina said. He nodded.

      “I’ll find them. You handle this guy.”

      “I won’t need any ‘handling’,” Abram said as Lucien took off after the other two. “Killing you was Dianna and Rog’s idea. I came back for a slightly different reason.”

      “You shouldn’t have come back at all!” Isak said. “You…what are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come back for my own reasons.”

      “And those reasons would be…?” Isak growled.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” Aspen stepped between them, holding up her hands like a referee breaking up a potential fight. She glared at Abram. “Just so you know, if you attack my friends again I will kill you.”

      Abram inclined his head. “Duly noted. I’ll admit I’m surprised. You are quite young to be, I assume, a Mage. A lot has certainly changed since I was banished.”

      “Hold on…banished?”

      “By Xavier, of course.”

      Aspen looked to Isak. “Explain.”

      He scoffed. “Why are you asking me?”

      “Because you clearly know what’s going on! A lot more than I do!”

      “I know a little. Xavier…I didn’t learn this until much later, but I technically wasn’t Xavier’s only apprentice.”

      Aspen’s jaw dropped. “But he said…in the cave he told you…”

      “I said ‘technically’.”

      “That’s a big technically,” Abram said.

      There was a loud pop! Aspen looked over to find that Nina had used one of the charms she kept around her wrist to summon a large, four-legged beast from a portal in the floor. She whispered some commands to it and it loped off in the direction Lucien had gone. She turned to Noah.

      “Go alert the advisors of each hall. Tell them to keep their students in their rooms until we’re sure the threat is over.”

      Noah gave a frantic nod and hurried away.

      “I told you, they won’t stick around,” Abram said. “Dianna and Rog may be strong, but they are cowards at heart.”

      “And I suppose you’re much more noble than that?” Nina said.

      “Not at all.” He looked once more at Isak. “I simply have other goals. I lost my chance to be an apprentice and, ultimately, a Mage. But it wasn’t you who robbed me of that, so I’ve never harbored resentment. Unlike them, I’m able to take blame for some of life’s circumstances.”

      “Xavier couldn’t have had more than one apprentice,” Aspen said, still trying to wrap her mind around what was happening. “That’s impossible. The Council only confirmed Isak.”

      “That’s just it, though,” Isak said. “I was the only one confirmed. Xavier never told me about them, but I discovered he’d had others before me. Abram and the others were the first ones Xavier ever took on as apprentices, but, as far as the Council knows, he never officially trained them.”

      “You could say we were the prototype models,” Abram said. “Rog was too timid for Xavier’s taste. Dianna—well you just saw her; she’s a total psychopath. I lasted the longest under him, but in the end I, too, was sent away. He never told me why.”

      “Sent away?” Aspen said.

      Abram leveled his gaze at her. “I’m not sure about your relationship with Xavier, but I’m sure you noticed he wasn’t exactly the nicest guy. And he hated sharing. He chose apprentices in secret based upon how much strength we might have so that he could mold us into someone just like him. But when that didn’t pan out with each of us, he saw us as too much of a threat to his position to stay in New York. So he sent us away, threatening to kill us if we ever came back. We, naturally, believed him.”

      What Abram was saying sounded absolutely insane, and yet Aspen had no trouble believing him. It was exactly the sort of underhanded, vicious tactic Xavier would use to get what he wanted; cast aside those who didn’t measure up without a second thought for how they’d get by. She was sure even Isak, as young as he’d been when Xavier had picked him up, would have been easily discarded if Xavier had ultimately decided he wasn’t worth the trouble. For not the first time, she felt an immense swell of gratitude toward Lucien for simply being himself. Though she hadn’t initially asked to be with him, his patience and perseverance to stay by her side was something she’d never take for granted.

      “How did you find us?” Isak said. “How did you find each other?”

      “Over time and with a little coincidence, though for the most part I kept my distance from them,” Abram said. “I prefer to work alone. However, using them as a means to get into the city was too good a chance to pass up. I’m sorry they want to kill you.”

      “And you?” Isak said. “You said you came back for your own reasons. What does that mean?”

      There was a slightly longer than necessary pause before Abram answered. “I’m here to, for lack of a better word, help.”

      Aspen barked a laugh. She nudged Isak in the ribs. “That’s a good one, right? Help? Sorry, but last I checked helping didn’t involve attacking us.”

      Abram nodded. “True. But you can’t help those who are weak. That was one of the first lessons Xavier taught me. Help others to help themselves, don’t do it for them. And so, if Isak, the ‘chosen one’ if you will, couldn’t withstand even a simple attack, it wasn’t worth doing anything more for him. He would die, and I’d take what Xavier left for my own, as is right.”

      “What he left?” Nina said. “What did he leave?”

      Abram glanced at Isak. “Wait. You didn’t find anything?”

      Isak appeared flabbergasted. “Find what?”

      “Have you even looked?”

      “Looked where?” Isak growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, we haven’t had a lot of time for anything else. There’s—”

      “Maladias on his way, yes, I’ve heard.”

      “Then you’ve also heard who started this whole thing.”

      For just the briefest moment Aspen saw uncertainty in Abram’s face, like he was unsure if he wanted to answer that. “I…did, yes. At first, I thought it couldn’t possibly be Xavier’s doing. But then, you supposedly knew him better than me.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “What is Isak supposed to be looking for?” Aspen demanded, sick of bouncing back and forth between not-so-solid answers. “What are you so eager to ‘help’ him with?”

      Abram continued staring at the ground for a moment longer, apparently lost in memory, before collecting himself. “From the short time I knew him, I learned Xavier was never a man to leave anything to chance.”

      Aspen and Isak exchanged a glance. Hadn’t Lucien said almost the exact same thing just a week ago, when they’d discovered Xavier had been trying to use a transference spell to bring Maladias over? It was only after they’d learned he had set up his own body as one of the potential vessels, and left other fail-safes in place to ensure Maladias was able to get to their world, did they realize how far in advance he’d planned this.

      “He might not have known he was going to die in the way he did, or at the time he did, but you can bet he left records of what he learned,” Abram went on. “Spells that failed and succeeded. His life’s work and mysteries he’d managed to unravel. And if he succeeded in bringing Maladias to our plane, then he might have even left…”

      “Plans…” Nina said, trailing off. But Aspen knew what she was implying. Plans, maybe, that could tell them how they could fight back against Maladias…It was a long shot, she knew. But then, wasn’t that the case with everything they were doing these days?

      Isak let out a long breath, and Aspen resisted reaching over to try to comfort him while he undoubtedly warred with the possibility of digging up something else Xavier had left behind. Like her, he’d had his chance to ask Xavier one last question, one final plea to answer the lingering doubts his former master had left behind upon his death. Though Xavier hadn’t told Isak everything he’d wanted, Isak had come to peace with that. He was as content as he was going to be, knowing the man he’d seen as his father had betrayed him and the city he loved.

      “You don’t know what kinds of things he might have left behind?” Aspen said.

      “Nothing for sure, no.”

      “Do you know anything for sure?”

      Abram raised an eyebrow.  “Why would I? After all, I wasn’t Xavier’s chosen apprentice. But I do know where it would probably be.”

      “His—our—home in Brindle’s Spire,” Isak said.

      “Yes. Most likely. You’ve been back?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Isak’s jaw clenched. Abram must have seen something in his expression because his haughty attitude dropped away for the briefest moment. “I see. He must have meant a lot to you. I’m sorry.”

      “Not as sorry as I am.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “It sounds like we’d better go check this thing out.”

      “That would be the wisest course of action. And…” Abram made a show of peering out the large glass windows, to the sky that, even in the past hour, had grown noticeably darker. “I suggest we make it soon.”

      “We’ll go,” Nina said. She jabbed a finger at Abram. “But certainly not with you.”

      Abram smiled benignly. “I told you, my quarrel with Isak is over. While I admit testing the limits of our powers would be nice, it was the others who were out for his blood. Besides, other than Isak here, I probably knew Xavier the best. I could help you retrieve whatever it is he left.”

      “You must think I’m an idiot if you expect me to believe that.”

      “He can come,” Isak said suddenly.

      “Isak…” Aspen said. “We can’t trust him.”

      But Isak was looking at Abram, assessing him. After a moment he gave the slightest jerky nod, as though something within Abram’s eyes had passed a test. “We don’t have to trust him, but he deserves any answers we find about Xavier as well.”

      “But—” Nina said.

      “He could have gone and searched for whatever Xavier left behind without us,” Isak went on. “But he came and told me. I at least owe him the chance to look for himself.”

      Aspen wanted to argue that Isak owed Abram absolutely nothing. The guy might have been dealt a bad hand but he was shady at best, and only happened to show up now? And for what? It was clear he wasn’t doing it for any of their benefit, no matter what he said.

      But Isak’s firm expression told her this wasn’t something he was willing to debate, even if he didn’t seem happy about it.

      “Shall we go?” Abram said. “I seem to recall the city is running out of time.”

      An idea occurred to Aspen, one that, despite the situation, made her grin. “Sure, let’s go. And if you want to come along, that’s fine.” She smirked at Abram. “I know someone else who’s coming along. Someone even you wouldn’t want to mess with.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            All That Remained

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s so, so good to see all of you again!” Brune rumbled. He took a tottering step off the beast Nina had summoned to carry him to Staten Island where they were meeting. Aspen nearly stepped forward to help him as he stumbled again, then realized she’d probably just end up squashed.

      Brune recovered his balance and gave the beast a hearty pat, making it squeak with discomfort. “Good flying thing! Very good flying thing!”

      “Thank you,” Nina told it, before opening a portal and letting it limp back inside. She waved another hand and the last bit of the cloaking magic she’d cast on Brune sloughed off his shoulders so they could see him clearly.

      Brune, the half-giant who’d practically been her father after her parents died, immediately went over to Aspen and (gently, for him) squeezed her in an enormous hug, his sausage fingers wrapping around her rib cage. “I’m so, so happy!”

      “I—just saw you—yesterday!” Aspen wheezed. Her vision was turning uncomfortably darker. “Brune…do you think you could put me down?”

      Brune did, and Aspen gratefully sucked in some air. Brune turned to Isak and Abram. Isak took a small step back. Abram was at a loss for words.

      “Hey, big guy,” Isak said warily. Brune grunted. He’d never particularly cared for Isak, and it looked like that distaste wasn’t going to let up anytime soon, no matter how many times Aspen told him Isak was a friend. Brune’s eyes narrowed on Abram, his frown turning dangerously deep through his thick black beard. “Who are you?”

      “Abram, Brune. Brune, Abram,” Aspen said cheerily. She leaned in closer to Abram and lowered her voice. “Like I said, I wouldn’t try anything. His hugs can be much deadlier.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Abram whispered back.

      After he had finished glowering, Brune finally looked up at where they were. His towering frame stooped just a little, his face falling. “Oh. I didn’t know…that nice beast didn’t say we were coming here.”

      “I’m sorry, Brune, but we had to,” Aspen said.

      “Why? Is there a problem with him coming to Brindle’s Spire?” Nina said.

      “The other giants…they don’t like me very much,” Brune mumbled. “They call me shorty. They never let me live here.”

      Aspen lay a gentle hand on his arm. “We’ll be in and out in no time. We just have to find something first and then we can all go back home.”

      The corner of Brune’s mouth twitched. “And then we can have some ice cream, maybe?”

      “Sure, then we can have some ice cream. Mint-raspberry, our favorite.”

      Isak rolled his eyes when Brune wasn’t looking. Abram was staring at Aspen like she was three shades past crazy, but she ignored him. He could shoot her looks all day if he wanted, but there was no way he’d try anything crazy with a half-giant hanging around.

      “The house is this way,” Isak said. “And Nina, you actually might want to keep that cloaking spell on Brune. The other giants typically blend in with magic of their own.”

      “Right.” Nina waved her hand, and a moment later Brune’s hulking form was obscured to all but the four of them.

      Isak was right, Aspen thought as they began moving down the street, the giants and ogres must have used magic. Out of all the boroughs, Brindle’s Spire had to arguably be the hardest for any Supe to stay hidden in. They’d arrived at Lighthouse Hill, one of the subdivisions, stuffed with quaint, tight white houses, a normal-looking school, parks with acres of greenery and ponds, and not a skyscraper in sight. There was no way a giant could hide in plain sight anywhere unless it was as a very fat, lopsided flagpole.

      Despite the cloaking, Brune grew more nervous. He bunched his hands deep in the pockets of his pants, where Aspen knew he kept spare cogs and spindles, tiny things that he could tinker with when he was away from his shop. She wanted to try to comfort him again, but even she was nervous. This borough was too…normal. That was the word. And they were heading to one of Xavier’s houses with a guy none of them, save Isak, had even known existed until that morning. She needed to stay on edge. Relaxing could end up costing them dearly.

      Isak took a right at a cul-de-sac, then slipped down a cement runoff splitting from the end. It led them between two picket fences and spit them out on a small plot of land that somehow—magically, Aspen supposed—had wedged itself into a thinly wooded area set away from any of the roads.

      Isak held up a hand once they were all together. “Wait here a sec. I’m going to check it for traps.”

      “But…it’s just a house,” Brune said. “Not a trap.”

      He had a point. The house didn’t look like a trap. In fact, it didn’t look like anything Xavier would ever have dared live in. Aspen remembered his other house, the one he’d had outside Ember’s Landing. That had been the very essence of luxury: white marble, crystal chandelier, gold-trimmed bannisters leading up to two other floors filled with expensive extravagance. But this one was…unimpressive. Squat and brown, the windows sagging slightly along with the front porch, as if the place was frowning at them—or in pain. The yard was covered in leaves, branches sticking up between the littered husks of dead plants.

      Aspen held her breath as Isak approached the front porch and placed a hesitant foot on the first step, before climbing the rest of the way up. He peered in each of the windows. He tried the doorknob and ever so slowly began turning it.

      “This is a waste of time,” Abram said suddenly. Before Aspen could stop him, he strode forward and joined Isak on the porch, stomping his feet loudly as though to make a point.

      “What are you doing?” Isak snarled when Aspen and the others had caught up to them. “You could have set something off!”

      “You know as well as I do all the traps are inside,” Abram said. “Xavier was arrogant enough to assume nobody would ever get through his illusionary charms to even find this place.”

      Isak glowered, but he didn’t argue.

      “There were illusionary charms?” Nina said.

      “Were, yes,” Abram said. “Obviously they dissolved when Xavier died. But I very much doubt whatever charms he left for us inside are gone.”

      Aspen slipped past them both and pulled on the front door. It stuck fast. She muttered an unlocking spell under her breath at the same time she tried the handle again, and this time it gave, cracking open just a bit so that she was able to stick her head in.

      “Aspen…” Isak warned. “Take it slow. If Xavier did leave anything I doubt it’ll be obvious.”

      But Aspen didn’t see any immediate danger, or pick out the telltale shimmer that warned her of magic or leftover charms lying in wait, ready to spring on them. She pulled her head back out. “Can you stand guard out here, Brune? We’re only going to be a little while.”

      Brune craned his head until he managed to stoop just beneath the roof of the porch. He looked reproachfully at her. “You won’t get hurt?”

      No promises. “Of course not.” She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll be right back.”

      With Brune still giving her a somewhat dejected look, Aspen stepped all the way inside and, after a moment, the others followed. When they’d all gathered in the sparsely furnished foyer, Nina looked around, clearly surprised.

      “Xavier lived here?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Abram said. “Are you implying this wasn’t good enough for him?”

      “Chill out, that’s not what she meant,” Isak said. “Few of the Mages actually know where the other Mages live. This is probably just a shock for her.”

      It was for Aspen, too, though she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised based on what she’d seen of the outside. Much like the non-extravagant exterior, the inside was small, only a few rooms at most from what she could see, and modestly furnished. Abram immediately muttered a spell and went over to one of the walls, scanning for traps. He began moving methodically from spot to spot, clearly aware of the most likely places Xavier would have cast defensive charms.

      Aspen carefully stepped into the living room, staying wary of anything prepared to spring at her. Byzantine paintings hung on the opposite wall, their subjects glaring daggers as the rest of the group slowly spread through the rest of the house. Discolored, flaking bronze statues had been set up in one of the side rooms, beside a vacant bedroom. Both were surprisingly clean. The kitchen, too, was spotless, but the kind of spotlessness that came with having never been used at all, rather than meticulous care. Aspen wasn’t sure if the entire house had remained in a sort of stasis since Xavier’s death, or this was how it’d always been: as cold and uninviting as the man who’d lived in it.

      “It’s…so not like Xavier,” Nina said as she stood beside Aspen. “But I guess that’s kind of dumb to say, isn’t it? None of us really knew him, did we? This could have been more his style.”

      “You said plans, but do you really think Xavier left anything useful here?” Aspen said, keeping her voice low. “I don’t even know what we’re looking for.”

      “Notebooks, hopefully,” Nina said. She let out a sigh. “At least, that’s my guess. I don’t really know either. Xavier dabbled in the experimental side of magic more than most on the Council so I’m hoping there’re journals or records or something here.”

      “Maybe like what Abram was saying? A way to stop Maladias?”

      Nina glanced at her out of the corner of her eye. She checked over her shoulder to make sure Isak and Abram were in other rooms. “I think it’s a fool’s errand to hope for something like that. But maybe.”

      Aspen slowly nodded. Her earlier, slim hope of maybe, just maybe finding something that could help them was dwindling fast. She finished inspecting the kitchen and moved back to the main hallway segmenting the house into two halves. While the place appeared small, each time she’d returned to the hallway she swore it’d grown longer as more doors were added to either side. Abram peered into one that hadn’t been there a couple minutes before, then shook his head. Nina cast an unlocking spell on the next and stuck her head inside.

      “I wouldn’t—” Abram started.

      Something rumbled beneath Aspen’s feet. The house groaned. The entire foundation seemed to move, seemed to coil, ready, like a runner at the starting block preparing to spring forward. Aspen’s stomach lurched horribly, reminded of the aggressive dragon paintings Xavier had left for intruders in his last house. She really, really hoped there was nothing like that here.

      Nina slowly eased her head out of the room.

      “I told you he left charms,” Abram said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Let me check first, and at least try not to set any off!”

      “I didn’t pick up on anything!” Nina insisted.

      “That’s the point! You won’t because you don’t know what to look for! But unless you want to get us all killed then stop—”

      “You have any idea who you’re talking to?” Nina said. “If I wanted advice from a failed apprentice I would have asked!”

      Aspen stepped lightly past them as they continued to bicker. She was still hyperaware of the subtle tremble beneath her feet. If she didn’t know better, she’d say the house was…alive. Like a predator lying in wait; a spider that had just caught all of them in its web.

      Isak was at one of the doors at the end of the hall. He tapped the doorknob twice. It glowed and swung open.

      “Congrats on not killing us,” Aspen said. “Find anything?”

      He didn’t answer, but instead, after double-checking the room, stepped inside. Aspen joined him and found herself in a small, cramped bedroom, barely big enough for her to take two steps across without hitting the opposite wall. The wallpaper was discolored and peeling in some parts, with darker spaces where posters might have been tacked up at one point. The air was stale and smelled of mildew. The closet on the other side of the stripped-bare bed was slightly ajar, and inside Aspen could see the edge of a cardboard box poking out.

      Isak eased the closet open and pulled it out carefully, like someone handling something extraordinarily precious. Sudden realization dawned on Aspen.

      “This was your room, wasn’t it?”

      Isak nodded wordlessly.

      Aspen knelt beside him. She reached out to help him peel back the lid of the box, then paused.

      “If this is personal, I can…”

      “No. It’s all right, you can stay. I want you to stay. This room…” He took another look around. “It’s not my home anymore. It hasn’t been for a long time.”

      He pulled the box top the rest of the way open. It was filled with…junk. No, not junk, Aspen realized as Isak slowly picked through it. Mementoes. Scratched and dented and bent out of shape, yet important all the same.

      “I packed these away a while back, when I wasn’t staying here as much as I used to,” Isak said. “He took down my posters. I’m surprised he didn’t burn the box.”

      He pulled out half a hub cap, his name etched in the side. A broken pocket knife. A fantasy novel with the pages so dog-eared the corners were about to fall off.

      “Trash,” he said. “All of it. Stuff I’d find whenever we went out. Xavier never let me keep anything he caught me carrying, but he never said anything once it was in my room.”

      Isak ran his thumb over the sharp ridges of a colorful bottle cap. He dropped it back inside and squeezed his eyes shut as though in pain. He stayed like that for a while, as though wrestling with something he couldn’t get a grip on. Aspen took his hand, suddenly angry at the mementoes and the unpleasant memories it appeared they’d stirred up in him.

      “You shouldn’t be looking through this.”

      Isak opened his eyes. “What?”

      “This isn’t helping you. It’s not helping you move on.”

      Isak wouldn’t look at her. “It’s…they’re not…How is looking at some old things hurting me?”

      “I get it that these mean a lot to you, but we both got our answers at the cave. Xavier told you what he thought you needed to know, at least enough for you to hopefully move on. I don’t think languishing over things like this is going to help that. You need peace and closure, not to be digging through old memories.”

      “What about you? You’re still searching for answers about Xavier and your parents!”

      “Only because he didn’t tell me everything. And whatever they were working on might have had something to do with Maladias.”

      Isak opened his mouth, probably to say that looking at his old things might somehow help them with Maladias too, but then decided against it. Aspen shifted her body so that she was closer to him, his tense body relaxing as she drew near. “I get it, Isak, really. But going through things like this—putting yourself through this—isn’t going to help us. Isn’t going to help you.”

      “Yeah, yeah…” Isak muttered. “You’re right. I just thought…” He forcefully placed the lid back on the box and shoved it into the closet. He stood. “I don’t know what I thought. I almost wish this house had burned to the ground.”

      “Now is that any way to honor the memory of your former master?”

      They both turned to find Abram in the doorway. His eyes moved disapprovingly over the room. “If this was what you were given for being the ‘chosen one’ then I think I dodged a bullet.”

      “Why don’t you butt out?” Aspen snapped.

      “I honor Xavier’s memory just fine,” Isak said. “But if you still think he was some kind of saint, or that your life would have been sunshine and roses if he’d picked you, I’ve got some bad news. The man you knew wasn’t who you thought.”

      “Au contraire. In some ways, I would almost say I knew him better than you.”

      Isak’s jaw clenched. Aspen gripped his hand tighter, mostly to keep him from lurching across the room toward Abram. “Isak, stop. Abram, go look somewhere else, you’re pissing me off—”

      “Did you know,” Isak interrupted, narrowing his eyes, “in addition to calling over an ultra-powerful being from another plane, Xavier allowed that same being to use his body as a vessel. Right now, Maladias is running around as Xavier.”

      Aspen had to admit, Abram hid his surprise well. His forehead barely twitched, his cocky grin remaining fixed. “And you expected something different?”

      “Don’t act like you knew he’d do that!” Aspen said.

      “The man had single-minded focus and drive the likes of which would carry him to any and every length to get what he desired. That was Xaiver, through and through.”

      “No, Isak!” Aspen said as Isak took a step forward.

      “He might have been nothing to you,” Isak said, his voice dangerously low. “But the man was like a father to me.”

      “And there’s your mistake,” Abram said. “You saw him as a father, I saw him for what he really was: a master craftsman, with all the world as his toolbox. You just happened to be his most useful tool.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “Am I? I might not have been picked as his apprentice, Isak Uchida, but at least I was never delusional enough to think he actually cared about me. You were the last one he picked. By that time, he’d recently become Mage and had already found and dismissed me and the other two prior apprentices. You got the soft Xavier, the one who was better able to mask what he truly desired in a prodigy, at least enough to get you to do what he wanted.”

      “That’s not—”

      “And the thing is, I think you now know that’s what he was doing. Face it, Isak, look at this room, think about all the things he did and has done to you, even after death. Now, is that a man who ever truly cared…?”

      “Isak!” Aspen said, trying to pull him back as red runes of magic flared beneath Isak’s feet.

      “He never truly loved you, no matter what he might have said,” Abram went on, unperturbed. “If he had, he wouldn’t have left you like this. Here’s the thing, Isak: you might have been chosen as his final apprentice, but you and I? We ended up exactly the same in his eyes, both failures, both useful to him only until we weren’t anymore.”

      Aspen stepped between them, summoning a shield charm that pushed them apart moments before Isak could do something stupid. Isak glared at Abram over her head.

      “Stop it, Aspen,” he gritted out. “Drop the shield charm.”

      “Not until you stop fighting—”

      “I’m not going to hit him. He’s not worth it.”

      Abram laughed. Aspen gave Isak a hard don’t screw me on this look, then dropped her hands.

      “Hey,” Nina called from down the hall. “I think I found something.”

      Isak continued glaring at Abram until Aspen was tempted to wave her hands in front of his face just to get him to stop. Then he brushed past them both, pausing just long enough alongside Abram to say, “You tell yourself whatever you want in order to believe you actually mattered to someone in this world. But I know what I meant to Xavier.”

      “As you say, ‘tell yourself whatever you want,’” Abram returned.

      Isak snorted, then left.

      “You keep goading him like that, you’re going to have a lot more trouble than you can handle,” Aspen said.

      Abram smirked. “Oh, I think I can handle anything your little boyfriend can throw at me.”

      “I wasn’t talking about him.”

      Nina was standing at the very end of the hallway, before an unmarked door she’d managed to unlock.

      “I don’t sense any alarm charms, traps, anything, from inside,” she said. She shot a glare at Abram. “Not that that means anything in this house, as I’ve been so delicately told, but…”

      She pushed the door open a little farther so they could get a better look inside. It was a study and, unlike the rest of the house, anything but vacant. Xavier had neatly shelved dozens of books on high bookshelves in the back. A clean desk sat beneath a shuttered window and on the opposite side of that was a table stacked high with wreaths of banded papers and scrolls. On each of the four corners were dragon heads sticking out like gargoyles. Aspen felt herself tense once more. Dragons. It always had to be flippin’ dragons with this guy.

      There was no shimmer of magic, but since this house wasn’t a fan of giving them any indication of it, she listened for the subtle shifting and groaning beneath their feet. It was silent. Nothing in the room, either, appeared ready to jump out at them.

      Isak nodded toward the table full of papers. “You think Xavier left anything useful in a pile of scrap paper?” he asked Abram. “Maybe his collection of poetry?”

      Abram scowled. “I was, perhaps, mistaken. Seems he was meticulous in covering his tracks.”

      “Huh. I guess you didn’t actually know him as well as you thought.”

      Aspen snorted as Isak took a step into the room, holding his hand back to stop the others in case he set off anything. She held her breath, watching the dragon heads, until Isak did a full sweep of the room and nodded for them to join him. Aspen immediately went over to the table and began sifting through the papers. Her eyes skimmed the cramped text, trying to pick out something, anything, that could help them.

      “Call out what you find,” Nina said, as she entered the room last. “Hopefully there’s something here we can—”

      But as her back foot crossed the threshold of the door, the house groaned once more. Aspen straightened, eyes sweeping the room. The others had frozen, too. Nina gripped the charms on her wrist until the house settled, leaving a foreboding silence.

      “Everyone, out now,” Nina whispered. “Right now—”

      Fire gushed from each of the dragons’ mouths, dribbling down their metal teeth and necks until it reached to the floor and immediately caught. The flames spread unnaturally fast, immediately setting alight anything they touched.

      “Let’s go!” Nina barked.

      “Wait! We have to grab something!” Aspen said, frantically digging through the papers. “We can’t let them burn!”

      “Grab what you can!” Isak said, positioning himself between Aspen and the flames. “I’ll buy you some time.”

      He raised his hands. The flames continued to creep closer.

      “Uh, Isak, a little quenching could be really helpful right about now!” Aspen said.

      “I’m trying! My magic won’t work!”

      Nina was tugging at one of the charms around her wrist, but like Isak, nothing she tried was working. “My magic’s useless, too! This room must negate it. We have to get out!”

      The smoke burned at Aspen’s throat, but still she dug furiously through the last of the stacks of pages. This could be their chance. This could have answers they desperately needed, and she wouldn’t let them burn.

      Her eyes froze on the word ‘Nulls’. She pulled the pages closer to her watering eyes. The text was definitely something about Nulls, maybe something about her parents. It would have to do. Already the room was a sweltering inferno, the bookshelves surrounding them chewed away by the growing flames.

      Aspen stuffed the pages in her jacket.

      “I’m good! Let’s go!”

      Isak grabbed her wrist, and then took Nina’s hand and pulled them from the thick smoke into the hallway, the heat bristling on Aspen’s back as they left the inferno behind. She took one last look back at the study, perhaps their only chance to find any remaining clues Xavier had left behind.

      Abram was still inside the room, his form nearly obscured by the thick haze.

      “What are you doing?” Aspen yelled. “You want to barbeque yourself?”

      Abram didn’t seem to hear her. He took a final, slow sweep of the study, as though looking for something he knew he wouldn’t find there, then slowly backed out of the room.

      “And thus ends the record of Xavier’s legacy,” she heard him murmur.

      “Maybe if you’d actually tried putting out the fire we’d have something left,” Aspen snarled, then chastised herself as they started running toward the front door. What had she expected? She couldn’t trust the guy, so why was she surprised he hadn’t tried to keep them from roasting alive?

      They hadn’t made it halfway down the hall before flames burst through the walls on either side, trying to ensnare them in their grip. The ceiling above them began to crumble. Aspen plunged ahead, barely keeping ahead of the growing heat. Xavier must have bewitched the fire to destroy everything. There was no way it was naturally spreading this fast.

      They managed to stumble their way through the smoke-filled hallway, only to find the living room and kitchen alight. The house rumbled again beneath their feet, nearly tossing Aspen to the ground. The ceiling dipped dangerously low.

      “Aspen!”

      Brune’s faint voice bellowed from outside. “Aspen, there’s a lot of smoke, and everything is orange! Are you okay? Do I need to come in and help you?”

      “Stay there, Brune!” Aspen shouted. She coughed as she inhaled smoke. “Just stay there!”

      “I call upon my contract with thee, help us escape!” Nina cried. A blue water spirit—its face nothing more than two river rocks for eyes, its body as fluid and clear as a waterfall—sprang from a midair portal and immediately began dousing the flames creeping up on them. The fire didn’t like that. It surged upwards through the ceiling, sending bits of charred wood down on their heads.

      Aspen grabbed Isak and Nina as she tried to direct the spirit toward the nearest flames.

      “It’s no use! We have to get out!”

      As if to prove her point, fire sprang at them from the living room as they sped past, a wave of hot air slamming into their back and throwing them forward. Aspen rolled over in time to see a mouth of flame swallow up the water spirit with a loud hiss!

      She felt Isak reach under her arms and haul her to her feet. Something cracked overhead, and without thinking about it, Aspen thrust her hand toward the ceiling. Magic soared from her fingertips and caught a large beam, just before it would have crushed them. “Crawl!” she ordered the others.

      “You first—” Isak started, but Aspen practically kicked him toward the door, nodding her head for Nina to go next. The house pressed down harder on her, nearly making her knees buckle.

      “Loki, I need more magic!”

      “Scared. Hot. Magic. More.”  Loki’s voice brushed through her mind. She felt him shift on her shoulder, causing another rush of magic to race through her, but it wasn’t enough. Whatever spell Xavier had put on the house was eating away at her magic almost as fast as she could conjure it. She had to hold on just a little longer. Enough for the others to get through to the outside.

      Nina crawled through the downed debris after Isak. That left only…

      Aspen spied Abram stumbling toward her through the smoke. She watched in horror as the flames behind him morphed into an elongated face, eyes of blue flames, mouth full of serrated teeth and a long, flickering tongue.

      Dragons. It always had to be flippin’ dragons.

      The weight of the collapsing house pressed down harder, and Aspen knew for sure this wasn’t just some inanimate fire. They’d unleashed a living being; a creature whose sole purpose was to devour the house and anyone and anything in it while it did so.

      Abram’s eyes met hers. Aspen’s hand trembled. It would be so easy to let her spell go. She had the space to escape. She could leap through and leave Abram behind and none of the others would know any different. He hadn’t tried to help them. He’d attacked them. He was nothing but a threat, someone she couldn’t trust not to stab them in the back when given the perfect opportunity.

      Her hand trembled more, her wrists screaming in pain. Her arms began to slowly drop toward the floor.

      Abram saw it too. “Aspen…”

      She couldn’t do it.

      “Hurry up and get outside!” Aspen bellowed. “Unless you’re looking to get extra crispy!”

      Her words snapped Abram into action. He took a running start and slid beneath the beam she held up just as the dragon flame lunged. Aspen sucked in a final breath of smoke-clogged air and let her spell go, throwing herself backward after Abram as the ceiling crashed down. She felt the searing tip of the dragon’s tongue lick her back. Timber and plaster crashed down on her head and she saw nothing but smoke and darkness.

      Then…light. Clear air. Aspen heaved in great gulping breaths and found herself wrapped in a large, warm arm.

      “Aspen!” Brune said. He’d pulled her the last few feet into safety, using his immense strength to wedge his body beneath the porch to keep it up. “Aspen?”

      Aspen groaned. Her face felt itchy with heat rash. She’d probably be coughing smoke for a month. But she was alive. “Thanks, big guy.”

      Brune squeezed her tighter, forcing some smoke out. “Hooray! You’re okay!”

      “Yes! I’m fine, Brune, you can let go!”

      With a sigh of relief, Brune backed off the porch. The minute he moved, the house sagged. Beams snapped. Fire spewed from the windows and there was a faint, gasping roar of the flames extinguishing, like a beast imploding on itself.

      Brune released her and Aspen, aching, straightened up. All of them stared at what remained of the house for a moment, anxiously waiting to see if the fire would follow them out, but Aspen had been right; whatever spell Xavier had used seemed confined to only the house.

      “I knew this was a not so good idea,” Brune rumbled. “I knew it in my musc—musce—in my bones.”

      “Well you were right, Brune,” Nina said. She brushed some soot off her singed pants with a sigh. “I didn’t even manage to get anything from his office. You guys?”

      “Nothing,” Isak said.

      Abram merely shook his head. He glanced at Aspen, wearing a confused expression. Aspen didn’t have to guess to know what that was about. But she wasn’t in the mood to discuss why she hadn’t left him behind back there.

      “I grabbed something.” Aspen pulled out the few sheets she’d managed to take from Xavier’s office. Somehow the edges had still been singed by the flames. Some of the words were smudged with ash and soot. “Not nearly as many as I’d like.”

      “And who knows if it’s even something we need,” Isak said. “Xavier must have had a hundred books and a thousand pages in there.”

      “It’s got to do with Nulls, I know that, so it’s not totally useless!” Aspen said indignantly.

      Abram perked up at this. “Nulls? You’re looking for something about Nulls?”

      Aspen peeled apart the pages. She was about to start reading right then and there, but Brune’s meaty hand settled on her shoulder. A chill ran through her when she realized it was shaking. Brune got scared often, but he never showed it physically. There wasn’t a lot that scared him that much.

      “Not good,” he mumbled. His beady black eyes peered into the sparse trees surrounding them. “Not good. I see people who aren’t friends.”

      “I don’t see anything, Brune,” Nina said. “Maybe you have smoke in your eye—”

      But then Aspen did see them. The trees shivered where she was staring, then split. The mottled green pattern of leaves changed to pock-marked, tan-brown skin stretched over an immense frame. The giant’s body straightened up, higher and higher, until it was three times the size of Brune, until its bald head brushed the sparser branches of the canopy.

      A second giant revealed itself beside it, so that both of them were glaring down at the party, crooked grins filled with mismatched teeth. A half dozen ogres stepped around their legs. They had clubs clutched in their hammy fists and pounded them almost like war drums as they approached the group.

      “Not good,” Brune repeated.

      “You’re right,” Aspen said, trying to swallow her fear as the ogres and giants surrounded them. “Not good. Not good at all.”
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      Aspen tried to keep her fear in check. Not easy when they were being escorted to the giants and ogres’ main camp. But if she could remain calm, then Brune would remain calm. Isak and Nina too. The last thing they needed was to show their captors any sign of weakness. As it was, the grim, glowering faces of the ogres and hungry, almost bestial expressions of the giants peering down at them, wasn’t giving her a lot of hope that they’d get out of this unscathed. Or uneaten.

      “Don’t try to fight them,” Nina muttered out of the corner of her mouth. “Let’s just see what they want.”

      Aspen craned her neck to look way up at the nearest giant towering over them, taking one lumbering step for every ten of hers. “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”

      “Where are you taking us?” Isak said.

      “Somewhere,” the lead ogre, the one the others called Bezel, grunted. He was husky and gray skinned. A couple well-placed scars and ridged teeth had been thrown together in an unfortunate combination that gave him a permanent scowl. Like most of the other ogres, he had a number of chains and sharp-edged weapons clanking at his side. Aspen noticed the giants didn’t carry anything. They didn’t need to. One fist was nearly big enough to squash all of them.

      The darkened sky began to spit with rain. Bezel had taken them away from the streets and through a collection of back-road drainage ditches, oversized culverts, and undeveloped lots where there were still sporadic trees sticking up to give them a little cover.

      Bezel suddenly held up a hand. Everyone froze. The giants straightened up, one by one, the nearest one clamping a large hand on Brune’s shoulder.

      “Hey!” Aspen yelled. “Don’t you touch him—”

      Then she gasped as they began to change again. The giants were so massive it wasn’t possible for her to miss them, and yet as she watched, the colors of their surroundings seemed to slip over their forms, Brune’s included, obscuring them from view until it was as though they’d taken the background and pulled it over them like blankets. Bezel snapped his fingers. An amulet around his neck glowed and suddenly he and the rest of the ogres vanished from sight.

      Aspen watched as a car drove by.

      “I always wondered how they hid here,” Nina said.

      Aspen held in a breath, waiting for the car to stop and demand to know why a group of people were standing in the middle of a muddy field. But it drove on and, after a minute, Bezel reappeared.

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” he snarled. “I hate being out here.”

      Brune and the rest of the giants suddenly reappeared at Aspen’s side again.

      “C-cold!” he said, teeth chattering. “Their magic is cold!”

      “You have grown weak, little one,” the giant who’d concealed him rumbled. “You’ve forgotten your ways.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Brune,” Aspen said, pushing him ahead of her and glaring up at the giant. “And he hasn’t forgotten anything. Lay off, treetop.”

      “You, too, have forgotten your ways, Mage,” the giant growled. “But we have not. No, we have not.”

      Aspen wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      One by one they slipped into the small copse of trees at the far end of the lot, emerging in a broad clearing. Enormous stumps, worn smooth by wear, some squashed into the earth, ringed the outside.

      “I’ll ask again,” Nina said when the group of giants and ogres circled them once more. “Why are we here?”

      “To discuss new terms,” Bezel said. He removed his amulet and took a seat on one of the stumps. Three giants and three ogres flanked either side of him, completing a line of seven. Aspen suddenly realized why the set up looked so familiar.

      “It’s just like the Council of Mages,” Isak said.

      “What is this?” Nina said, suspiciously. “If you’re here to usurp the Mages you’re a little too late. The Kings already saw to most of us.”

      “But not all of you, did they?” Bezel said.

      Aspen’s heartbeat jumped a little while Nina’s fingers twitched toward one of her charmed beads. Isak dropped his foot back half an inch, bracing himself for a spell. Abram looked completely unconcerned.

      “And what do you plan to do about it?” Isak said finally.

      Bezel’s face twisted into a smile. But before he could say anything, one of the giants leaned forward, denting the earth where he placed his foot.

      “What is he doing with you?”

      Brune blinked. “Me?”

      The other giants nodded. “What is one of our kind doing with the Mages? What is one so puny doing outside his own borough?”

      Brune couldn’t seem to muster up a response to that. He wrung his hands violently, nervously peering between each of the giants. “I—I—”

      “Enough!” Aspen sent a whip crack of magic at the giant’s face. The clearing erupted with movement, their small space instantly growing smaller as the giants and ogres closed in.

      Aspen planted herself firmly in front of Brune, clutching her knife. It wouldn’t do much but, hex it all, she was going to make them hurt if they tried to belittle him any more.

      Bezel held up his hands to stop the nearest ogres and giants.

      “He’s betrayed us!” one of the giants roared. “The half-breed is with the Mages! He’s with those who have forgotten our kind!”

      “He’s my friend!” Aspen shouted right back.

      “Aspen, enough!” Nina said. She held up her hands to the crowd. “It’s true he’s with us, but we don’t want to fight! Please just tell us what you want so we can leave peacefully!”

      Bezel’s grin was suddenly back. He nodded to the others and, after an anxious pause, the ogres and giants retreated back to where they’d stood before, their glowering eyes burning into Aspen’s skin. Brune continued wringing his hands, muttering, “Not good, not good…”

      Aspen put her hand on his, as much to comfort herself as to comfort him.

      “We’re here to bring about a new order,” Bezel said. “We thought we’d announce this to the Mages earlier, but since most are…ah, not with us anymore, and those who are supposed to be with us,” at this he glared at Isak, “feel it’s not necessary to run their own borough, we took matters into our own hands.”

      “I’ve been a little busy,” Isak said. “But you’re right, that’s no excuse for neglecting my duties as your Mage.”

      “A new order?” Aspen said.

      “You’ve failed the boroughs,” Bezel said. “All of you. The Mages are weak and the Council is an archaic system. We here have founded something new, something that all supernatural beings get a say in: a coalition.”

      Nina scoffed. “You…you can’t get rid of the Council! We’re here to protect you! We’re on your side!”

      “No yah not!” one of the giants bellowed. A few more gave rumbling agreements, but Bezel shushed them.

      “We haven’t seen any evidence of your protection lately,” he said. “Not for a long time, actually.”

      “A New York without a Council,” Abram mused, fingers tapping on his crossed arms. “I have to say, the idea does sound appealing.”

      “Of course it does, to you,” Aspen growled.

      Abram fixed her with a cool stare. “As it should to you, Aspen Rivest, thief of Ember’s Landing. Oh yes, you’re surprised I’ve done my research? Seems not too long ago you disliked the Mages just as much as they do.” He nodded toward the giants and ogres. “What changed? Was it, perhaps, that you gained power you didn’t have before? You hated those who had it for so long, but once you got a taste of your own, well, suddenly those holding it weren’t so bad after all, were they?”

      A few of the ogres growled in agreement.

      Aspen stalked so close to Abram that their noses were nearly touching. “I could have let you die back there,” she said under her breath.

      “But you didn’t,” he replied, his voice just as low.

      “Because that’s not who I am. Not anymore. The Mages changed that. They have problems, yeah, but they do a lot of good, too. I and a lot of other Supes wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them. So are you here to fight us, or help us?”

      “I already told you why I’m here. But I believe you were more than ready to label me your enemy, regardless.”

      “I don’t know what you are, but you’re not someone I trust. The sooner you’re gone the better.”

      “Not until I’ve done what I need to do.”

      “And what is that, exactly?”

      “Nothing that concerns you.”

      Aspen glared at him a moment longer before pulling away. Isak relaxed, having been close beside her, ready to jump in just in case.

      “I’ve been trained to become a Mage since I was young,” Isak said to those surrounding them. “I’ll be the first to admit they have problems…lots of them. But right now, we’re also the best bet at keeping all of you safe.”

      “Are you?” Bezel said.

      “What’s that mean?” Nina said.

      “It means we no longer need you Mages,” Bezel said. “It means our coalition will take your place. It means the boroughs you’ve neglected for so long are coming together without you, in a way that never would have been possible with you here.”

      Nina crossed her arms. “You mean to tell me that supernatural beings who have hated each other for years are now friends?”

      Bezel smiled at her dubious tone. “We have already formed alliances with New Salem, the Necropolis, Ember’s Landing, and Rivendell.”

      Aspen’s mouth fell open, but she quickly tried to look unconcerned. Isak looked as stunned as Nina. Only Abram appeared unruffled, as though he’d known this all along. There was no way…the boroughs would never agree to ally themselves like that. It wasn’t possible…

      “So you see,” Bezel went on, “we don’t need the Mages. And in time, I’m sure the other boroughs will join us. We’ll form our own government. We’ll rule ourselves, for ourselves. But before all that the Mages must be…dealt with.”

      The Council must fall if there is ever going to be peace. Samson, the wraith Aspen met in the Necropolis, had told her that. Perhaps he’d already known of this alliance even then. Perhaps he’d been giving her a warning.

      One way or another, the Mages must die.

      “The Mages must end,” Bezel said, his voice turning to a growl. “And if not…”

      He stood. The giants and ogres surrounding them leaned in menacingly.

      “We’re working to stop Maladias right now!” Isak burst out. Aspen could see he was thinking on his toes, his face calm, but his eyes betraying the frantic worry beneath. “We get you’re upset, but we can still fix this.”

      “The Supes are stronger together, without the Mages,” Bezel said. “Together we can hide from Maladias, wait him out until his power passes over.”

      “That will never work,” Nina said. “He’ll find you and destroy you no matter where you hide.”

      “Just give us some more time,” Isak insisted. “Then after Maladias is gone we can…discuss what to do about the Mages then.”

      “No, discuss now!” one of the giants roared, bringing a fist down so hard the entire clearing shook. “Mages are bad! Mages need to go away!”

      “We’ve slowed Maladias,” Isak said. “We’re getting closer to stopping him!”

      Bezel frowned. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. I promise.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Bezel gestured to one of the giants. It nodded and lumbered into the darkness of the trees. Aspen quickly scanned their surroundings, racking her brains for an escape plan if things quickly went south. Or…further south.

      She was jolted by an earsplitting screech of metal, like someone rubbing two rusty bars together. Brune peered closer into the trees as a leathery flapping sound grew louder, heading toward them. Isak mumbled, “What the—”

      Aspen saw movement and shoved Isak aside a moment before a black shape hurtled from the trees. She barely caught a glimpse of claws and fangs before the thing hissed and dove at her. She managed to roll aside and Nina was there, slicing at it with her knives, forcing it to flap out of range.

      “Is this what you call ‘slowing him down’?” Bezel yelled as the creature let out another earsplitting screech and dive-bombed Aspen’s group. “Because from where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like it!”

      Aspen scrambled up, panting, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. This…thing looked like one of the husks she’d seen in the Necropolis: too little skin stretched over too much bone. Chunks of flesh missing from its cheeks, exposing its sharp teeth in profile. Leathery wings sprouted from its back, its gangly arms and legs tipped with nails sharp as blades.

      “This is one of Maladias’ minions!” Bezel shouted as the creature dove at Aspen. She drew her knife and barely managed to deflect its claws aiming for her throat. “My people have stories about the nightmare creatures from other realms. Things they called grims. And now those same nightmares are in our world. This is what you call stopping him?”

      “Aspen, duck!” Isak cried.

      Aspen threw her head down as a warm swell of magic lit up the ground beneath Isak’s feet. Dazzling daggers of magic shot upwards, one of them piercing the grim’s wing. Its screech of pain made Aspen’s eyes water, forcing her to clamp her hands over her ears. She could see it dropping lower now, heading straight toward her. She readied herself to attack, but Brune lunged forward, swiping and missing as the grim managed to weave around him. It dove again, its claws aiming toward her heart.

      Aspen tried to yell out a spell, but she knew it’d be too late. She brought up her knife, intent on ending this thing if it managed to end her.

      There was the snap of bone. The grim lurched to a halt, teeth inches from Aspen’s face. It coughed blood onto her shirt. Then its skin began to flake like ash, withering away until there was nothing left except Abram, a spell crackling in the fist he’d plunged into the grim’s gut.

      “Aspen!” Isak put his hands on her shoulders. “Hey? You okay? Did it get you? Did it bite you?”

      Aspen continued staring at Abram until he smirked and turned away. She found she could breathe again and managed to shake herself. “I’m…I’m fine, thanks.”

      She picked herself up and faced Bezel, trying to keep her limbs from trembling. “That…that thing was one of Maladias’?” she managed.

      “One of many,” Bezel said. “And their numbers are growing by the day. Soon they’ll be enough to blot out the sun. Then what will you do with all your plans to stop Maladias?”

      “You’ve made your point,” Isak said, glaring at Bezel. “But we’re working on it. We will stop him.”

      “And just exactly how do you plan to do that?” Bezel asked, leaning forward. “Because I don’t believe you. The other boroughs don’t believe you. So why don’t you enlighten me so that we might reconsider how much ‘help’ you could be to us?”

      The giants took a lumbering step closer. Aspen could see it now, see where this whole thing was going. It wasn’t going to be enough that the boroughs dumped the Council and came together and formed their own little alliance. It wasn’t going to be enough that the Mages offered protection to the Supes of New York. The secret was out, truly out, that the Mages held little power anymore. And the boroughs’ simmering anger—more than even Aspen had realized—was threatening to bubble over and kill them.

      “Is that it?” Nina said, trying to keep her composure. “You’re just going to keep us here? Perhaps you’d like to fight Maladias yourself since you seem to have it all under control.”

      Bezel chuckled. “I don’t think so. Instead, we’re going to—”

      “We know a way to stop him,” Aspen blurted.

      Everyone turned expectantly to her. Aspen scrambled to stitch together her cluttered thoughts fast enough to catch up to her escaped words. “I mean…we know of…something to…stop him.”

      “Stop him?” Bezel echoed. “Care to elaborate on this grand plan of yours, Mage Aspen? How do you plan to stop him when you have trouble defeating one of his minions?”

      “What are you doing?” Isak mouthed to her.

      “There is…an army,” Aspen said, latching on to the most recent thought she had, letting it carry her along. “We spoke with Segur of the Night Court….and she mentioned something that…Mage Lucien knew of, that beneath New York there is an army designed to protect the city whenever things get really bad.” The words were coming easier now, fueled partially by what Lucien had told her earlier, but by another memory as well, one that had bubbled up: of parchment and plans she remembered seeing in the library at the Academy of Magic. She’d glimpsed schematics. Outlines for plans and defenses. A map. It was a scant hope, but it was better than nothing.

      “An…army,” Bezel repeated. “We’ve never heard of anything like that.”

      “Neither have we,” Isak said, eyebrows raising even higher, as though he were trying to send her a message to Abort Mission NOW!

      “But it exists,” Aspen said firmly. “And not many know about it. Except for the Mages, of course. But it’s there, and it’s…massive. It’ll help us defeat Maladias, no problem. It’s super dangerous to find. We were planning to go summon it to fight, but if you think keeping us here would be a better idea…”

      The giants and ogres on either side of Bezel frowned. One of the giants leaned down to him and mumbled something. Brune grimaced, as though he’d heard every word of what the giant had said.

      “Aspen!” Nina double-checked to make sure Bezel and the rest of the Supes were busy grunting to one another, then sharply gripped her arm, turning her away from everyone. “Care to fill me in on what the ever-loving basilisk’s teeth you’re doing?”

      “Giving us a way out,” Aspen said. “Or at least buying us some time. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re kind of out of options here.”

      “Yes, but…where did you get an idea for an army?”

      “Like I said, Lucien mentioned something about it.”

      “Lucien did?”

      “And I saw something about it. That was partly what he was going to check on at the Academy.”

      Nina’s eyes widened. “That’s not…he should know better than to go on wild-goose chases.”

      But something in her disbelieving tone sounded off. Aspen narrowed her eyes as Nina’s expression flickered between disbelief to…hope. “Hold on…You know about it too, don’t you? You’ve heard about it!”

      “I…it’s nothing more than a legend,” Nina said. “And I should know; the Stone Army is supposed to be housed somewhere deep, deep beneath the Jade Palace. That means, as its overseeing Mage, I would be the best authority on it, and I’m telling you it doesn’t exist.”

      Bezel’s discussion was wrapping up. Aspen leaned closer to Nina. “Have you ever actually looked for it?”

      “Have I…of course not! It’s a legend, Aspen. It would have been a waste of time.”

      “So you’ve never tried.”

      “No…I haven’t.”

      “So you don’t know for sure.”

      Nina gave a weary, defeated sigh. A sigh that said the idea was a horrible one, but they were grasping at straws at this point. “No, I don’t know for sure. Maybe if we went looking there might be something down there…The caverns are massive, it’s completely possible even something like an army could stay hidden all this time.”

      Aspen nodded, filled once more with a glimmer of hope. Not just that they’d get out of this immediate situation alive, but that they’d get out of this entire next week alive. “Great. That’s all I needed to hear.”

      “Mage Aspen!” Bezel bellowed, tapping one thick finger on his knee. “We’ve discussed, and none of us have ever heard of such an army, which makes us believe it’s not real.”

      “Aspen would never lie!” Brune protested. “She’s the nicest, kindest, most non-lying person I know!”

      “Thanks, Brune,” Aspen said.

      “And she only sometimes, occasionally, stretches the truth,” Brune went on.

      “Thanks, Brune. That’s enough.”

      “But she hasn’t for at least a month!”

      “Brune!”

      Bezel gave a humorless grin. “Oh, don’t worry, my half-giant brother, we’re all too aware of the lies of the Mages. Which is why we—”

      “It’s real,” Nina said.

      Bezel looked at her, but he didn’t immediately call her a liar. Maybe because Nina was older and carried an air of confident assurance that somehow Aspen hadn’t managed to master, or maybe it was because, deep down, even after all the other slights they’d felt from the Mages, Bezel and the others knew that Nina wasn’t someone who would do something like that to them.

      “Is that so?” Bezel said slowly.

      “It’s called the Stone Army. It’s one of the main defenses the ancients of New York put in place to protect the city should any threat arise. Perhaps not a threat as large as Maladias, but threats all the same. There are other defenses like it, all across the city.”

      Bezel waved a hand, gesturing to the giants and ogres beside him. “Why haven’t we ever heard of anything like that?”

      “Why would you need to? Once the protective ward had been conjured around the city then other forms of defenses would be quickly forgotten.”

      “So that’s what we’re trying to do right now,” Isak said, jumping in. “We were on our way to try to raise the army. We know Maladias is almost here. And that’s why we have to get to it as quickly as possible.”

      Bezel peered at each of them, assessing them with a criterion Aspen couldn’t begin to guess. His eyes settled on Abram, who had remained stoically silent this entire time, his arms crossed. “You, newcomer, is this true? Were they really trying to raise this Stone Army?”

      Aspen bristled. Why ask him of all people? He had no reason to back them up. He probably wanted them just as dead as everyone else here…

      “A Stone Army sounds about right to me,” Abram said. Aspen barely kept her mouth from dropping open.

      “We’re close to finding it,” Nina said, stepping forward, as though giving Abram more time to answer would change his mind. “The army lies beneath my borough.”

      “A borough that doesn’t respect you anymore,” Bezel said.

      “I’ve always done my duty as a Mage for my borough,” Nina said fiercely. “As have the others here. We’ve messed up, I know, but we’re trying to make it right.”

      The giants’ throaty, rumbling laughs shook the clearing again. A few of the ogres had clustered in groups, talking amongst themselves. Aspen stood waiting, hand brushing Isak’s for reassurance. She shot a look at Abram, as though she’d be able to figure out why she couldn’t figure him out.

      “All right. All right!” Bezel said, finally standing. “We’ve decided: You must defeat Maladias.”

      “What do you think we’ve been trying to do—” Aspen said, but Isak clenched her fingers hard enough to shut her up.

      “I…guess it doesn’t do much good having you here if you can do something,” Bezel went on. “But if you defeat Maladias, if you do not die, you must officially disband the Council. You must recognize our coalition. If you do not…” His words hung in the air, like an axe propped above their necks, ready to fall. “If you do not, the other boroughs will rise up, and they will kill you.” Bezel grinned. “And we will enjoy it.”

      “Assuming there are any boroughs left,” Isak said softly.

      “That’s fine,” Nina said. “Thank you.”

      “You may go. And I hope for your sake this army is real,” Bezel added.

      “There’s something else,” Aspen said as the others began backing out, heading through the small opening the surrounding giants and ogres had made for them.

      “Is there?” Bezel said.

      “Aspen?” Brune said, his voice tinged with fright. “Why do you keep talking to the bad ogre?”

      Aspen swallowed hard, realizing only now how dry her throat had been throughout the entire conversation. “We can’t do this alone. Even if—when—we get the army—we’ll need Brindle’s Spire, and the rest of the boroughs you’ve united with, to help us fight Maladias when he comes.”

      Bezel barked a laugh, and the rest of the Supes joined him until she felt as though she were standing in the center of a stadium.

      “Of course you would ask for our help, even after we’d threatened you!” Bezel said, still chuckling after the laughing had died away. “You’ve never needed our help before, just our cooperation and silence on all matters. Why start now? Is it because you have nowhere you can run when Maladias seeks you? Is it because you have no more friends to rely on now that the reaper’s coming to collect? No…” Bezel leaned back on his stump. He waved a dismissive hand. “You created this mess, Mages, so you fix it. Now get out before we do kill you.”
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      Aspen felt like she’d been up for days. She managed to get some alone time when their party returned to Lucien’s house, but even now, as she took a few minutes to relax in the bath, her mind was running over things that seemed to have no right answer, all while a bottomless chasm of exhaustion waited to swallow her up. Not even the warm water she sank deeper into seemed to be able to cast off this second skin of weariness.

      It wasn’t just physical tiredness. She’d played over the events that had happened the last twenty-four hours (had it really only been that long?) and managed to scrounge up only a few positives from them. The meager pages of notes she’d snatched from Xavier’s house lay tucked in her jacket, but she hadn’t yet gathered the courage to look at them. What if they revealed nothing? Worse, what if they revealed something? And with the other Supes either in hiding or breathing down their necks to fix their current predicament, Aspen felt as though she was trapped inside an hourglass, the sand nearly encompassing her head.

      She forced herself to sit up as she began to nod off again. From the other corner of the bathroom, a pair of translucent eyes peered at her, courtesy of the ghost who enjoyed haunting it when nobody was here. Lucien’s house was lousy with spirits, but this one in particular caused more annoyance than the rest—for obvious reasons.

      Aspen lazily threw a bar of soap at him and he vanished. She checked to make sure Loki was still contentedly purring beside the heater in the corner of the room, then she slid further into the water again. She’d just close her eyes for a moment. It couldn’t hurt…

      She immediately slid into a dark sleep. Her mind felt the same as her body, detached and weightless, languidly floating in a pool of liquid, free from any physical tethers of the world. The space around her was endless black, the edges tinged with faint, nearly imperceptible light. She was trapped in the twilight space between waking and dreaming.

      Still, Aspen tried opening her eyes wider, peering closer at the surrounding darkness. One of the edges of light grew brighter, and she turned that direction. An image was conjuring itself there. It was a landscape she’d never seen before, devoid of vegetation of any kind save for the sparse, emaciated trees, their limbs blank of leaves, grasping up from the cracked red earth. She couldn’t hear it, but she could see the dust billow as a gust of wind swooped across the naked ground.

      Somehow Aspen knew without knowing, without knowing how she knew, that this was another time, another place, somewhere far, far beyond anywhere she’d ever gone before.

      And just as quickly as it was there, it vanished, leaving only blackness once more. She glimpsed other images filtering before her. A small, carved figure—almost like a…Russian doll?—something that resembled a drop of blood, and an even darker mouth of a cave, coming closer and closer, threatening to swallow her up.

      “I see you.”

      Aspen spun. The skin of her dream body prickled. It was slowly dawning on her, in that part of her mind that stayed awake to keep the monsters at bay while her body rested, that perhaps this wasn’t a dream after all…

      “I see you.”

      Something flickered in her peripheral vision. A figure was manifesting before her, its shape stopping when it was nothing more than the barest outline of a man. But Aspen knew who it was.

      “Aspen Rivest,” Maladias’ high, cold voice said. “We meet at last, though perhaps not in the way you imagined.”

      The figure’s outline paced around the outside edges of her vision, forcing her to turn to keep him in sight. This couldn’t be real. She couldn’t be here right now. Nothing could hurt her…

      She really, really hoped.

      “What do you want?” Aspen said, then immediately bit her lip. Egging the vision on, great idea, Aspen. Because that was what this thing had to be. A vision.

      Right?

      Maladias continued circling in the darkness. Aspen’s fear continued to build but she tamped it down, focusing on what she could control and not the fear his presence brought. She squinted to try to see him more clearly, but it didn’t help. She wasn’t sure she wanted it to. She’d heard Lucien say Maladias had taken Xavier’s body. Seeing him again, in the flesh, would be enough to complete this nightmare.

      “You’re the newest Mage of New York, I hear,” Maladias said. “The Norm Mage, the False Mage, the Null.” He grinned in the darkness, the whites of his teeth conjuring up a Cheshire-cat-like grin. “So many names for one small girl.”

      “They can call me whatever they want,” Aspen said, forcing herself to speak. “Doesn’t matter to me.”

      “No?”

      “How did you get here?”

      “How indeed?”

      Maladias plunged his arm into the darkness beside him, his hand sinking into it. And then he pulled it aside, like peeling back a curtain, revealing the same landscape Aspen had seen before. Maladias closed the darkness and drew it back again and there was another landscape, this one lush and fertile, bursting with green vegetation and sapphire blue water. He did it again, replacing that with a world of damp and gray.

      Maladias let the portal close for good, drowning them in darkness once more. “There’s much you don’t know, Aspen. Much all of the Mages don’t know. But I’m here to change that. I’ve come to set things right.”

      Aspen snorted. It occurred to her that snorting at an evil entity might not have been her best idea, but right now the way he was presenting himself, that he was here to ‘set things right’, was too much.

      “I’m sure you have. Because enslaving and destroying have always been the definition of ‘peace.’”

      “I wasn’t talking about peace. Peace doesn’t exist. The only thing closest to it is the brief, shallow breath between moments of chaos. This world, this universe, is nothing but chaos, nothing but the ever-moving present. There is no past and no future, only the here and now.

      “Tell me, False Mage…beyond the lies you’ve been fed and assumptions you’ve made, what do you really know about me?”

      Aspen blinked and suddenly the outline of Maladias’ form had vanished. His voice surrounded her, echoing over and over: About me…About me…About me…Without dropping her eyes, Aspen dug her fingers into her forearm, hoping the bite of pain would pull her away from whatever realm this was she’d been sucked into.

      It didn’t work.

      “I’ve read about you,” she said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. “You’re the enemy of magic. You’re here to simply destroy me and the rest of the Supes and then move on to another plane and do the same thing. You’re like a leech.”

      “Lies,” Maladias said. “All things you read in books and heard from others’ lips. But you’ve never tried to find the truth out about me for yourself, have you? You’ve been content to take it from others, never wondering if perhaps what they’ve told you was for your benefit or theirs. I am merely the greatest thing everyone, especially those in power, fear: change. I am uncertainty. I am the inevitable progress of life in all its forms. I can’t help it, I just am.

      “Tell me, Aspen Rivest, False Mage, Norm, Null, do you understand what it’s like to simply be hated for what you are? For something that was never in your control?”

      Aspen squinted as flashes of her memories flickered to life against the backdrop of darkness. She spun, taking them all in as they replayed over and over: the fire burning her house down, her parents’ charred bodies still inside. The moment Lucien had told her what she was—a Null—and the Council’s disdain at hearing it for themselves. The inside of the immense cave in Scotland, where Xavier’s spirit had told her what her parents had done to her. How they’d created her.

      She hadn’t had a choice in that, yet her entire life had been predetermined by it.

      “I understand what it’s like to be hated for what you are,” Maladias said when Aspen didn’t answer. “Probably more than anybody else you know.”

      Tana’s face rose unbidden in Aspen’s mind. Her friend the undesirable, born with one foot in two worlds, ostracized for it and yet one of the strongest people Aspen knew. “You aren’t the only one who understands.”

      Maladias’ deep chuckle echoed around her. “Oh, I see. But unlike those you’re thinking of, I am someone who can help you. I can take away the pain of a world that has only seen you as a mistake your entire life.”

      The hair on the back of her neck tingled. Aspen whirled, stifling a gasp when Maladias, still shrouded in shadows, stood directly behind her, his hand outstretched. “Because of what you are and the unfairness you’ve faced in your life, I’ll ask you, Aspen: help me. Help me break the iron grip the Mages have held on your world and your life. Let me re-forge a place where everything is perfect and balanced and all things are the way they should be.”

      Aspen tried to take a step back but more images flickered to life behind Maladias. Scenes she’d never seen before: her family, together and whole again. Isak at her side, the constant, underlying sorrow in his eyes gone, replaced with hope and light and love as he looked down at her. Lucien standing at the head of a grand hall—the Academy of Magic, Aspen realized—ushering in hundreds of students, a broad, glittering smile on his face.

      “I can make all this a reality,” Maladias whispered, drawing his hand closer to hers. “I have the power. All I need is your help.”

      “I…I…”

      Her hand was reaching out for his. Her fingers trembled as they brushed his.

      “I…can’t!”

      She yanked her arm back toward her mouth, biting down as hard as she could into her flesh. The sharp sting of pain rocketed throughout her entire body. Her stomach jerked. It felt as though a plug had been pulled in her belly and she was being drained away from this reality, away from the darkness and Maladias, who was howling with rage.

      “You will not deny me!”

      He lurched forward and Aspen gasped as claws raked across her chest, burning like fire. Her world dimmed once more, and then went out.

      Aspen jerked awake, screaming. She scrambled out of the tub, splashing water over the sides and nearly slipping on the floor before she managed to find her footing. She forced herself to freeze. Her heart felt as though it were beating a hundred miles an hour. Her breath came in short gasps. But…

      She looked around the bathroom. Maladias wasn’t here. He hadn’t managed to follow her through whatever portal he’d summoned.

      Aspen winced as her chest throbbed. She checked it, expecting to see angry red slashes where Maladias’ claws had left their mark, but her skin was unscathed.

      “Scared. Loud. Hurt. Afraid.”

      Aspen looked down to find Loki’s tiny fangs clamped down where he’d bit her finger. Blood created a scarlet line from the tub to where she stood.

      “Scared. Asleep. Awake. Safe now?”

      “Loki! Thank you so, so much!” Aspen cuddled the little shadow dancer until he stopped trembling and curled once more at the nape of her neck, his shaking turning to purrs. Aspen quickly tried to compose herself. She hurriedly grabbed her clothes and slipped them on. With each layer she felt more in control of herself, more able to act, unlike the helplessness she’d felt wherever Maladias had managed to drag her into.

      “Thank you,” Aspen murmured again, stroking Loki. “That was…too close.”

      She was more convinced now that Maladias had somehow invaded her dreams. How, she had no clue. She’d never heard of anything like that happening, but it didn’t matter either way. She didn’t have time to rest now. She had to keep going. If there was one thing she knew now it was that Maladias was closer than ever.

      And she’d severely pissed him off.

      Aspen gripped Xavier’s notes in her pocket and went back outside. The cold air bit at her wrists and neck and felt as though it were freezing the damp hair on her head. A feeling of dread crawled up her stomach, the sense that something horrible was going to happen and there was nothing she could do about it. It was like the pulse of a war drum slow and deep and unrelenting somewhere in the distance, but growing louder every minute.

      She let out a sigh of relief when she found the courtyard empty. She couldn’t tell anyone about what she’d seen in her vision, or dream, or whatever it’d been. They had too many other things to worry about without being afraid that Maladias was trying to get to them through her.

      Peace. Quiet. She needed those in order to read over the notes. She got the feeling it’d be the last time she’d get either for a while. Maybe ever again.

      She hurried across the courtyard, head down, thinking furiously. Lucien still hadn’t returned from the Academy. There’d been no sign of the other apprentices, of Tana, or more of Maladias’ grims. Not yet. The run-in with the giants and ogres had left everyone shaken, but Nina had decided it was best to actually follow up on the underground army beneath the Jade Palace.

      “It might be a legend,” she’d told Aspen, “but right now it’s the best chance we’ve got.”

      Well, if they were down to relying on legends then things were worse than ever. And still Maladias’ voice cut through her memory. Taunting her, coaxing her, promising to give her all that she desired if only she helped him—

      “Hey.”

      Aspen bounced off a hard chest, nearly stumbling before strong hands steadied her. “Isak!”

      Isak looked down at her. His face slowly broke out in a grin, but it was tired, like she felt. “You’re in a big rush. Haven’t seen you look that oblivious in a while.”

      He continued grinning, expecting at least a chuckle from her, but when she merely continued staring at him his smile fell. “Bad time for jokes, I guess. You get a chance to rest?”

      “I…yeah. I’m fine. Great. I’m just going to go read…”

      Isak tilted her chin up so she was forced to look him in the eye. He studied her face. His smile fell, his face dawning with realization.

      “You saw him too, didn’t you?”

      Aspen’s stomach lurched. “Saw…what? What are you talking about?”

      The corner of Isak’s mouth twitched again, though this time there was little humor in it. “You used to be really good at lying. Still are, but I can read you better now. Maladias. You saw him too.”

      “No. I don’t know what I saw. I mean, I didn’t see anything. Definitely not Maladias. I—”

      “He asked me to help him get into the city,” Isak said.

      Aspen jerked back to look at him. “You…you too?”

      “Me too.”

      Despite her fear, a small breath of relief escaped Aspen’s lips. So it wasn’t just her, then. Isak, who was one of the strongest people she knew, had also been tempted, and he’d rejected the offer.

      “He’s close,” Isak went on. His face turned to the darkening sky. Aspen hadn’t realized until just then how gray everything was. If she squinted, she swore she could make out winged forms lazily flapping in and out of view through the clouds. Watching. Waiting. “Really close. But I’m not scared.”

      Aspen gave him a dubious look. “Liar.”

      “No, seriously, I’m not.” That wry grin of his was back again. Aspen knew that grin, had studied his face in the rare moments they’d had alone. She studied it now and couldn’t find a trace of a lie anywhere. “I have you,” Isak said. “And Lucien. And Nina. And all our other friends. We’ve lost a lot, but we still have some. I have to believe we’ll get through this. Besides, if Maladias was coming to us to help him, that’s good.”

      His point dawned on Aspen. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. “He’s scared,” she said in awe. “He wants our help because he’s not sure he can defeat us head-on.”

      “Exactly,” Isak said, nodding. “I’d say that’s a good thing, don’t you? All we have to do is find some way to send him back to whatever plane he’s crawled from and we’re golden.”

      Aspen chuckled. She didn’t think it was that easy, but Isak’s unshakable confidence was infectious. Soon, not even the oppressive sky could dampen her mood.

      “Are these the notes?” Isak gently tugged them from Aspen’s hand. “Let’s go somewhere where we can read them.”

      They sat beneath one of the trees in the center of the courtyard. Isak opened his coat and enveloped her, pulling her against the furnace-like warmth of his body. He settled the pages in front of them both so they could see.

      “You know, we could go inside if it’s this cold,” Aspen mumbled, her voice muffled by his coat.

      “We could,” Isak agreed, but neither one of them made a move to get up.

      Her eyes flew down the page, picking out her parents’ names and words like Null, experiment, liaison. As Isak flipped through each sheet her spirits fell. Most of it was stuff they already knew: Xavier had worked with her parents to create Nulls, those with the ability to nullify magical ability. With Nulls, they’d hoped to somehow create a world in which magical ability didn’t exist. A world in which everyone was a twisted sort of equal.

      Isak made a small noise in his throat, and Aspen found the lines he must have stopped at. It was a letter in her parents’ handwriting:

      We have been tricked. At first, we agreed with Xavier’s work; we relished in it. But he’s perverted the original intention. What was supposed to be a tool of equality has the potential to be a weapon. What can absorb magic can also keep it for their own purpose. Or someone else’s.

      We’re scrapping the project, or rather, continuing on in a different way. Xavier’s quest for power and his own self-righteousness has no end and we’re not going to stay a part of it. In fact, we’ll oppose it, if only in secret. We’ll create a weapon of our own: a perfect Null, a super Null, one to negate any evil he could try to use against us or our home. A magic-killer.

      Aspen could feel Isak’s eyes on her but she refused to pull her eyes from the pages. Instead she took them from his hands and flipped to the last one. There was more handwriting here. It was less faded and hastily scribbled and singed, but not with a recent fire. Rather, the scorch marks looked old enough to have been plucked from the smoldering remains of what had been her house:

      Xavier suspects. Or at least he has grown tired of our reluctance to help him. We’ve stalled him as long as we can but I fear our experiments have produced nothing. I’ll send Peyton away with Aspen to the Coven, where at least they might seek some sort of asylum. There have been grumblings against the authority of the Mages lately, and I doubt even Xavier would try to harm them in there.

      Aspen…she is our light, the one good thing we’d managed to create these past few years. Her eyes are like her mother’s, but her hair…silver is starting to come in. I’m not sure which side of the family she gets that from. We did not create a world in which she could live equally among supernatural beings, but her spirit will hopefully keep her strong. She is, in a way, our own little magic-killer—

      The rest of the page had been burned away, but Aspen continued staring at it as though it were still there. She could feel every sensation more sharply: the warmth of Isak’s body, the nipping cold on her nose, the steady pulse of her heart as it pounded in her chest, the prickling of tears as they pushed out at the corner of her eyes. Everything that told her she was alive, here, in this very moment.

      “Aspen,” Isak said, voice low. “Talk to me.”

      Aspen sniffed. “That explains the hair color, I guess.”

      Isak quickly scanned over the last part of the page. He was silent for a moment. “I always thought you dyed it.”

      She tilted her head so that she was looking up at his bewildered face. “What? Have you ever seen me dye it?”

      “No…but I thought maybe it was one of those…girl ritual things.”

      “Girl…ritual things.”

      “Yeah, you know, like when you do makeup. A sort of routine you girls do in secret.”

      “Have you ever seen me put on makeup, either?”

      A low chuckle rumbled in Isak’s chest. “I feel like we aren’t getting anywhere.”

      His laugh set Aspen to smirking, then chuckling, then laughing herself. Then she was crying, the tears forcing their way out and blazing warm tracks down her cheeks. Her shoulders shook until Isak wrapped her up and pulled her close.

      She thought she’d gotten over this. Over them. Xavier had told her all she’d wanted to know and yet this showed he’d lied; or at least not known they’d been secretly working against him. She hadn’t been just some experiment to them. They had loved her. Loved her enough to defy one of the most powerful Mages. Loved her enough to try giving her a life free of anguish.

      It was horribly wonderful.

      Thunder rumbled overhead. Aspen pulled her face from Isak’s chest, forcing any lingering emotions to stay bottled up inside until she could deal with them. The clouds had drifted lower. She could clearly see grims circling ever closer. With great effort, she untangled herself from Isak and stood. He caught her hand.

      “This doesn’t change anything, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t think you do. Null, magic-killer, whatever they thought you were, you’re still you. You’re still Aspen, the girl I love.”

      He stood, peering closely at her as though the intensity of his gaze would better confirm what he was saying. Her heart did double time in her chest, her breath catching in her throat.

      “Get it?” Isak pressed.

      “I…yeah, I get it.”

      Isak dropped his mouth to hers and took a long, lingering kiss. The heat of his lips pressed against hers warmed her more than any amount of cuddling ever could. She leaned into him again. As good as this was, as much as she wanted to stay in this moment, there it was again: the feeling that this, too, would be the last chance she’d have for a while until all of this was over. If all of them made it through in one piece.

      Isak suddenly pulled away. He was looking over her shoulder, a low growl of anger rumbling in his throat. “What do you want?”

      Aspen turned as Abram stepped out of the shadows. Not too far behind, Caretaker silently followed. They’d left Abram free to wander the house, with the caveat that Caretaker the demon-kin watch over him.

      Abram didn’t look the least bit sheepish at being caught spying on them. He merely crossed his arms, smirking. “You read the notes, I assume?”

      Aspen tucked them into her jacket. “What do you know about them?”

      “About them? Nothing. About what they probably said?” His shoulders moved up and down. He looked at the sky. He didn’t look concerned about the worsening weather. If anything, it was as if it was confirming something he already knew. In fact, Aspen realized, everything that had happened seemed to confirm something he already knew.

      Aspen pulled away from Isak and stomped over to Abram. She wasn’t particularly worried about him trying to hurt her, not with Caretaker right there, but all the same she tugged some of her magic free and directed it to her fingers, as though the threat of a spell would get him to talk.

      “What do you know about Xavier?”

      Abram chuckled. “You mean you don’t know?” His eyes narrowed on Isak. “And you don’t know? After all, you were the chosen one. The one he picked to share all of his secrets with. Why would he not tell you everything?”

      “Stop playing games, Abram,” Isak said, keeping his voice even. “You were with Xavier long enough to know sharing the most important details of anything wasn’t something he would do, not even to the ones he supposedly trusted.”

      “Then I’ll tell you what I believe Xavier was trying to do.” Abram gestured toward the sky. “This? All of this? This is Xavier helping. This is Xavier’s grand design.”

      Aspen let her eyes travel up to the slowly descending clouds. “What are you talking about? You mean Maladias?”

      “Xavier was always the kind of man to use the brute force of a hammer for the kind of a job a delicate needle could do. Isak knows this. I assume you, Aspen, even know this. I think Xavier tried to bring Maladias here not to destroy us, but to save us.”

      “Okay, now you’re really crazy,” Aspen scoffed.

      “Am I? The Mages, the governmental institution that arguably held the Supes back the most, is gone. The boroughs, which until this point have been at each other’s throats, are forming alliances. And all of this because of a new, common enemy. All because of fear.”

      Aspen tried to register what he was saying. His words made sense, and yet…they didn’t. Because there was no way any of that could be true. It just…couldn’t be.

      “Xavier had spent nearly a decade of his life, and was looking at another decade or more, trying to bring the supernatural races together with no progress,” Abram went on. “That’s why I think he did what he did. The direction the Supes were headed, divided as they were and still are, was no different than what Maladias promised: potential destruction. Eventually, if Maladias didn’t do it, the Supes would tear each other apart.”

      “That’s…” Isak gave a soft laugh. “I’ll give you points for creativity, but you’re wrong. I might not have known him as well as I’d like, but Xavier wasn’t exactly known for being subtle about whatever he wanted. He wouldn’t put all these plans in place, all these years of planning, just for that.”

      “He got this far, didn’t he?” Abram said. “Against everything he had going against him, he managed to get this far.”

      “You’re saying his entire plan was based upon an ancient evil not destroying New York, and instead bringing everyone together to sing kumbaya and fight it?” Aspen said. “And you see absolutely nothing wrong with how that sounds?”

      “I can’t read the minds of the dead,” Abram said. “However, Xavier’s methods were always unorthodox, but effective. And look where we are now.” He glared at Aspen, as though she were partly to blame for the situation they were in. “Desperation breaks down many barriers. In the face of mutual destruction, we find we have a lot in common.”

      The sky rumbled again. A blinding flash of lightning streaked down, striking one of the skyscrapers and casting sparks. The grims continued slowly circling down toward them.

      Aspen couldn’t move. She couldn’t stop staring up and wondering just how possible it was that Abram could be right. She’d admit, Xavier might have been clever. He very well could have planned all of these things in advance. But she wouldn’t believe he’d ever done it for anything other than selfish ambition. Helping the city was out of the question.

      “And why do you care?” Aspen said.

      Abram, who’d been looking up at the sky, a somewhat triumphant expression on his face, glanced sharply down at her. “What?”

      “I said: why do you care? You said you’re here to help, but you haven’t done anything but spit half-nonsense and taunt us for our choices in life. You say you don’t care what Xavier did but you seem to know an awful lot about who he was and what he was doing.”

      Abram’s brow continued furrowing deeper and deeper as Aspen plunged on,

      “You say you want to help, but this city never gave you anything, and I don’t think you’re the kind of guy to do things selflessly—”

      “You don’t know who I am—”

      “—so why come back? I think…” Aspen lowered her voice. “…you would have been just fine sitting back and watching New York burn, and all of us with it.”

      “But I didn’t,” Abram said through clenched teeth.

      “No, you didn’t. But you don’t know why you didn’t, do you?”

      “Both of you stop it,” Isak said, taking her arm. “We need to get inside. Lucien’s charm will keep most of those grims out but we don’t want to risk it.”

      “I know why I’m here,” Abram insisted, so soft Aspen nearly missed it over the howl of the rising wind. “And I guess we’ll see if Xavier was right, won’t we? In the end we’ll really see if he managed to save us.”

      Isak tugged again. “Aspen, come—”

      Aspen turned with him and nearly screamed in surprise to find Caretaker standing right behind her.

      “Someone’s trying to enter the house,” he said in his low, droning voice. He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “I believe it is a friend.”

      “Lucien!”

      Aspen raced to the front gates, barely stopping to think that maybe, with a bunch of grims descending on the city, it wasn’t Lucien coming to join them. She undid the charms around one of the gates and eased it open…

      “Anything?” Isak said, catching up with her.

      Aspen peeked out. “Nothing—”

      A blurry shape collided with her. Ragged nails caught the skin of her arms, and she felt blood flow as a body slumped against her.

      “He’s…coming,” Tana murmured.

      Still in shock, Aspen backpedaled through the gates, pulling Tana with her. Tana’s breathing was shallow, her face covered in multiple cuts and bruises. Where on earth had she come from?

      Aspen laid her gently on the ground, just as snarls rose from the alleyway outside the gates. She looked up to find half a dozen grims slinking their way toward her, claws extended, fangs bared.

      “Isak! Close the gate!” Aspen cried, pulling Tana farther back. “Hurry!”

      With a massive heave, Isak slammed the gate shut, casting another charm on it just as the grims collided against the other side. One began clambering up the walls, but the second it tried throwing itself over there was a loud snap!, a pained squeal, and the grim was sent flying backwards.

      Tana groaned, and Aspen pulled her eyes away from the grims throwing themselves against the barrier.

      “Tana? Tana, can you hear me?”

      “He’s almost here,” Tana murmured again. “Maladias is almost here.”
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      “We don’t want to test how long those charms will hold!” Isak said, blasting another grim off the wall. “Get her inside the inner courtyard!”

      More grims were swarming up the wall, bashing their bodies against the barrier. They hadn’t managed to get in, but Aspen could see Isak was right; even with Lucien’s charms these things would force their way through given enough time.

      Aspen hefted a limp Tana up on one shoulder and followed Isak as fast as she could as the pair retreated toward the inner courtyard. Grims screeched and swooped low, coming as close as they dared to the charms overhead before flapping off. Aspen hated to think whether any other Supes were being attacked, or indeed what was happening to those in the Norm world.

      One thing at a time. First, she needed to get her friend to safety.

      Aspen slipped inside the inner courtyard and Isak slammed the gates shut. There was a change in the air beside her.

      “Keep her in here,” Caretaker said. His eyes glowed, his muscles seeming to swell beneath his suit. The walls of the house let out a shudder. “They will not break through. Not while I am here.”

      “Thanks, Caretaker.” Aspen carried Tana into the nearest room, laying her on the tatami floor. Her breathing was shallow. She’d slipped into unconsciousness during their flight. Aspen immediately searched for any signs of severe trauma, but except for the small injuries on her neck and face she couldn’t find anything. How had she even made it this far, as exhausted as she was? What had she run into out there?

      Aspen heard running feet behind her. Nina appeared, breathless, in the doorway. She looked down at Tana and immediately grabbed one of the beads around her wrist.

      “I call upon my contract with thee!”

      A portal opened in the air beside her and another water spirit slipped through. Nina slid in beside Aspen and pointed to Tana’s body. “Heal her, please.”

      The water spirit went to work, resting its watery body atop Tana’s, who let out a soft sigh of relief. Aspen felt her heart unclench.

      “I called Lucien back from the Academy,” Nina said softly, watching Tana as the water spirit’s magic slowly healed her. “I’m sure he’s noticed what’s going on.”

      “He wasn’t back yet?” Aspen said. Either he’d found something that could help them and got caught up in it, or he was still busy taking care of those other two apprentices…

      Isak appeared in the doorway.

      “Caretaker says most of the grims have left the house. That’s kind of good, but…”

      He didn’t need to finish. As bad as it was having the grims surrounding them, at least they’d known where they were. But if they’d left and started attacking Norms…Aspen wasn’t sure what kind of magic the grims had, but she was sure the glamour that kept most Supes hidden from the eyes of Norms wouldn’t conceal them for long.

      “I’m going to bolster the defensive charms,” Isak went on. Aspen stood and hugged him.

      “I’ll be out right after. I want to make sure Tana’s okay.”

      He gave her a quick kiss. “Stay here. It won’t take long.”

      Then he was gone, leaving Abram standing there. For once he didn’t look so confident, but rather tense and unsure. He looked over Aspen’s shoulder at where Nina was directing the water spirit toward Tana’s legs.

      “Still think this is part of Xavier’s grand plan?” Aspen snarled.

      Abram’s gaze lingered on Tana. “I’ll go help Isak,” he finally said.

      When Aspen returned to Nina’s side, Tana’s breathing had evened out. Nina gently slipped a small charm from Tana’s clenched hand.

      “Transportation charm,” she said, holding it up so Aspen could see the small, dull piece of carved ivory. “Lucien must have given it to her before she left. Stored with enough magic to get her back here if she needed to. But it took a lot out of her to use it.”

      Aspen’s eyes trailed down the now-fading bruises on Tana’s neck, wincing at each one as though she were the one who’d been choked. “She left without telling me where she was going. She promised to be back soon but that was almost a week ago. What…what was she doing?”

      “Gathering allies, as far as I know,” Nina said. “She only talked to Lucien about it. He tried to discourage her from going, but you know Tana.”

      Aspen slowly nodded, smiling sadly. She knew Tana. A little bit insecure. A bit unconfident. But every bit as strong, and stubborn and loyal, too.

      “Last I heard, she was traveling to each of the Mage Councils around the world,” Nina said. “The ones that are still left, anyway.”

      Aspen’s blood went cold. Mage’s Councils? Surely she wouldn’t have been the only one traveling to those. “You don’t think she ran into…”

      Tana let out a shuddering breath. Nina stroked her forehead until her breathing returned to normal. “I’m not sure, Aspen, but it’s possible. The water spirit will heal everything it can, but if she’s afflicted with any sort of dark magic we’ll need Lucien here to check.”

      She gave Aspen a reassuring smile. “She’s sleeping now. I’ll keep healing her, so why don’t you go make sure we’ll be safe here for a while?”

      Aspen slowly nodded. When she returned to the inner courtyard, everything was disturbingly silent. She couldn’t hear the sound of Isak spellcasting, but neither could she hear any grims hammering against the charmed barrier.

      What could she do now? The grims were in New York, their numbers probably growing by the hour. She’d heard what Tana had whispered when she’d first arrived: Maladias was coming. No, he was practically here, and they weren’t even close to a foolproof way to hold him off, not without the help of Supes who hated them. It was hopeless. It was useless to fight…

      No. She wouldn’t let herself think like that.

      Aspen hurried to cast more protective charms around the inner courtyard, repairing the old or damaged ones, ensuring that if the grims did break through, they’d have to earn it. She wouldn’t think about all that they still had to do. Just focus on the present, and come what may.

      She’d just begun casting the next charm when she heard a noise, like the tearing of fabric, behind her. She whirled around.

      Another portal had sprung open on the small island in the center of the courtyard. Aspen’s breath stopped. Her hands shook as she raised them. If this was Maladias, if this was it, she’d go down fighting, no two ways about it.

      The tearing sound grew as the portal spread wider.

      Then Lucien stepped through.

      Aspen let out a gasp of joy and surprise. Lucien gave her a cheeky grin before putting his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

      “Farcast portal,” he explained, when Aspen rushed over to check on him. He thumbed back to the glowing opening hovering in midair. “The Academy is under attack, and I know their defenses aren’t as strong as mine. We’re starting to shuttle the youngest students here.”

      Aspen peered through the portal. Sure enough, she could see the bright entrance hall of the Academy of Magic on the other side. The faint sounds of battle drifted through to her, followed by shouts and the sound of spells being cast.

      “They’ll hold. For now,” Lucien said grimly. He leaned back into the portal and shouted, “Come on through!”

      One by one, children, none of them more than seven at the oldest, dressed in flowing school robes and wearing expressions of pure fear, scrambled through. Their eyes widened further when they stepped out into Lucien’s house. Within minutes more than thirty openmouthed, terrified looking kids were on their side. Some of them wandered over to touch his transportation orb set on a marble pedestal beside the portal. Others had overcome their initial shock and were splashing each other in the pond. Lucien whirled between each group, at a complete loss as to what to do.

      “You’re safe here!” he finally said, raising his voice. “This will be your home for a little while. Now, if you’ll just stay put for a little bit, and—no! Don’t touch that!”

      One of the girls yanked her hand back from the transportation orb. Lucien grimaced, raising his hands in a placating gesture, as though doing so would somehow keep the kids close by. “Caretaker! A little help!”

      A rolling gasp from the kids told Aspen that Caretaker had materialized behind her. “Master Lucien. Good to see you alive.”

      “Trust me, I feel the same, Caretaker. Can you please direct our—er—new guests to any available rooms. Give them food and blankets and,” he lowered his voice, “extra protective charms. Please.”

      Caretaker’s eyes glowed brighter as they fixed on the students, most of whom took large steps back. “Of course, Master Lucien. I’ll take care of them right away. This way…small children.”

      Caretaker took off toward the vacant rooms and, after a lot of gentle prodding by Lucien, the students reluctantly began to follow.

      “We need another barrier,” he whispered as the students filtered by them.

      “I’ve been reinforcing them,” Aspen said. Lucien shook his head.

      “Good, but not enough. I saw what the grims are doing to the Academy. They might not have had the most updated charms, but they weren’t defenseless and yet they’ve nearly broken through. And Maladias will be worse when he gets here. With so many of his enemies using it as a stronghold, the Academy will be the first thing he attacks. Then probably us. We both need to set up some more charms.”

      “Hold on.” Aspen knelt next to one of the boys who’d frozen in front of her. He was fearfully watching Caretaker’s retreating back.

      “You okay?” Aspen said.

      The boy sniffed. “I’m okay.”

      “You don’t have to be scared of him,” Aspen said. She put an arm around his shoulder, squeezing him gently as Brune used to do whenever she was frightened of something. “He’s not as mean as he looks. He’s here to protect us.”

      “I’m not scared.” The boy wiped his nose again, eyes red. “I just…I miss the Academy. I miss home. I don’t want to be here.”

      Aspen glanced over at Lucien, who’d started casting charms upon the surrounding walls. Things were starting to look pretty permanent here. “You won’t be. Not for long. We’ll figure out how to make those bad things go away, and then you can go right back to the Academy. How does that sound?”

      The boy sniffed. He nodded. “Sounds good, I guess.”

      “But until then I want you to watch over your friends. Can you do that for me?”

      The boy nodded again.

      “Good.” She gently pushed him toward the others, and after a moment’s hesitation the boy hurried after everybody else.

      “I appreciate you encouraging him,” Lucien said once the last of the students had left. “We’re desperate, but they don’t need to know that.”

      Aspen closed her eyes, zeroing in on the spell he was casting and matching her magic to his. They began walking a circle around the courtyard, covering every crack, every means that the grims might use to force their way in. “If I’m honest, I was being generous with how much time the Academy has before it falls.”

      “It’s not just the Academy. We’re all running out of time,” Aspen said. “Tana’s here. She said Maladias is almost here, too—”

      “Tana’s here? When? Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine. She’s…alive.”

      Lucien’s expression was grim as he hurried to finish up the last of the charms. When they were done, tiles, like those of a geodesic dome, covered their head. Lucien put his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Creating a Farcast portal is one of the more advanced magics. Definitely not something I’ll be doing a lot of after this.” He straightened up, sweeping back his hair. “Show me where Tana is.”

      Tana hadn’t moved from where they’d laid her, but her face remained calm. Peaceful, even. Lucien knelt beside her.

      “What happened?”

      Nina quickly filled him in, showing him the charm she’d pulled from Tana’s hand. He took it and turned it back and forth in his hand.

      “Tana…” he muttered when Nina had finished. “Why couldn’t you have just stayed here?”

      “This wasn’t her fault! She was trying to help!” Aspen said. “Maladias must have found her.”

      Lucien brushed aside a tendril of Tana’s stringy hair from her forehead and stood. “I admire her wanting to help, but…” He closed his eyes. Aspen felt the trill of magic buzz through the air, and a moment later he opened his eyes again. “It looks like he didn’t do any permanent damage. I’m not sensing any curses or dark magic still inside her. It also looks like the water spirit’s done as much as it can right now.”

      “We’re out of time, Lucien,” Nina said. “Tana said Maladias—”

      “Aspen told me. It’s nothing we shouldn’t have expected, but it means we can’t waste time with anything other than desperate measures. Speaking of which, I heard you ran into a little trouble in Brindle’s Spire.”

      “Trouble…If that’s what you want to call it,” Aspen said.

      Lucien smirked. “Never a dull moment, is there? But if it’s true and the other boroughs won’t help, if they’re just going to stay cooped up in supposed safety, then the grims will have free rein throughout the rest of the city. We’ll have to go straight to Maladias if we want any chance of stopping all of this.”

      “We need to get that army,” Aspen said to Nina. She bit her lip.

      “Lucien…the Stone Army…Is it worth trying?”

      Lucien glanced at Aspen. “I guess you told her my theory. Like I said, nothing but desperate measures. I found a little more about it in the Academy, but still nothing more concrete than rumors and folklore.”

      “The automaton statues are real,” Nina said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself just as much as them. “And for a while that was thought to be nothing more than legend.”

      “It doesn’t matter what’s real or not, we aren’t going to find out sitting here,” Aspen said fiercely. “We need to go to the Jade Palace. They have to let us search for it.”

      “Yes…” Nina said, but she didn’t sound like she was looking forward to it. That made Aspen pause. She hadn’t considered how Nina might be treated in her own borough after the reaction in Brindle’s Spire. In fact, she hadn’t considered whether Lucien was still welcome in Ember’s Landing. So far, no one but maliciously evil servants had actively tried to knock down his door, so she’d count that as a positive for now.

      “Nina and I will go prepare to leave for the Jade Palace,” Lucien said to Aspen. “Come find us as soon as the water spirit’s completely finished with Tana.”

      “Hold on—”

      But before she could protest, Lucien helped Nina up and the two of them walked out, leaving Aspen gaping at the doorway.

      “That seemed a bit rude,” the water spirit bubbled, moving to Tana’s arms.

      “You’re telling me,” Aspen grumbled.

      She turned back to her friend, watching as the water spirit healed up the last bits of discoloration on Tana’s pale skin. Lucien had never been particularly good at hiding things from her, and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe he’d found more at the Academy than he was letting on.

      She continued directing the water spirit over the remainder of Tana’s injuries, then grabbed a blanket and pillow from one of the adjoining rooms and made her as comfortable as possible. Tana shifted a bit when Aspen slid the pillow beneath her head.

      “Aspen?” she whispered.

      “Tana!” Aspen leaned closer to her, feeling a rush of relief. “Tana, are you feeling better? Can you move? What happen—”

      But Tana’s breathing returned to normal as she fell back into unconsciousness. Aspen settled back with a disappointed sigh.

      “Not…whole.”

      Aspen leaned forward. Tana’s words were so soft she almost believed she hadn’t said anything at all. “Not whole? What’s not whole, Tana?”

      “He’s…not…whole.” Tana shifted again, squirming beneath the blanket as though wrestling to force the words out. “Here…then not.”

      The straining muscles in her neck relaxed. She let out a contented sigh.

      “I’ve done all I can,” the water spirit gurgled. “She should sleep peacefully now.”

      “Yeah. Okay, thanks,” Aspen said absentmindedly.

      There was a soft pop! as the water spirit vanished. Aspen continued waiting, listening, but Tana had truly fallen into a deep sleep. Aspen’s shoulders slumped, torn between relief and curiosity. What had she been talking about? Whole? Someone being whole? Or rather, not being whole. It wasn’t hard to figure out who she was referring to, but what did wholeness have to do with Maladias?

      She wouldn’t figure it out here, and certainly not now. After making sure Tana was as comfortable as she could be, Aspen crossed the now-silent inner courtyard toward Lucien’s study. Early night had fallen, filling in the spaces between the dark clouds. As she passed a few of the once-vacant rooms, she heard the hushed whispers of young voices and saw the brush of shadows passing in front of dim light. The younger Academy students seemed like they were mostly settled in. Most were probably still terrified, but at least they were safe. The Farcast portal continued to hum softly where Lucien had summoned it, but Aspen didn’t see anyone else coming through. Not yet, at least. Isak hadn’t returned from casting the charms with Abram. Aspen told herself she shouldn’t be worried about that. Isak was a big boy. He could take care of himself, even if Abram seemed determined to be as annoyingly obtrusive and passive-aggressive as possible.

      Aspen slowed as she approached the study. The lights were on, but the doors were firmly closed. That was weird. Why would he close them if he knew she’d be coming? What if she’d been right and there was something he was trying to keep from her?

      Aspen crept up closer and placed her hand against the wood. She muttered a spell Isak had taught her, “Srodian.”

      At once, the muffled voices inside became clear. If Aspen closed her eyes, she could almost imagine Lucien and Nina’s shapes. Lucien was looking for something on a shelf behind his desk. Nina paced back and forth in front of it, hands clasped. Aspen concentrated more and could begin to make out finer details. She could see Nina looked more worried than Aspen had ever seen her.

      “This won’t work, Lucien. This can’t work. The Academy gave you that as an experiment.”

      “The Academy gave it to me to safeguard and study,” Lucien said. He pushed an auxiliary sphere aside. A couple smaller trinkets clattered to the floor, but he ignored them. “Where are you…Where’d you go…”

      “Lucien!”

      “They knew as well as I do—as well as you do—that it’s the real deal.”

      “The real deal that might not work!”

      “If it doesn’t then we’ll be no better or worse off than if I hadn’t used it at all. Aha!”

      With a lunge, Lucien grabbed something on the top shelf. He turned, and Aspen got a glimpse of a small figure clutched in his hands, something she’d seen once before, when she’d first come to Lucien’s study what felt like ages ago. It was shaped like a small Russian nesting doll, but without a face or markings of any kind save for archaic symbols carved across its smooth body. She had the strangest feeling she’d seen it before, back when the world of the Mages had been a brand-new thing to her. Hadn’t he talked to her in this very study? This was where he’d ‘convinced’ her to take part in the Council’s contest, back when, unbelievably, things seemed so much simpler.

      Lucien cradled the doll gently, then twisted the top. It didn’t come off, but a loud hiss escaped. A sudden, uncomfortable, pulse of magic trembled through the air. Nina stepped back. Aspen jerked away, managing to keep her hand on the door.

      “Oh yes, it’s the real deal,” Lucien said softly. “That energy…it means it’s ready to begin collecting.”

      “Lucien.” Aspen was shocked to see tears rolling down Nina’s cheeks. “If you have to use that…if it comes to that…”

      The doll clattered to his desk as Lucien swept her into his arms, brushing aside her tears with his lips. “Nina, Nina, Nina, my love. I’m sorry. I’m so, so, sorry. Don’t mistake me, I don’t want this. Really, I don’t. But sometimes…” he stopped kissing her and instead held her close while she trembled. “Sometimes there’s just no other way.”

      “But not you!” Nina said fiercely, breaking away from him. “Let someone from one of the boroughs do it instead! They hate us so much but they have no idea what you’ve done for them. Not even those closest to you realize what you’ve done for them. What if…what will Aspen think if she finds out?”

      Aspen held her breath while Lucien contemplated this. “Hopefully she never will. This is just a precaution. If the army fails, if we’re out of options, then…”

      Nina sniffed again. She rubbed at her face until the worst of the tears had been wiped away.

      “Nina, darling…” Lucien picked up the doll again and gently, almost tenderly, pressed it into her hands. “I’d trust no one else but you to hold on to this. I performed the necessary measures to activate it a while ago, so it should already be collecting. As long as it’s safe we’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      “Says you.”

      Lucien grinned broadly. “Of course says me. When have I ever been wrong?”

      Nina gave a hiccup laugh. “Don’t make me answer that.”

      “Okay, I’ve been a hair off the mark a couple times, but really, nobody’s perfect. I’m just as close to it as anyone can be.”

      Nina laughed again as Lucien drew her into another kiss. Aspen backed away from the door, still trying to process what it was they’d been talking about.

      “Lucien!” She knocked on the door and entered just as Lucien and Nina were breaking apart. She caught Nina tucking the doll into her pocket. The entire conversation worried her, but she decided she’d confront Lucien about it later, when Nina wasn’t here and he wasn’t prepared to immediately deflect any questions.

      “How’s Tana?” Lucien said.

      “Sleeping,” Aspen said. “But we should leave now, while it’s dark. I’m not sure if the grims can see in the dark but it’ll buy us a little cover.”’

      Nina looked over her shoulder. “Where are Isak and—”

      “Here.” Aspen hadn’t heard Isak come in behind her. Abram trailed a little behind. Both looked tired, their eyes glazed with fatigue. Isak stifled a yawn. “We put a ton of charms on the main courtyard and I just reinforced the Farcast portal. We can’t keep that open for long, Lucien. If the Academy is lost that’ll be a one-way ticket straight here.”

      Lucien swept around his desk and, with a flourish, pushed the study doors open. “We won’t give them enough time to take the Academy, then. It’s time, my friends! Onward we go, to the Jade Palace!”
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      “Something’s following us,” Isak said.

      Aspen stopped beside him as he peered back into the darkness. She’d also been looking back every so often as their group hurried through the darkened streets toward Chinatown and the Jade Palace borough. Here the streets had narrowed. The sides of buildings grew neon signs covered in Chinese characters. Duly lit, multi-colored awnings made the red-bricked, multi-tiered buildings look like giants with their toes curled in.

      “I don’t see anything,” Aspen said.

      Nina stepped beside them, her face drawn. “We haven’t entered the Jade Palace yet. It can’t be their outer guard.”

      After the not-so-warm reception they’d received at Brindle’s Spire, and the aggressive residents they’d run into when she’d visited the Coven in New Salem, Aspen wasn’t sure if it’d be worse to run into grims or Nina’s own borough residents. “Are you on…good terms with the Jade Palace?”

      Nina grimaced. “As good as I can be these days.”

      Aspen supposed that was the best answer she could hope for, but it didn’t make her feel much better.

      “We need to keep moving,” Lucien said. “If it’s not grims behind us then it’s probably something else we don’t want to run into.”

      Nina kept walking, confidently leading them down Bowery Slip before turning down a side street that cut diagonally into a network of interconnected streets.

      “Eyes peeled,” she muttered back to them. “We’re almost there.”

      Aspen started as one of the trash cans they passed shuddered. Something inside gave a high, drawn out whine. Nina glanced at it, but didn’t say anything.

      They turned the corner. Aspen stopped just as Isak hissed out a curse.

      “Well, well…I thought we’d picked up a stray,” Lucien said.

      Dianna, the apprentice with the pierced lip and half her head shaved, stood in the center of the street, hands stuffed in her pockets. Most of the surrounding streetlights had already been snuffed out. The sounds had been muffled too, as though a blanket had been thrown over everything.

      “We don’t have time for this!” Isak said. “I thought you caught them back at the Academy.”

      “Excuse me?” Lucien said indignantly. “Did I ever say that?”

      “Let me speak to them,” Abram said. They turned to him.

      “Why?” Isak said skeptically.

      “Perhaps I can relate to them more than any of you,” Abram said. “I can try to talk some reason into them. It might save us a fight.”

      He brushed past them and approached Dianna. If Aspen had been expecting the other girl to welcome him with open arms, she was mistaken. Dianna’s frown turned into a scowl. Aspen couldn’t hear what she said this far away through the muffling spell, but she was pretty sure she read the words ‘traitor’ on her lips.

      “Can we trust him?” Nina said.

      “Not at all!” Lucien said cheerfully. “But we’re going to. Isak, you, Nina, and Aspen break off here. Nina will lead you—”

      “No,” Isak said. “They’re here for me. They won’t stop until they take whatever revenge they want, or I put an end to it. I’ll stay here and distract them while you guys go ahead.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Aspen said. “You can’t take them on alone!”

      Isak cocked an eyebrow. “Xavier might have been a monster, but he was a talented monster—”

      “Debatable,” Lucien muttered.

      “—and I think he taught me more than enough to take on a couple clowns like them,” Isak went on, ignoring him. “Besides…” he cracked his knuckles as Dianna’s voice rose to a fever pitch. “If I can’t defeat a couple of wannabes then I guess they were right and I really didn’t deserve to be his apprentice.”

      “That’s probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Nina said.

      “Which is why I approve,” Lucien said.

      “A couple of clowns…” Aspen said. “Wait, you don’t really think Abram will help y—”

      There was a flash of light, and a second later Abram was sent flying back into the nearest storefront, shattering glass, scattering sparks onto the concrete.

      “I…think he’ll be on my side,” Isak finished. “Go!”

      He lunged forward, throwing up a shield just as Dianna lobbed another spell toward them. The spell went careening off and soaring into the sky where it exploded like a firework.

      “Abram, if you’re still alive in there, get off your butt and help me!” Isak said.

      The store’s front door was blasted off its hinges. Abram appeared, disoriented, steadying himself on the doorframe. He grimaced. “I promise I’m not usually caught off guard like that.”

      “Sure you’re not. Rog!” Isak yelled to the rooftops. “Anytime you want to join would be fine!”

      There was a long pause. Then Aspen heard the distressed screech of metal. The fire escape on the side of the nearest building detached itself and plummeted toward them. Aspen dove at Isak and threw them both aside as a thousand pounds of screeching metal smashed where they’d stood.

      “You know I could have just thrown up a shield,” Isak said, untangling himself from her.

      “I also know you’re running on macho right now, so you probably wouldn’t have!” she smarted back.

      Isak grinned. He kissed her before pushing her back toward where Lucien and Nina were frantically gesturing for her to follow. “I’ll see you after.”

      “Don’t die before then.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      He leapt back into the fray. Dianna was hurling spells left and right, pinning a grim-looking Abram behind a car. Rog had the high ground. He was working on detaching more fire escapes and trying to use them to squash Isak and Abram like insects. Aspen’s heart clenched as one came dangerously close to Isak’s head, but he was right: she had to trust that he knew what he was doing, just as he trusted her. This wasn’t the first, and definitely wouldn’t be the last time he would put himself in danger.

      Aspen rushed after Lucien and Nina, swiftly leaving the sounds of exploding magic and crunching metal behind. Less than a minute later, Nina put up a hand for them to stop. “Move slowly now. We’ve probably already pissed off the outer guards with all the fighting. They won’t be happy to see us.”

      “So what else is new?” Aspen said.

      But move slowly they did, Aspen’s head on a constant swivel for any new threats. She hadn’t seen any Norms before now, but there were more people on this street, shuffling back and forth between lit-up storefronts. A few glared at them from the shadows. Every so often she’d catch a faint flash of silver out of the corner of her eye, but when she looked it was gone.

      She turned back around just in time to avoid running into Nina’s back.

      “Why’d we stop?”

      “Guardians,” Nina said simply.

      Two foxes sat blocking their way on the sidewalk. Aspen immediately knew they were what she’d caught earlier glimpses of. Their fur coats were like slivers of starlight cut from the heavens, their snouts tapering to fine points. Their tails were as thick and bushy as paintbrushes, which they swished back and forth, as though agitated.

      “Bow,” Nina murmured, bending over herself. “Show respect. Everything in the Jade Palace is about respect.”

      Aspen followed her lead as she and Lucien both bowed low. Aspen noticed many of the bystanders had stopped to watch as well. None of them looked surprised at the scene playing out in front of them. That was great. She knew they’d officially entered the Jade Palace, but just how many Supes were they surrounded by?

      Nina straightened up. “Greetings, huli jing. We’re here to see the Heads.”

      The fox on the left gave a curt nod before streaking off. The second fox nudged her nose for them to follow.

      “You’re the Mage,” Aspen said. “Do you always have to ask to meet the Heads?”

      “Not always. But in times like these…it’s probably best to.”

      They followed the second fox to the front of a karaoke bar. A couple men were outside smoking, the telltale shimmer of glamour wafting off them. Aspen narrowed her eyes and the men’s guises fell away to reveal a pair of hunchbacked demons that reminded Aspen a little of Carsisiphus, though, from their smell, with way, way worse hygiene. The demons gave them dark looks as they slipped past them and into the bar.

      The inside was lit by a dim red light, making the place look like it was covered in blood. The fox slipped across the slick floor to the bar, where a djinn sat tallying up something on a piece of paper. Aspen tensed. She’d forgotten the Jade Palace was the djinn’s borough. She wasn’t going to be ignorant enough to assume all djinn were as bad as her former employer, Hugo, but still…they were a powerful race. One she’d never, ever underestimate, and one she’d probably never completely trust.

      The fox whispered into the djinn’s ear. The djinn sighed, put down his pencil and pushed his paper aside.

      “I understand. Your sister already went down to inform the others. Thank you. So…” He looked up at them and leaned across the bar. Aspen noticed that from his waist down his legs were nothing more than wisps of smoke. She also knew how fast he could change into something solid. Something deadly.

      “Mage Nina,” the djinn said. “They’ve decided to see you.”

      Nina nodded, lips pursed. Though she didn’t say it, Aspen could tell this wasn’t something that normally happened.

      The djinn pressed something behind the bar and the back mirror swung to the side, revealing wide, gently sloping steps leading to a lit chamber below. Keeping the djinn in the corner of her eye, Aspen took the steps down until they emerged in a wide, broad entrance hall.

      She nearly gasped aloud. The Jade Palace was…aptly named. Passageways of glittering jade shot off on either side. Jade pillars curled upward to a domed ceiling, complete with an open sky well that let in the pitch-black night. At the other end lay a fountain full of glittering water, and beyond that, the frontage of a palace, its three-tiered sloping roofs carved with cranes and mountainous landscapes.

      No one was there. Nina let out another little huff. “I guess I’ll go get them.”

      But she hadn’t even circled the nearest pillar before she let out a surprised “Oh!”

      “Nina!” Lucien sprinted after her, Aspen on his heels. They slid around the pillar to find Nina backing away from a broad, white tiger flanked by another djinn.

      “Jing! Madrid!” Nina said, uncurling her hands from where she’d balled them into fists. “You both startled me!”

      “Apologies, Mage Nina,” the white tiger said. Aspen gaped at it until, with a massive heave, it pushed itself onto its back legs and began to shift. Its ears vanished into its head, which was now taking on a human shape. Its paws changed to hands and sandal-clad feet, until a broad-shouldered man stood before them, his eyes still yellow and cat-like. He gave a small bow. “We did not mean to frighten you.”

      Lucien elbowed Aspen and whispered, “Your mouth’s still open.”

      Aspen quickly shut it.

      “We were just informed by one of the huli jing that you were arriving,” the djinn, Madrid, said. “To what do we owe this…honor?”

      His eyes narrowed, making it obvious he didn’t think of it that way.

      “Surely you know,” Nina said.

      Jing and Madrid exchanged a glance. “Surely we do,” Jing finally said. “Though…it might be better if you were to explain it.”

      While they talked, Aspen’s eyes had settled on a stone statue right behind Madrid. It was a hulking beast, claws as long as her arm curled in front, legs bent as though it was ready to pounce. Feathery wings had been tucked away across its back, its fiery mane brushed back so that she could see the killer stare in its dull eyes.

      It blinked.

      Aspen took an involuntary step back and Madrid turned to her. “Ah, you must be the one they call the False Mage.” He glanced back at where Aspen was looking. A smile curled his lips. “And I see you’ve met one of our guardians. False Mage, may we introduce Hundune, one of the Four Fiends.”

      Hundune blinked again.

      “Is he…alive?” Aspen said.

      “More alive than you’d want to find out, I assure you,” Jing said. “Though I cannot say the same about his brother, Taotie.”

      “Taotie?”

      Jing nodded sadly. “Another Fiend, murdered by one of Maladias’ Kings. It was…most distressing.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Nina cut in. “You must know what’s happening outside the borough.”

      “What we know is that you’ve brought even more uninvited guests into our midst, Mage Nina,” Madrid said, crossing his arms. “Against protocol. Against tradition! We’ve already had to send a few more huli jing out to make sure their fighting doesn’t grow out of hand.”

      “What’s happening?” Aspen said quickly. “Are they—has anyone been hurt?”

      Madrid gave her a level look, as though judging whether her concern was genuine. “Not that we know of,” he finally answered, and a wave of relief swept over her. Though it wasn’t solid reassurance that Isak was completely uninjured, it was still better than nothing.

      “The creatures they call grims are ever encroaching on our borders,” Jing went on. “They grow in number every hour…”

      “Because Maladias is nearly here,” Lucien said. “And that’s why we need your—”

      Nina held up a hand. Aspen noticed that tension had grown thick in the air, growing thicker as Nina took a step toward Jing and Madrid. The Fiend gave a low, rumbling growl. “We need your help, Jing, Madrid…But we need to know where your loyalties lie.”

      “Our loyalties?” Madrid said in a dangerously soft voice. “After all this time, after all we’ve endured from the Council, you come in here and dare—”

      “I assume you’re referring to the…cooperation taking place in the other boroughs?” Jing said.

      “The Coalition they’re forming,” Nina said flatly.

      Jing and Madrid glanced at one another, giving Aspen the impression that the boroughs had been discussing the Coalition for much, much longer than Bezel had let on. “You have done your research,” Madrid said.

      “Involuntarily, but yes.”

      “I will not lie: we have been approached with an offer of joining,” Jing said amicably. “We know the ogres, the witches, the shifters, the elves, and others have begun aligning themselves with one another.” He drew closer to Nina, who raised her chin defiantly. “We won’t pretend that we don’t feel the Mages, and the Council they form, must go.”

      Aspen glanced at the Fiend, who had crept ever closer, its legs ready to pounce at the slightest provocation. Madrid’s hazy body had begun to solidify.

      “But…not just yet,” Jing finished, and the tension seemed to flow out of the room like a rushing stream. “We respect what you’ve done for us in the past, Mage Nina, and we respect what you’re trying to do. Though, tell us, what is it you’re trying to do?”

      “Stop Maladias when he arrives,” Nina said. “And for that…” she closed her eyes for a bit longer than a normal blink, as though she couldn’t believe she was saying this. “And for that we need the Stone Army.”

      Aspen waited for either one of the heads to burst out laughing; to throw up their hands and proclaim there was no such thing, that she, a supposedly wise and powerful Mage, was chasing a fool’s errand.

      Neither did.

      “Come over here,” Jing said, gesturing to the glittering fountain. Nina looked like she knew what was happening, but Aspen hesitantly followed them over. As she passed Madrid she saw him subtly drop his hand at his side and wave down the Fiend.

      “Easy, girl. Easy.”

      The Fiend blinked, but didn’t back away.

      “You seek the Stone Army,” Jing said when they reached the pool. “That which lies far beneath our feet in eternal slumber, until they are called to fight again.”

      Nina looked startled. “Hold on…You mean…it’s real?”

      “As real as you or I,” Madrid said curtly.

      “And why was I not informed of this?” Nina said indignantly. “As Mage of the Jade Palace, a secret, legendary army that defends New York might have been nice to know about!”

      “But you didn’t need to know about it,” Jing said, the corners of his mouth quirking up, as though there were even more secrets she would wish to know but that he would never tell. “That’s the folly of the Council, Mage Nina, that is their greatest flaw: for really, what are you? Nothing more than utterly normal Supes with extraordinary magical abilities, granted a title by the very select group you serve without input from anyone else. But your biggest mistake was not that; no, it was to assume that by taking the role of guardian of the boroughs, that you were one of them. But that was never the case. By elevating yourself above normal Supes you ensured that you would never be one of us, and so you would never truly belong among us.”

      “That’s poetic and all…” Lucien said. He tapped his wrist. “And I’d love to psychoanalyze all day about it, but in case anybody’s forgotten, there’s an all-powerful, murderous evil heading this way right now that we could really use a legendary army to defeat.”

      “Why you—” Madrid snarled.

      Jing put a calming hand on his shoulder. “Before we tell you where to find this army, before you attempt to raise it during New York’s time of need, first, she must ask you a question.”

      “She?” Aspen said.

      The fountain behind Jing moved. The centerpiece, which Aspen only now realized was some sort of animal, stepped forward and lowered its head. It looked like a deer, its legs twig-thin, its stone-carved fur coat a speckled forest-green. A pair of horns aligned on its forehead, stacked atop one another. When Aspen peered into its deep eyes she felt as though she was staring at something as old as time itself.

      “I am Luduan,” the deer-thing said. “Welcome to my home.”

      Nina and Lucien immediately bowed, Aspen quickly following suit. She wasn’t sure she was on board with all this respect, but there was something about Luduan that even she knew demanded it.

      Luduan gazed down at all of them benignly, inclining her head in return.

      “Luduan will see whether your intentions are pure,” Jing said. “You cannot lie to her when she asks her questions, and she will judge your answers. These days, it’s impossible to tell who has or hasn’t been corrupted by outside forces, especially with a being like Maladias so close.”

      “We aren’t corrupt—” Aspen started, but Nina shushed her.

      “That’s not a problem,” she said. “But you’ll only need to ask Mage Lucien and Mage Aspen.”

      “Nina, what…?” Lucien said.

      Nina smiled sadly at him. “I trust you two to find the army and get it to protect us. I have to stay up here and make sure my borough is safe.” She looked at Jing and Madrid. “No matter what my borough thinks of me, I am still their Mage until I cannot be so, whether by their choice or…otherwise. If Maladias is going to hit us at the heart of New York then he’ll hit the shores of the Upper Bay first. That means the Jade Palace will be on the front lines, and as long as I’m Mage I’ll make sure I do everything I can to protect them.”

      Jing nodded like he’d been expecting this sort of response. Madrid merely grumbled, as though annoyed he couldn’t find another reason to be upset at her.

      Lucien finally nodded. “We’ll be back as soon as we can to help you.”

      “Assuming we help you,” Madrid reminded him.

      Lucien pulled Aspen beside him and they turned to face Luduan. “Ask away, Bambi.”

      “Lucien!” Nina hissed. “She’s an extremely ancient and powerful—oh, never mind.”

      Luduan lowered her head even further, until her nose was nearly touching their foreheads. Aspen felt the faint feather-brush of something inside her mind, sifting around as though her brain was a library and all her thoughts an index Luduan could peruse at her leisure. Her immediate instinct was to shut Luduan out, but she forced herself to remain calm.

      “Are you disciples of Maladias?” Luduan said.

      “No,” Lucien said.

      “No,” Aspen said.

      The sifting continued. Aspen tried to focus on nothing at all, yet she couldn’t help the indistinct thoughts bubbling up from her subconscious. The feathery sensation brushed them aside as soon as they appeared, seeming to search for something else.

      “Do you seek the Stone Army in order to fight Maladias?”

      “Yes,” Lucien said.

      “Yeah,” Aspen said.

      “And do you promise to protect the Jade Palace with your life?”

      “Yes,” Lucien said.

      “No,” Aspen said.

      Aspen heard Nina’s sharp intake of breath. The feather-touch paused as Luduan lowered her head closer to Aspen.

      “Hmm…” Luduan said. “You do not?”

      “Told you,” Madrid muttered.

      Aspen glared hard at Luduan. “I promise to protect all of New York with my life. All of it’s my home as much as the Jade Palace is yours. So yeah, the Jade Palace is great and all, but you’re no more special than any of the other boroughs. Now, no offense, but this is completely wasting our time so are we good to go or what?”

      Madrid tensed, but Luduan let out a tinkling laugh. “It has been a long time since I have judged one whose motives were so bare. Fear not, Jing and Madrid! Their answers were free of deception. I will take my rest once more.”

      And with a long, soft sigh, Luduan stepped back into the fountain and let the water begin to flow over her once again. Nina let out a breath. Lucien was grinning like an idiot, and even Aspen felt her stomach unclench. Motives bare or not, she hadn’t expected that.

      “Most interesting,” Jing mused. “Then I suppose you two had better hurry and summon the Stone Army. Come with me.”

      “Stay safe up here,” Lucien said to Nina. “Don’t do anything too reckless.”

      “Oh, you mean don’t do something you would?” she shot back.

      “Exactly,” Lucien said. “Do the exact opposite of what I’d do. We’ll find the army, send them to the Upper Bay shore, and join you.”

      “And if you can, please make sure Isak’s okay,” Aspen added.

      Nina nodded to them both. She gave Aspen a hug before kissing Lucien fiercely. “If you die down there I’ll kill you.”

      “Mage Aspen, Mage Lucien.” Jing was standing beside a pair of great iron doors. He tapped them and with a great groaning they swung open, revealing a yawning chasm beneath. “I believe you said time was of the essence.”

      He stepped aside, allowing Aspen and Lucien to step to the edge of stairs leading down. A torrent of frigid air rushed from darkness below, making the hair on Aspen’s arms stand on end. Lucien merely brushed his cloak so that it fluttered behind him almost like a cape. “Looks downright cheery. I can see why you don’t show many people this. It has tourist trap potential.”

      “This passageway leads to the main caverns beneath New York,” Madrid growled. “Specifically, passages that are extremely difficult to get to from anywhere else. You’ll find the Stone Army down there.”

      “Sounds easy enough,” Lucien said.

      “Finding it may be easy,” Jing said. “Others have found it, but few have successfully awakened it.”

      “I bet few people have had Maladias breathing down their necks,” Aspen said.

      Jing nodded. “This is true. I suppose we’ll see.”

      Aspen steeled herself, then took the first step, quickly losing herself in the rhythm of the stairs as they wound ever downward into the dark. She paused to summon a ball of light and listen for Lucien’s rhythmic footsteps following close behind. His silhouette rounded the corner. “Let’s find the Army fast,” he said, his voice low. “And hope it’s not as difficult to awaken as they make it sound—”

      But the rest of his words were drowned out as the stone doors slammed shut behind them, closing them off from the world above.
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      By the time they reached the bottom of the staircase, Aspen had well and truly lost any and all sense of direction. She knew the stairs they’d come down was the way toward the surface. She knew that most of the passageways—narrow, darting, easy-to-miss things that sprouted from the main cavern they walked through—must have led deeper into the earth. But it was as though, by entering the underground, someone had pulled a hood over her head, robbing her of most of her sight, her smell, and muffling any sounds save for the too-loud drip of water, and the echo of unseen things rustling in the darkness.

      When they reached the end of the immense cavern, Lucien held his light up higher. He peered around at each of the passageways, then shrugged.

      “I figured it wouldn’t be as easy as a straight shot down. Take your pick.”

      Aspen cocked her head, as though by doing so she’d be better able to hear some noise, some distinguishing sound, that would lead her right where they needed to go. A faint groan rose up from the passage on their left. Perhaps something long-slumbering being stirred. She pointed to the right.

      “That way.”

      Lucien strode boldly ahead without pause. Aspen suspected it wasn’t because he was confident in her choice (she wasn’t confident in her choice) but rather, when you had no idea what you were doing or where you were going, it was much easier to be sure about it.

      After another half hour of slipping through narrow crevasses, Lucien drew to a halt once more. He didn’t look concerned, but Aspen could feel the gnawing bite of worry eating away at her insides. She was sure they hadn’t grown any closer to where they needed to go. And the longer they stayed down here, the closer Maladias drew.

      “Hey.”

      Lucien was looking at her, a comforting smile on his face. “Why such a long face? You realize broad-shoulder boy’s going to be just fine, right?”

      “Broad-shoulder boy…?” Heat crept up Aspen’s face. “Are you talking about Isak?”

      “Of course. Who else puts the ‘broad’ in ‘tall, broad, and handsome?’”

      “It’s dark, Lucien. Tall, dark, and—”

      “I don’t blame him for not coming down here with us.” Lucien began casting his light in all directions, trying to discern the way they should head next. “He probably couldn’t wedge his arms through the tunnels.”

      “Lucien…” Aspen couldn’t help grinning, even though her face was growing hotter by the second. “Stop…just, stop.”

      “I’ll give the guy some credit,” Lucien went on. “I might not have liked him at first, but he’s grown on me. His stubbornness is hard to stamp out, that’s for sure. Like a certain someone else I know.” Lucien paused to look at her again. “He’ll be just fine up there. If anything, he should be worried about you. Which I’m sure he does. Very much.”

      He did. She knew he did.

      “I’ll make sure he gets through this just fine,” Lucien added, his voice softer now. “I’ll make sure all of you get through just fine.”

      “And what about you?” Aspen said. “Who’s going to make sure you get through all right? What was that thing you were looking for in your—”

      “Would you look at that?”

      Lucien drew closer to the damp cavern walls. Where his light rested, veins of something resembling liquid crystal shone back at them.

      “Betalicite,” Lucien said. “Also known as dragon’s gem. Oh, Nina would be so jealous if she could see this.”

      He was excitedly leaning toward it, focused on nothing but the task ahead of them. Reluctantly, Aspen paused her thoughts of what she’d overheard in his study. She leaned closer with him, noticing something next to the dragon’s gem; a faint symbol on the rock. The jagged, almost archaic-looking way it’d been carved made it impossible for her to make heads or tails of what it meant, but something told her it was ancient. Perhaps far older than anything else down here.

      Lucien ran his fingers across it and the symbol suddenly pulsed with light. Another symbol lit up beside it, then another, and another, until a long line of them led down a narrow passageway Aspen hadn’t noticed until just then.

      “Sometimes I forget just how good I am,” Lucien said, shaking his head as though astounded by his greatness. “Come on!”

      He practically sprinted away, slowing just enough to avoid smashing their heads against hanging stalactites. The cavern dipped lower, growing so cold that Loki shivered on Aspen’s shoulder and curled closer beneath her hair. The path spit them out on the edge of another broad chamber. A dark chasm spanned to their right. Lucien pulled to a stop as the symbols began to disappear around the corner.

      “It can’t be leading us down there, can it?” Aspen whispered. Lucien peered, purse-lipped, where her light had vanished.

      “Possibly.”

      “And…what’s down there?”

      “Who knows? I’ve heard there are more supernatural races in the caverns than even we know. Of course, some of the old dragon-kin families used to reside here, but most of them are gone now, save for the dark dragons headed by Liam Pendragon. There was a race called the Palduca, but it’s been a while since anyone’s seen them, either. I’ll have to ask Nina.”

      He took off down the path, thankfully slower this time as they picked their way over the rocks.

      “Lucien,” Aspen said, trying to pick up the threads of her earlier question. “You didn’t answer me: If you’re watching over us, who’s watching over you?”

      Lucien was silent for a long moment. He gave a soft chuckle. “It’s funny, you know. If you had asked me that a year ago I would have said nobody. Well, except for Caretaker, of course. But, as much as I appreciate him, I think he’s more devoted to the idea of protecting me than, you know, me.”

      He and Aspen circled the chasm and were swallowed once again by the narrow channels of stone. “But as for who’ll be looking out for me now? You will, Aspen. And Nina. And Tana. Even broad-shoulders—”

      “Lucien…”

      “—even Isak.” He turned to her, and in the dim light Aspen swore she saw the faint sheen of something like tears on his cheek. “That’s not something I could say before you came along, Aspen. I don’t think I ever told you how proud I was of you. How…thankful I am.”

      Aspen racked her brain, trying to remember if he’d ever said anything like that to her. And was he…crying? She couldn’t remember whether Lucien had ever cried. “I’m…sure you told me before. You’re Lucien. You kind of just vomit whatever comes to mind.”

      Lucien swept his hair back. “I do not vomit, I project.”

      “Whatever you want to call it.”

      “But I am proud, Aspen. Very, very proud. I hope you know that.”

      The funny thing was, Aspen realized, she did know that. Even when she thought Lucien had killed her parents, even when she’d believed he’d committed the worst sort of betrayal against her, he’d always been nothing but respectful of her ability and what she’d accomplished. In fact, there was never a time he hadn’t acknowledged what she was capable of. After all, from the beginning he’d chosen her because of what she could do. She supposed, in that respect, he’d always been proud of her in a way few other people in her life had been.

      And yet…

      “Lucien,” Aspen said, walking faster to catch up to him as they moved through the next few chambers. “I saw you.”

      “Saw me?” he said without slowing down. His light scattered off more betalicite in the wall.

      “In your study. When you were talking with Nina. You gave her something that looked like a Russian nesting doll.”

      To his credit, if Lucien was surprised, he didn’t show it.

      “Whatever it is, whatever you want her to do, you can tell me, too,” Aspen went on.

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Lucien said. “It’s just another option we might have against Maladias. Hopefully something we won’t have to do.”

      “And that option is…?”

      Lucien paused. Aspen thought for a moment that he was finally going to answer her, but instead he made a complete circle and, apparently satisfied they were heading in what he assumed was the right direction, took off again. Aspen’s annoyance grew.

      “Fine, if you don’t want to tell me, if you don’t want to trust me with whatever it is you’re do—”

      “It’s not about trust, Aspen. Don’t be ridiculous, you know I trust you with my life. It’s about not distracting you from what we’re doing right now, which is finding the Stone Army.”

      “Oh, then I guess I shouldn’t tell you what Tana said?”

      This did make Lucien stop. “She said something? She was awake?”

      Aspen crossed her arms. “I’m not sure if I trust you enough to say—”

      “Aspen.” Lucien sighed. He brushed the front of his robes the same way he did when he was agitated, but wanted to hide it. “What did Tana say? Please?”

      Aspen stared at him hard for a good half minute, debating whether it was worth continuing to fight him on this. Lucien clearly didn’t want to share whatever it was he’d been speaking with Nina about, which meant it was clearly something he didn’t think Aspen would approve of. Which she probably wouldn’t because it was probably dangerous. And if she wouldn’t, then he was most likely right in guessing that it would distract her from what they were doing.

      She hated how he usually ended up right.

      “She was talking in her sleep. Or…in her unconsciousness, I guess. She said ‘he’s not whole.’”

      Lucien’s brow furrowed. “Anything else?”

      “No. That’s it.”

      Aspen gave Loki a reassuring pat while Lucien mulled this over.

      “Nina told me Tana had been out recruiting help from any of the other Councils that were still running,” Aspen went on. “I’m sure she must have run across Maladias. So what if that means…”

      “What do you know about alternate planes?” Lucien said.

      “Alternate planes?”

      Lucien crossed to the nearest wall and placed his hand against it. The runes there flared to life and they set off again.

      Aspen thought about the vision, or dream, or hallucination, or whatever it’d been when she’d fallen asleep in the tub. She didn’t want to worry Lucien about how Maladias had tried to use her to get into the city, but she had seen something during it. That other place…the place that, while resembling their world, had felt completely alien. Was that what he was talking about?

      “I don’t know too much. The Fae can travel between our world and another place. That’s where the Day Court goes during winter, right?”

      “Yes. The Fairy Lands are just one plane—an alternate dimension, if you want to get technical about it, a world parallel but normally unconnected to ours. But there are many, many more than just that. Many I’m sure not even the Fae are aware of.”

      “Like the one Maladias came from,” Aspen said.

      Lucien nodded. “Perhaps, yes. I looked even deeper through the Academy records, but there was nothing that told what plane he originated from. The plane he entered our world through this time was probably different than the one he entered from a decade ago when he contacted Xavier and me.”

      Aspen stumbled over a rock and Lucien caught her arm.

      “Thanks. I guess…it’s kind of hard to imagine all those different worlds so close to each other. Are they all like Earth?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lucien said. “As far as I know, no other plane is particularly hospitable, welcoming, or easy to get to. I’ve never been to another one. I don’t believe Nina, even with all the beings she summons from alternate planes, has been to one either. Only Simshar had ever gone over to the Fairy Lands.”

      “And he was part Fae.”

      “And he was part Fae,” Lucien agreed. “But even though no one’s been over, that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible…”

      He trailed off into thoughtful silence. They’d reached the bottom of a large cavern, smoothed out like a bowl, with multiple passages shooting off on every side. The runes had vanished, instead replaced by immense claw marks gouged into the stone. Aspen suppressed a shiver. She brought her attention back to Lucien.

      “Why are you bringing this up? Maladias is already here, so what does this have to do with him?”

      Lucien crouched beside one of the claw marks. He ran his finger along them, and Aspen didn’t miss the flicker of worry that crossed his face. “It may not have anything to do with him. I’m just thinking out loud.”

      “Does it have anything to do with what Tana said?”

      “Tana? It might. I’m just not entirely sure how yet.”

      “And if it were to have anything to do with what Tana said, if the different planes somehow did mean something to Maladias, then the only ones we know of who could travel there would be…”

      Lucien stood and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “We already asked Segur if she would help and she refused. I’m not going to subject you to that again.”

      Aspen brushed him off. “If she can help—with this, or something else, or anything—then screw how I might feel, we should take it!”

      “It won’t come to that. I promise. After all.” He flashed her a grin, that for the first time since Aspen had known him, didn’t look particularly convincing. “You have me here—”

      “Shh!” Aspen held up a hand and Lucien fell silent.

      A faint, whistling screech was drifting up from one of the passages beside them, growing closer. Aspen might have imagined it, but she thought she heard the snap of jaws; the powerful whack of tail splitting stone; the scuttle of sharp claws. She thought she heard death.

      “Not to be a pessimist or anything,” Lucien said, backing away, “but I’m not particularly keen on running into any cavern wildlife if we can help it.”

      “Strangely, I agree,” Aspen said.

      She dashed after Lucien as the two of them plunged down the opposite passage, Aspen casting her light as far out ahead of her as possible so that they’d at least have a second’s warning before they ran into something just as deadly. Or straight off a cliff. She realized, as they sprinted, that they had left the runes on the wall behind. They were running blind, or at least more blind than they had been before.

      It was at that moment a sudden wave of hopelessness crashed over her. Maybe it was that they were putting even more tons of earth between them and the surface world—the only world she’d ever known—or that Lucien, who had, after gaining her trust, never kept anything from her but was doing so now. Or perhaps it was the sadness in his eyes behind every word he said, even the cheery ones, and the fact that the more they searched for the Stone Army, the longer they spent down here, the more insurmountable taking down Maladias was slowly becoming. It was as though the entirety of what they still had to face hung above as heavy and imposing as the cavern ceilings, pressing down on them, crushing them…

      She fought a sob that threatened to rise in her throat and kept running.

      They finally pulled up short at the next cavern. Here was a glassy pool, still and silent save for the occasional plink! of water dripping from the stalactites. Aspen managed to catch her breath before approaching the water’s edge and peering below. Calcified structures rising from the depths emanated vibrant colors of blue, green, purple, spraying fractals of light across the cavern walls. It was hauntingly beautiful and, for just a moment, the lights overtook her earlier despair.

      Then a shadow moved in the deep.

      Something splashed, making Aspen jump. Lucien had knelt on the shore and was taking a hearty sip of water. Aspen took a step back from the edge. Her heart was pounding erratically. She felt like a cornered animal, though there was nothing here that gave her any immediate alarm.

      Lucien finished drinking and looked at her. His brow furrowed. “Are you okay? You should take a drink while we’re here. I’m hoping we’re close, but without those runes…heck, those runes could have been wrong from the start and maybe we—”

      More shadows in the deep water, moving closer.

      “Get away from the shore, Lucien!” Aspen cried.

      “What? Why?”

      “Just get away from the—”

      The surface of the pool exploded. An enormous roar howled through the chamber, forcing Aspen to clamp her hands over her ears while tears of pain leaked from the corners of her eyes. Already she was moving, sprinting away from the shoreline as something immense emerged from the water’s edge where she’d stood. More shapes joined it, lurching their way onto land. Some moved toward Lucien, who was staring at them with a mixture of horror and wonder.

      “Are these…can these be…?”

      Aspen grabbed the sleeve of his robe and yanked him hard toward the nearest exit. “Doesn’t matter what they are, just run!”

      But the second she turned she found their way blocked by one of the…things. She’d never seen anything like it, supernatural being or otherwise.

      The worm was as long as a school bus. Where its eyes should have been was nothing but smooth, slimy skin, its mouth full of revolving layers of teeth, twisting like a screw.

      “Memuluin!” Lucien said, and Aspen was annoyed that he sounded somewhat awed. “Would you look at that, Aspen! They’re supposed to be extinct—”

      He threw up a shield as one of the memuluin opened its mouth, shooting out a single barbed-tipped tongue that raked across it. The shield splintered.

      “Extinct or not, they’re about to make us extinct!” Aspen snarled. She pulled her knife, drawing magic to it and frantically searching for some way to break them through to the passageway on the other side of the memuluin. There was no way they could take all of these things down. Already she could count five, and more were wriggling their way up from the water. This must have been their nest. And they’d just happened to stumble across it.

      Lucky them.

      Lucien made a complicated gesture with his fingers and the cavern briefly shone with a brilliant light. When Aspen’s vision cleared, she saw he now commanded a magnificent golden sword as long as he was that hovered in front of him. He swung it toward the nearest worm. The sword severed its skin and sent the creature scurrying off, squealing in pain. It was quickly replaced by another, coming up from Lucien’s blind spot. Aspen hurtled toward him, too out of breath to shout a warning, but knowing that if she didn’t do something soon…

      Loki bristled on her shoulder, flooding her with even more magic. Aspen thrust her hand forward. She felt the pylons of the earth shift beneath her as she directed the magic to crack and shatter the structure of the stone in such a way that a gaping chasm opened up beneath the worm. With a howl, it was pulled beneath, leaving Lucien tottering on the edge before catching his balance.

      “A warning, please!” he said, eyes wide.

      “You’re welcome! At your back!”

      Lucien turned, but he was too slow. The nearest memuluin’s tongue darted out, whip-fast, and fastened around his forearm. Blood spurted. Lucien bit out a cry of pain before hauling the memuluin toward him. The worm jerked forward, allowing Aspen to aim her magic-charged knife where its eyes might have been. The tip pierced flesh and pushed through to sinew and bone. The worm shuddered once and collapsed. Aspen fell with it and rolled as she hit, barely avoiding getting crushed.

      A shadow fell over her and Aspen spun, prepared to strike again.

      “Keep your head down,” was all Lucien said as he raised his hand.

      Aspen did just that.

      She felt the electricity in the air a moment before Lucien uttered the spell. Whispers of electricity rocketed to the ceiling and hit the nearest stalactite like a lightning rod, before scurrying to the next and the next, creating a web of current that slowly descended onto the rest of the memuluin. The smart ones leapt into the relative safety of the pool as the electric current hovered just above the surface. Those remaining on land weren’t so lucky. The net touched them and they trembled as though a live wire had been plunged straight into their flesh. Their tongues lolled out of their mouths and they collapsed, shaking the ground. She could barely see the rise and fall of their lungs. Unconscious, but alive.

      Aspen pulled her head up. Lucien was breathing heavily, but he brushed aside the torn sleeve of the robe the worm had sliced and helped Aspen stand.

      “I thought you weren’t good at elemental magic,” she said.

      “I thought I wasn’t either,” he admitted. “Guess I can officially add that little move to my arsenal.”

      “It was flashy enough for you.”

      “Just how I like it.”

      “Hold still.” Aspen placed her hand against his wound and pushed her magic into his skin, commanding the damaged flesh to knit itself back up. Isak had told her the spell was a crude form of healing magic; nothing like the almost artistic healing arts his people, the druids, had perfected, but it was effective nonetheless.

      When she’d healed Lucien’s wound as much as she could, Aspen led the way through the unmoving bodies of the memuluin. She felt only a little bad about hurting them, though she knew she should have felt worse.

      “I think…” Lucien mused. “We might want to reconsider our plan.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He tapped his chin, thinking. “We’ve been down here for a couple hours with nothing to show for it. For all we know, Maladias could be hitting the shores right now and we have nothing new to stop him with.”

      “The other boroughs might be…” Aspen started, but Lucien shook his head, as she knew he would.

      “We have to believe the other boroughs will hold true to their word and stay out of this fight. Sure, they might see they were wrong eventually, but by then it’ll be too late and we’ll be long dead.”

      “We have no other options, Lucien.”

      “That’s…not entirely true,” Lucien said. “What Tana told you has got me thinking…”

      His eyes suddenly grew wide. Aspen felt the presence of other beings moving behind her a moment before Lucien pushed her aside, yelling, “Watch ou—”

      The memuluin lunged toward them, enormous mouth agape. Lucien’s hand came up but he was going to be far too late—

      A flash of metal and wood soared across Aspen’s vision, and suddenly an axe was sticking out of the memuluin’s side, sunk deep into its flesh. The worm gave a final, pained squeal and collapsed.

      Both Aspen and Lucien looked past it, to where a grubby looking group of dwarves had stepped out from the very passage they’d been running toward.

      “Move! Move, you great big lugs!”

      One of the dwarves pushed his way through the group to the front. Lucien’s face lit up.

      “Charlie! I’ve never been happier to see you!”

      Charlie the dwarf grunted, flexing his tree-trunk-like arms toward the second axe at his belt. “You’re never happy to see me, Lucien.”

      “Then let this be the start of a beautiful friendship!”

      The other dwarfs grunted. The color of their dirty faces nearly matched the stone wall behind them, their beards so thick it was hard to see if they were frowning or smiling. Though it wasn’t hard to guess with Charlie. In the few short times Aspen had seen him, he’d never done anything but glower. Always at Lucien.

      “Seems you two are in a bit of trouble,” Charlie went on. “And I have a feeling I know why.” He gestured with a gnarled hand. “Best follow us. We’ll take you to where you need to go.”
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      Aspen didn’t sheath her knife. Not when Charlie wound them deeper down another passageway. Not when he took the lead, seeming to know exactly where they were headed, even though neither she nor Lucien had told him. And especially not when the rest of the dwarves closed in on all sides, shuffling them along but never taking their eyes off the ground.

      “I take it you know why we’re here,” Lucien said, his tone as chipper as ever.

      “’Course I do,” Charlie grunted.

      “And you’re actually willing to help us get there?”

      “Lucien!” Aspen hissed.

      “What? It’s an honest question.”

      Charlie turned to them. Apsen tensed, waiting for him to lift his axe and put it right between Lucien’s eyes. She certainly hadn’t forgotten that Lucien and Charlie’s daughter had been…close. Right before Lucien had broken her heart. She was sure Charlie hadn’t forgotten either.

      “Unless you give me another reason not to, then yes, we’re leading you there.”

      “I’m just surprised you know where it is,” Lucien said. “The Jade Palace seemed to think it’d be impossible to find.”

      Charlie smirked as the rest of the dwarves let out low, rumbling chuckles.

      “Those in the Jade Palace may think they have claim to everything below the borough, but we dwarves know we do.”

      “The underground is our turf,” another dwarf agreed.

      “We own all of it,” a third boomed.

      “Except for the Necropolis,” an even shorter one piped up. “They can keep that piece o’ rotten dirt.”

      This was met with some agreeable grumbling.

      “We know every rock and crevice, every crack and split,” Charlie said. “You want the Stone Army, we’ll take you there.”

      “This…isn’t out of the kindness of your heart, is it?” Aspen said as they took off again. Charlie shook his bushy head.

      “Not even close, False Mage. We dwarves aren’t getting involved in the surface war. That’s why we’re down here. Best to ride out the worst of it. But that doesn’t mean we don’t want you idiots to come out on top. And…” he mused, brushing his mustache and thumbing toward Lucien, “if this moron gets himself killed during the fighting then it’s an extra bonus for me.”

      Lucien smiled wider. “I’ve heard worse reasons to help someone.”

      They trudged on in relative silence, save for the crunch of rock beneath their feet, and the sharp sound of the occasional axe striking stone. Aspen relaxed after a little while. Despite their circumstances, she believed what Charlie said was true: they might not like them, but they were the devil they knew.

      After a time, Aspen almost swore they were entering chambers and ducking through passageways that looked familiar, though at any other time she would have thought that ridiculous. Rock was rock. A stone wall here was the same as a stone wall anywhere else.

      Except for when they took a sharp turn into another descent and she saw the faint runic markings on the wall once more.

      “Lucien…”

      “Yep, I see them.” Lucien gave her a half smile. “Seems we went a little off track.”

      “A little?” Charlie laughed gruffly, then spit into the dirt. “You were heading to the old part of the caverns.”

      Aspen crossed her arms. “Isn’t it all the old part?”

      “Older, then.” Charlie’s eyes narrowed. “If we weren’t looking for you, if we didn’t think that’d be exactly where you’d go, then you’d be wandering around and around down there until you died and the memuluin ate your bones.”

      Lucien gave Charlie a pat on the back that the dwarf tried to squirm away from. “Never one to mince words! I like that!”

      “Hands off, Mage,” Charlie growled.

      “Are we almost there?” Aspen said.

      As in answer, Charlie brushed past Lucien and put one foot atop a large stone perched precariously on a ledge. The path they’d been walking had left the narrow confines of the previous corridor and dispensed them into yet another broad cavern. Only this one, Aspen could see now, was very much inhabited.

      “There you are,” Charlie said, without so much as a flourish. “The Stone Army.”

      Aspen tried not to be impressed, but the sheer multitude of what they were looking at nearly blew her away. Dragon’s gem was implanted within nearly every rock in the cavern, giving off a low, effervescent glow that made it somewhat easy to see.

      And what Aspen saw took her breath away.

      Rows upon rows of stone soldiers were lined up perfectly beside one another, all facing toward the far end of the cavern. From here, Aspen could see every one was made of the same rock as the cavern walls, and clutched a number of different weapons: spears, clubs, maces, bows (how stone bows worked, Aspen wasn’t sure). She lost count of how many there were after a hundred.

      “Satisfied?” Charlie said.

      “I think this will do,” Lucien said.

      Charlie grunted. He pointed to the path that continued meandering down to the floor below. “Follow that to the end. And good luck.”

      “You’re not coming down with us?” Aspen said.

      A couple of the dwarves behind Charlie shook their heads furiously. One clutched his axe in front of him tightly, as though it might ward off the very idea of joining them. Charlie glared at Aspen.

      “Are you stupid? Haven’t you heard what guards the Stone Army? It’s one thing to find it, False Mage, but it’s another thing altogether to command it.”

      “Where will you go?” Lucien said.

      “Me and my kind will burrow deeper into the earth. We have great cities down there, magnificent fortresses. The other boroughs think they’re ready to ride out the wave of Maladias, but we dwarves know we are.”

      “Wait, you’re not going to help at all—” Aspen started before Lucien held up a hand.

      “Your decision is yours,” he said agreeably.

      Charlie frowned. He seemed confused that Lucien hadn’t put up more of an argument. “Hmm…Glad we got that figured out. The surface world isn’t our fight. Never was. We’ll wait until the worst has passed and then come up after.”

      “A solid plan. Foolproof, even.”

      Charlie swelled with pride. “Sure is. Survival lies in the stone, as our ancestors always said.”

      “Although…” Lucien went on, “I think you’ll find there might not be much left when you emerge. Anything left, actually.”

      An image flashed again in Aspen’s mind: a place so barren the very ground seemed to cry out with thirst, where the wind howled over an eternally empty land. That was the world Maladias came from. Or, perhaps, the last one he’d visited.

      “You won’t survive, even if you’re hiding underground,” Aspen insisted.

      “Unfortunately, that’s not for us to decide, Mage Aspen,” Lucien said, as some of the dwarves behind Charlie shifted nervously. “After all, who knows what might happen on the surface battle? We might even win. The great dwarves are free to do what they want, no matter what the rest of the Supes say.”

      “Say? What do they say?” one of the dwarves demanded.

      A corner of Lucien’s mouth twitched up, something only Aspen could see.

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly repeat it. It might hurt your feelings.”

      “Say it!” another shouted.

      “It wouldn’t be polite—”

      “Say it!”

      Lucien sighed reluctantly. “If you insist…I’ve heard a few Supes, only a few, mind you, say that dwarves were…nothing more than grubby, dirty ground thumpers, more interested in rocks than anything alive and breathing.”

      A chorus of protests erupted from the dwarves. Aspen could see the glimmer in Lucien’s eye as he pretended to look mortified, touching his chest in an aghast reaction. He was enjoying this way, way too much. “Please, those aren’t my words. I’m just repeating them. It’s some of the others who think you’re just nothing but grubs who are too scared to fight aboveground.”

      “You really are something,” Charlie said as the dwarves dissolved into more protests. “You don’t think I can see right through what you’re trying to do?”

      Lucien winked at him. “It’s not you I have to convince.”

      “Ground thumpers?”

      “Grubs?”

      “Charlie, we ain’t going to take that, are we?”

      The group’s voices rose again.

      “Enough!” Charlie roared. The group fell reluctantly silent. Charlie eyed Lucien for a long moment. “We’re going underground, and that’s that.”

      “They’ll need you up there,” Lucien said. “The other Supes can’t fight this alone. Not even the Vamps.”

      “The Vamps are strong,” Charlie admitted. “As are the orcs. We can respect that.”

      “But not as strong as us,” one of the dwarves said, and others agreed. “We’re the strongest.”

      “We’re going underground,” Charlie repeated. He pointed back over the group’s heads, and, almost halfheartedly, they began filing out, back up the passageway they came from.

      “That was almost clever, Mage Lucien,” Charlie said when most of the dwarves had left. “Almost.”

      “I certainly like to think so,” Lucien said. “So I’ll be seeing you for the battle, then?”

      Charlie merely smirked before stomping away.

      “I can’t believe that nearly worked,” Aspen said.

      “Dwarven pride,” Lucien said. “The only thing harder, and yet more brittle, than the rocks they smash against. Now, why don’t we go see if this army’s the real deal.”
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      It was.

      Aspen could tell it the moment she walked between the first row of soldiers. From above, they’d appeared human-sized, but up close they were nearly twice as tall as she was, most of their weapons big enough to crush her with a single swing. Their armor was more detailed than she’d imagined: brilliantly shaped coats and plates, fashioned with elaborate decorations. Their faces had been carved into glowering, fierce expressions. They had no pupils, leaving their blank eyes to stare unceasingly ahead.

      “Find anything?” Aspen called to Lucien, who’d weaved his way in front of her. Neither of them had any clue what to do now that they’d actually reached the army. Aspen half expected the stone soldiers to spring to life the moment they walked up to them, but when that hadn’t happened, they’d split up to begin looking for another way. Maybe a nearby spell they needed to activate. Maybe a certain soldier, the leader perhaps, they had to approach to start the waking process.

      Regardless, Aspen was on edge. Charlie hadn’t sounded like he was joking: Haven’t you heard what guards the stone army?

      She felt like she had heard something about it, though she couldn’t recall what. But as she walked further in and the rows of soldiers closed in around her, she couldn’t help thinking they’d walked straight into a trap the moment their feet hit the cavern floor.

      “Aspen!”

      Aspen began to run down the nearest row of soldiers, following the echo of Lucien’s voice.

      “Aspen!”

      Lucien was waving to her from the nearest break in the line. He stood in what Aspen guessed was the center of the army, a square-shaped open space with lines of soldiers facing them on all sides. Aspen tried ignoring their intense, blank gazes.

      “What is it? Did you…find something?”

      Lucien shook his head.  “It’s not what I found, it’s what’s going to find us.”

      The air stilled in Aspen’s lungs. She was suddenly aware of movement within the row of soldiers behind her. An aliveness stalking among the bodies of stone and rock.

      “I wouldn’t,” Lucien said as Aspen went for her knife. “My guess is that will only make them angry.”

      “Who’s them?” Aspen said, fear clogging her throat. She hated this feeling of helplessness, waiting for the inevitable to arrive and there being nothing she could do about it.

      A small noise rustled behind her. Aspen whirled and immediately stumbled back, catching her balance before she toppled over. Two immense beasts—two of the Fiends—stood stoically behind them, having somehow moved there with impossible silence.

      “Taowu, Qióngqí,” Lucien said, giving each a little bow. Aspen suddenly remembered that Nina had mentioned a pair of Fiends guarded the caverns, but seeing them in the flesh was another matter entirely.

      “Lucien Dunadine,” Taowu said, his enormous mouth barely opening to let the words hiss out. He resembled a dog, but the entire front of his face was nothing but a massive wall of teeth, each incisor as long as Aspen, with two pinpricks for eyes on either side. A long, feathered tail sprouted from his back and wrapped around his legs. “And Aspen Rivest. You have come to try commanding the Stone Army.”

      “Yeah…That’s the plan anyway,” Aspen said, taking an unsteady step forward, as though moving closer would somehow make her less afraid. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “That depends,” Qióngqí said. He slid further out of the shadows and Aspen held in another gasp. He was tall. Very, very tall, with the head of an ox and angelic wings springing from his back. For just a moment his form had reminded her of the Kings.

      “We need the Stone Army,” Lucien said. “You know what’s happening above. You know the original founders put the army here to help protect the city.”

      “That is correct,” Taowu boomed. “Though they did not specify who decided when to awaken them.”

      “I think Maladias decided when he started trying to destroy our world,” Aspen said. “We made it all the way down here and we need the army. Can you help us or not?”

      Qióngqí leaned down, down, down, until his oxen head was nearly level with Aspen’s. “We can help you. If you defeat us.”

      Lucien tensed.

      “What?” Aspen cried. “You’re supposed to guard them from evil, not from us!”

      “Fight us,” Taowu said. He placed a massive paw down and the entire cavern rumbled. “Defeat us and we will allow you to use the army. Prove yourselves worthy!”

      Aspen took another step back, then stopped. Both the Fiends were looking at her and Lucien like they expected them to back away without so much as an ounce of protest.

      “Aspen…” Even Lucien was looking as though he was seriously reconsidering their options. “Maybe we should—”

      “No.” Aspen drew her knife. She pulled her magic to her, dispelling it to every corner of her body. “They’re supposed to be our allies, but if they want to make this harder on everyone then fine by me.”

      She pointed her knife at both Fiends, resting the tip of the blade on each. “Let’s go.”

      Qióngqí let out a rumbling laugh. With a mighty sweep of his wings he sent a torrent of wind gusting toward them. Aspen and Lucien managed to leap aside and the wind blasted the nearest soldiers, sending them rocking back.

      Aspen sprinted into the nearest line of soldiers for cover. For all her apparent bravado, she knew better than anyone there was no way she could beat them one-on-one without a little trickery. She’d need to do this as she did most things: with skill, cunning, and way, way too much luck.

      As she cut left, bringing herself parallel with Qióngqí who was mirroring her down the next row, she thought furiously about what she was doing. What they were doing. Because, she assumed by the small explosions shaking the ground somewhere behind her, that Lucien was fighting too. They were wasting time down here, that was what. Wasting energy they could use to fight. She wanted the army, yes, but did she want to potentially die to get it?

      “Hello, little Mage.”

      Aspen dove as Qióngqí’s paw reached through a break in the soldiers and nearly squashed her. Rather than running the other way, Aspen charged straight toward him, leaping atop his closed paw and aiming straight for his face.

      “Why do you fight me, little one?” Qióngqí rumbled. He easily swatted her off. Aspen twisted as she fell, thrusting out a hand and sending a gust of air to break her fall. “Why do you insist on taking part in a losing battle?”

      “Because if we don’t, then everybody up there’s going to die!” Aspen snarled. She rolled aside as Qióngqí’s paw smashed where she’d stood. Across the cavern, Lucien blasted a bolt of magic straight into Taowu’s chuckling face. The Fiend merely shrugged it off and charged him. Lucien darted around the nearest row of soldiers and out of sight.

      “Because this is our last hope to protect our home,” Aspen said.

      “And you’d die for that reason?”

      Aspen skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding Qióngqí’s foot crashing down where she would have been a moment later. She crouched, pulsing all of her magic into her feet, into the earth beneath, then rocketed up, knife aimed toward Qióngqí’s face. “Yes, I would!”

      Her knife cleaved the skin of his cheek, opening a shallow wound that leaked blue blood. “And I’ll kill you if that’s what it takes!”

      “Excellent. Most excellent.”

      Aspen’s entire body froze. She tried to struggle, but her limbs had ceased responding.

      With a brush of his paw, Qióngqí swept her around to face him. His wound, as impossible as it was thanks to her cursed blade, was closing up again.

      “Taowu!” he boomed. “I have one whose intentions are pure!”

      “As do I, Qióngqí,” Taowu said. Aspen was able to move her eyes just enough to see that the dog-like Fiend had cradled Lucien gently in his mouth, the tips of his teeth hooked on the back of Lucien’s robe. Lucien struggled a little before giving up, perhaps realizing he wasn’t going to be eaten.

      “You know, this is really undignified.”

      The Fiends came together and dropped them on the floor before them. Aspen found she could move once more.

      “Most wishing to command the Army would run from such a challenge,” Qióngqí said. “Those who are here seeking nothing but glory and ill gain would not wish to risk their life on such folly and they would be swiftly dealt with.

      “But you have a reason, one larger than yourself, and because of that you were willing to die for it.”

      Both fiends raised their heads. “And because of that, the Stone Army will breathe life once more. It will come to the aid of New York and help defeat the evil that threatens it.”

      Both Fiends exhaled at once. Their breath echoed through the chamber, growing in magnitude as though it were not just the two of them, but the entire army gasping to life for the first time in centuries. Stone grated. The chamber rumbled. As one, the army turned to face Lucien and Aspen.

      “They are yours to command until their duty is fulfilled above, then they will return here,” Qióngqí said.

      “Don’t screw it up,” Taowu added.

      “Wise words, Taowu,” Qióngqí said. “But yes, don’t screw it up.”

      Aspen stared in awe at the stone soldiers, who in turn were staring at them, waiting.

      Lucien cleared his throat. He placed a finger against his neck, and when he spoke, his voice had been magically projected so that it reached every corner of the cavern.

      “A great evil threatens our city! You’ve been called to fight it, to defend your home as you were created to do! Go to the shores of Battery Park. Go to the shores of the Upper Bay. Protect this city from Maladias!”

      The echoes of his voice faded away. Then the soldiers moved. A thousand stone heels ground in place as they turned, a thousand weapons rumbled as they were drawn, and the Army began marching in single file, up the pathway Aspen and Lucien had taken, back toward the surface.

      Qióngqí closed his eyes once more and breathed in deeply. “I can feel it,” he murmured. “Evil descends. It has already gripped our city and now seeks to destroy us.”

      “Yeah, we kind of already know that,” Aspen said.

      “We will join you in time,” Taowu said. “Go, before it’s too late. Go, now!”

      Aspen didn’t need telling twice. She grabbed the sleeve of Lucien’s robe as he gave a little half-salute to the Fiends. They wove through the legs of the stone soldiers and back up the slope, slipping into a side passageway too small for the soldiers to go.

      “Do you think they’ll really help?” Aspen said, her voice barely audible over the crunch of stone boots in the adjacent chamber. She kept catching glances of the soldiers as they filtered past, stoically walking up into the darkness to, Aspen assumed, the surface.

      “They certainly can’t hurt,” Lucien said. “Unless of course they decide to turn on us somehow because of a dark magic spell that Maladias manages to cast and then we’re fighting him and the guardians of our own city.”

      Aspen looked back at him. “Remind me never to ask you for any pep talks.”

      “Only realism talks?”

      “Not even that. Hurry.”

      The way back to the surface was almost too easy, as though the caverns had given them an impossibly hard time coming down, and now simply wanted them out as fast as possible. In less than an hour the air grew warmer. The light in each successive cavern grew brighter, making it easy to pick their way over the rocks and crevices until, at last, Aspen turned the corner and found they’d somehow wound up in a sewer.

      “I’d like to think I have a clue how those caverns work, but I don’t,” Lucien said, kicking aside a leg bone of what Aspen really hoped was an animal. She peered back the way they’d come, but the opening that had spit them back out to the surface world was now gone, covered over with steel and concrete.

      Lucien found a rusted ladder leading up to the street. He pressed his hand against the slats of a thin metal grate and, with a large push, managed to shift it aside with a loud bang. Aspen waited for someone to notice. Maybe for grims to come screeching toward them, or the police to demand what they were doing.

      “That…might be a good thing,” Lucien said, when nothing happened.

      He quickly shimmied up the rest of the ladder and Aspen followed. They’d emerged at the dry bottom of a fountain at the center of a wide green space bordering the edge of the waterfront. Benches and streetlamps lined a vacant walkway pressed against the edge of the bay.

      “This is Battery Park,” Lucien said, almost in awe. “The caverns sent us right here.”

      Aspen swung her leg over the edge of the fountain and stepped out. “But why isn’t the fountain working? And where…”

      She paused when she looked down. There was no water pressed up against the side of Battery Park’s waterfront. Instead it was at least a hundred yards out in the center of the bay, quickly receding as though running as fast as it could from an unseen threat.

      “Not good,” Lucien said.

      Not good at all. And Aspen knew what this meant. She’d seen videos where tsunamis had hit. The water there had fled just like this…right before it came roaring back in a watery wall of destruction.

      She jumped as the earth grated to her right. Then again to her left. Two enormous gaping holes opened up in the ground, creating a sloping stairway to the earth below. One by one, stone soldiers began marching up and forming ranks along the edge of the park, shields braced. Aspen was glad the park was strangely deserted, if only to avoid the torrent of questions she knew would be asked.

      “Look,” Lucien whispered.

      Aspen drew her eyes back to the water. It had now fled even farther away, until it had nearly reached the inlet of the bay.

      Then it stopped.

      Aspen vaguely felt Lucien pulling on her arms, beckoning her to start running. “Let’s get as far back as we can. As quick as we can.”

      She didn’t need telling twice as the waves began gathering higher and higher, preparing to smash against the shore.
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      Lucien’s hands were a blur as they ran, conjuring up sparks of light that zipped off in every direction. Beacons, Aspen knew. Hopefully asking for help.

      She glanced back just before they slipped around the nearest high rise. The enormous wave in the bay was continuing to build, but seemed in no hurry to ensure their destruction. Behind the wave, Aspen could see clouds even darker than ever before, a black swirling mass headed straight for them. More of the stone soldiers had arrived topside and gotten in line, but even they, as strong and broad as they’d appeared earlier, seemed like nothing against the approaching storm.

      “He’ll be here in minutes,” Aspen panted as they kept running, finally coming to a stop at Bowling Green park.

      “Let’s just wait,” Lucien said. “We won’t have to fight this alone. Others will be here.”

      He didn’t sound as hopeful as Aspen would have liked. Around them, the streets were eerily quiet, like a sucked in breath before the punch came. There was hardly anybody out, which Aspen had never seen before. It was as though a sixth sense, a feeling that they should be anywhere but outside right now, had gripped the populace, Supe and Norm alike. And if the tension in the air wasn’t enough of a danger sign, then the black sky should have been.

      A screech drew her attention to the tops of the nearest buildings. Grims were congregating there like demonic-looking pigeons. Some of them were peering down at them, their red eyes piercing.

      “Remember when I told you about what I was doing to my house?” Lucien said. “How I was adding on to it?”

      Aspen glanced over at him. He’d rolled up his sleeves and faced the grims, who’d launched themselves off the rooftops toward them. A thin sheen of sweat glittered on his forehead. He looked tired, so unlike the normal, unstoppable Lucien she was used to. How had she not noticed he was flagging?

      “I do…” Aspen said, squaring herself beside him, knife ready. “Not sure if this is the best time to be talking about it...”

      “I want to run my own Academy one day. Now, I know what you’re thinking: An Academy? Run by you, Lucien? A place where students could learn all the magic and style that made me as great as I am? What madness is this?”

      “Not…exactly what I was thinking, but close enough.”

      Lucien shot a spell at the nearest grim. The creature howled as it died, falling with a splash in the park’s fountain. “I still want to do that. I want to mold young minds. With my expertise and charisma, I think they’ll be flocking from all over to join.”

      Aspen concentrated on hitting the next nearest grim, which, when she managed it, was immediately replaced by three more. Lucien probably would run a good Academy. Through all the trials they’d been through, all the ups and downs, the one constant was that Lucien had truly, undeniably, cared about her. He’d cared about how she was doing, her magic, and getting her out of every situation alive. She was sure that same kind of care would be shown to whatever students he had.

      She just had no idea why he was talking about it now.

      “If, for some reason, I don’t make it out of this fight,” he went on.

      Aspen’s gut clenched. “Lucien, no, you’re not going to—”

      “Do you think you could finish building the house, make it ready to take students? You could even combine it with the current Academy if you want. The grims have already done a decent amount of damage to it. I’m sure they’ll be looking to rebuild. But if you could do that—heck, you could teach there if you want—”

      “Lucien, stop. Just shut your mouth and focus on killing these things!” Aspen pushed aside a grim as it swooped toward her, redirecting it with a shove of her spell so that it rammed into one of its buddies. She and Lucien had backed up into the sparse cover the nearest grove of trees provided. It protected them from the worst of the attacks, but still the grims were managing to claw their way through.

      “Behind you!” Aspen yelled.

      A grim launched itself from one of the branches. Lucien whirled and plunged a spell into its gut, but the creature clawed at his arm, spraying blood.

      “I’m fine!” Lucien said as Aspen rushed to help him. “Watch our back—”

      But they were surrounded by dozens now, as though every grim within a ten-mile radius had converged on their position. Aspen drew her magic to herself, thinking that maybe Lucien should have worried more about how to get out of the present alive rather than talking about the future. She hoped her magic could take at least a few of them down before—

      A ground-shaking roar tore through the air. A blue blur slammed into the right side of the swarm of grims, scattering them through the air like fallen leaves. Aspen had a second to glimpse Nina, perched atop a fanged, winged beast, before they were swarmed by the remaining grims.

      “No!” Aspen cried, but before she felt the brush of fangs on her, Nina broke through to them once more. She swept her arms across her body and what looked like a stream of blue dots collided into the grims. Pixies, Aspen realized. Dozens, no, hundreds of them.

      The pixies immediately began beating the grims back, biting ears and jabbing eyes until most of the flock had been turned away and sent screeching back into the thick of the city.

      “I got your message!” Nina said, leaping off the beast before it’d even touched the ground. She rushed over to Lucien and clasped him in a brief hug before checking him over for any injuries. Aspen noticed that Lucien managed a large smile, hiding the worst of his fatigue and injury from earlier.

      “I came as fast as I could…” Nina sputtered. “But on the way here…some of the—You won’t believe this—but they…the Heads…They were waiting and…”

      When her words failed she simply pointed down the street. Aspen realized that while they’d been fighting, the world seemed to have returned to some normalcy once more: the few Norms who’d been out were running, scared and screaming. Over the tops of the nearest skyscrapers, she saw more groups of grims diving down into the streets, presumably attacking more innocents. Sirens wailed, too many for her to count.

      But between the fleeing bodies, Aspen saw Tana limp-running her way toward them, a group of Supes at her back.

      “Tana!” Before she could think about it Aspen was running toward her, crushing her in a hug.

      “Easy!” Tana hissed. “I’m still a little sore,” she amended with a small smile when Aspen let her go.

      There were thick bags under her eyes, and her skin was paler than even its normal milky hue. But she was alive. More than that, she was here. Aspen wanted to hug her again.

      Then she glanced behind Tana, only now remembering the group of Supes that had followed in her wake.

      “Aspen!” Brune beamed at her from beside another pair of half-giants nearly as big as he was. Aspen gaped at him before looking at the rest of the Supes. June, the only other Vampee Aspen knew of, smiled demurely from alongside two others who looked just like her. Beside her were other Supes the likes of which Aspen had never seen before: Shifters who couldn’t seem to change completely into either animal or human form. Ghasts and ghouls who seemed like failed mixtures between two species, their bodies not quite whole, not quite solid, but their eyes defiantly daring her to judge them.

      “Tana,” Aspen muttered, “What—who are these people?”

      “What are they doing here?”

      Aspen spun. A Vamp had slipped from the shadows of the nearest building and into the dim daylight. At least six more were behind him. They were eying the group behind Tana with distaste. “I know your kind,” the lead Vamp hissed, eyes narrowing on June and the other Vampees beside her. “Half-breeds.”

      “We thought they weren’t allowed in the city,” an orc said. A small group of them had approached from the waterfront, striding down the middle of the street as though they didn’t have a care in the world. Which, Aspen supposed, they didn’t. Not anymore. If the growing number of sirens and the presence of the grims was any indication, there were already far more dangerous things the Norms had to worry about.

      The lead orc eyed the lead Vamp for a long moment, before nodding, as though willing to put up with each other for a short time, if only to mutually agree on the dislike of the half-breeds behind Tana.

      Tana brushed past Aspen and stood firmly before both groups, hands on her hips. “Their homes have been destroyed by Maladias, too. They’ve come here to fight.”

      “We don’t need ‘em to fight,” the orc said, spitting on the sidewalk. “They can go crawling back into their home, thanks.”

      “But you’ll fight with the Vamps.” Tana jabbed a finger at the Vamps, some of whom bared their teeth in a silent hiss.

      The orc shrugged. “Sounds ‘bout right.”

      Tana took another step toward them, chin up. Aspen resisted the urge to pull her back to safety, but as one, the group behind Tana stepped forward with her. A few of the orcs flinched.

      “They’re here to fight, same as you,” Tana said. “They’ve got everything to lose, same as you. Some have already lost everything but they’re still willing to risk more to protect what they love, and I’m going to give them that chance. They fight, same as you, because they’re the same as you.”

      “Undesirables!” the lead orc spat.

      “Supes,” Tana returned.

      The ground suddenly shook, nearly throwing Aspen off her feet. Car alarms wailed, mixing with the sirens. Aspen spun toward the shoreline. The massive wave of water was still building, but now the storm behind it seemed to have transformed into a hurricane.

      “We don’t have time for this!” Aspen barked. She pointed to where most of the Stone Army had finished lining up. “If you’re here to help, help. We’ll all be doing enough fighting eventually. You,” she pointed to the lead Vamp. “Fang-face—”

      “William,” the Vamp snarled.

      “Whatever. How many do you have with you?”

      “You’re looking at it,” William said. “None of us are here on orders from the Heads. They didn’t want any part of the fight.”

      “Same,” the lead orc said. “We just didn’t want to go crawling into no holes while there’s fighting to be done.”

      “Same,” Tana muttered, and the orc glowered.

      Lucien and Nina, who’d been discussing something in low voices behind them, walked up.

      “Glad to see you’re all right, but are you sure you should be here?” Lucien murmured to Tana. “Are you feeling—”

      “Fine,” Tana said. “And ready to go.”

      Lucien nodded as though that was the only answer he needed. He took in the other two groups. “Vamps, take this street into the city and see if you can head off the worst of the grims. We’ll need to drive most of them in front of us if we don’t want to be fighting on both sides when Maladias hit—”

      “We don’t listen to the Mages any more, warm blood,” William hissed. “Your reign is over—”

      “It may be over, but we’ll all be dead soon if you don’t shut up and listen to me!” Lucien growled. Crackles of power skimmed through the air, making the Vamps step back. “You’re here, aren’t you? You want to help? Shut up and listen to someone who recognizes the city during the daytime, night crawler.”

      William glowered, but stayed silent.

      “If you can get more of your friends, great,” Lucien said. “Then head into the inner city, see if you can get rid of some of those grims.”

      “Orcs, you come with me,” Nina said. “We’ll go—”

      “Nah, we can take on them flying freaks too,” the lead orc said. “Anything those fanged freaks can do, we can do better.”

      “Fanged freaks?” one of the Vamps snarled.

      “They’ll be at more of an advantage in the inner city than you will,” Nina said quickly as the two groups shot each other menacing glares. Aspen thought she was fighting a losing battle. It seemed these races, which had merely tolerated each other before, were just as liable to start fighting each other than they were Maladias and his minions. “I want the orcs and Tana’s undesir—Tana’s friends, with me,” Nina said. “We’re heading toward the East River.”

      She paused as the lead orc opened his mouth to protest again.

      “We need your strength at the front far more than their speed,” she said, nodding to the Vamps. “I could really use you with me.”

      The lead orc glanced back at his buddies. A few of them shrugged, and after a moment he mirrored them. “Makes sense, I guess. Just as long as we get to smash something.”

      “Oh, I guarantee it,” Nina said, eying where more grims were gathering above.

      She gave Aspen a brief nod, Lucien a quick peck on the cheek, and then took off along the boulevard, summoning more sprites to her side as she did. Tana gave Lucien a fleeting smile and trotted off after her, the orcs reluctantly trailing behind. Brune gave Aspen a cheery wave.

      “See you soon! Have fun!”

      Aspen pushed back the tears pricking the corners of her eyes and waved back.

      “We’ll listen to you this once, Mage,” William said as soon as the others were gone. “But just so you know, you don’t own us anymore.”

      “If you listen to me, you’ll stay alive long enough to play out your rebellious streak,” Lucien said. “Hurry up. And no feeding on Norms. We’ve got enough problems to deal with already.”

      One by one, the Vamps clambered up the sides of the nearest building and out of sight. Lucien let out a breath.

      “This is good,” he said. “Really good. If they’re here, as reluctant as they are, it means there’s a chance others might follow. And right now…” He eyed the waterfront. “We’re going to need all the help we can get. Come on, let’s see if we can bolster up the defenses—”

      But before either of them could move, a slew of police cars came careening around the corner, blockading the way further into the city. Cops swarmed out, resting their guns against their doors.

      “Hands up!” one yelled. “Let’s see your hands!”

      Lucien let out a growl of frustration. “We don’t have time for this. We’ll have to—”

      “No, hold on,” Aspen said. She was looking at the line of cars, an idea forming. The Norms…She was sure they’d want to fight for their city just as much as anyone else.  “We need them on our side.”

      Lucien glanced dubiously at the police, who were still yelling at them.

      “You just said we need ‘everyone,’” Aspen said.

      “I meant from the supernatural community. Not that I have anything against public servants, but they’re Norms…How are they supposed to help against something like this?”

      “I’m a Norm.”

      “You’re different and you know it.”

      The cops yelled louder. More squad cars had pulled up behind the first row. Aspen could tell they were running out of time.

      “They can help us, Lucien. Besides, they can already see the grims. My guess is Maladias isn’t going to be that inconspicuous either. Better they know what they’re up against now rather than forcing us to save them later.”

      Lucien let out a long breath. “If we help them…there’s a chance the other Heads of the boroughs, the few who might still help us, won’t. It sounds crazy, but they might not want to fight alongside Norms.”

      Aspen debated that for all of a second. “Then we’ll just have to deal without them.”

      Lucien shook his head, but all fight seemed to have left him. “Fair enough. Let’s hope we can convince them that we’re not completely insane.”

      “You go secure the waterfront.” Aspen pushed him that direction. “I’ll deal with them.”

      When he hesitated she said, “Go!”

      Lucien slowly backpedaled, ignoring the cops’ growing protests to stay where they were, until he was far enough away to start running back toward Battery Park. Aspen half-expected the police to open fire, but some were distracted by the immensity of the storm growing behind her, and others by the distant cry of grims circling them. Before they could use her as target practice, she started walking toward them, hands raised in what she hoped was the least threatening gesture possible. With a flick of her finger she also put up a light shield charm, hoping it would protect against bullets if they decided to fire. Because she trusted them…but not that much.

      “What’s the holdup? What’s the—move. Move. I want to see—”

      An officer Aspen assumed was in charge shoved his way to the front of the line, black skin glistening with sweat, brow furrowed in frustration. He saw Aspen walking toward them. The look he gave her said that he’d seen many, many things today that shouldn’t have existed, but this girl walking toward him, this girl covered in dirt and blood, casually approaching an armed police barricade, was by far the strangest.

      Aspen took another step closer and the man seemed to shake out of his gaping stupor. He pulled out a megaphone from the nearest squad car.

      “Stop walking! This is Police Chief Clemens of the New York City Police Department. I want you to lie on the ground with your hands above you. You will not resist or we will use force.”

      “I just want to talk!” Aspen yelled back, trying to keep her hands from shaking. She suddenly realized this was crazy. She was crazy. Why had she thought she could face these guys alone? Why…

      “I just want to talk!” she repeated. “I think there are some things you should know!”

      “We don’t want to talk,” Clemens said. “We want you to cease whatever you’re doing…” His eyes traveled over her shoulder, and Aspen knew he was looking at the growing tidal wave. Maybe even the stone soldiers. “Whatever you’re doing, and get on the ground—”

      “I can help you fight those things.” Without looking away from them, Aspen pointed into the sky. A few of the cops’ eyes followed. Grims were gathering once again at the edge of the nearest rooftop. From the way some of the officers flinched, Aspen knew they’d run into them before. “I’m on your side. I can help you, but we need to hurry—”

      “I said get on the ground—”

      “Police Chief Clemens.”

      Clemens jumped.

      Where the woman had come from Aspen wasn’t sure, only that she was suddenly there, standing casually behind the closest line of officers. Her hair was curly and tied back with a ribbon, her eyes sharp and blue and seeming to crackle with an unseen power. Police Chief Clemens’ expression quickly morphed from shock, to surprise, to indignation.

      “Mrs. Richards! You can’t be here. This is an active situation—”

      “Mayor Blaise wanted me to call you in. We had some more…guests, come to visit. Come to help.” The woman nodded toward Aspen. “This one included. She’s on our side.”

      “Mrs. Richards—Kaylee—with all due respect, I know you’ve worked with us before, and you might know more about…about their kind than I do, but this is my city, my streets, and I’m going to do what I have to in order to make it safe.”

      The grims leaned farther over the rooftop. The woman named Kaylee raised a hand.

      Aspen must have blinked—she must have—because for just a moment the woman’s hand changed. One second it was human, and the next where her fingers had been were now claws.

      A ball of lightning grew in the center of Kaylee’s palm, and she hurled it at the grims. It exploded amongst them, scattering the flock. Most flew off, but a few plunged toward the line of officers, most of whom scrambled to turn their guns toward the new threat.

      Before they could react, Aspen conjured bolts of light and hurled it at the grims, piercing most of those who fell and sending the rest screeching into retreat.

      When she turned back to the officers, Police Chief Clemens was looking at her. And he did not look happy. “You said she’s on our side?” he grumbled.

      Kaylee smiled at Aspen, who couldn’t stop gaping. “I did. And I don’t think we should make Mayor Blaise wait any longer.”
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        * * *

      

      “No offense or anything,” Aspen said, keeping her voice low as the elevator took them to one of the building’s top floors. “But who the heck are you?”

      Kaylee just smiled, making the faint crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes wrinkle further. It was a completely different expression from the glower Police Chief Clemens wore. He shot Aspen a venomous glance, as though she were what his officers should be most worried about, and not the flying, red-eyed monstrosities right outside.

      “Kaylee Richards,” Kaylee said. “Sorry, thought I introduced myself earlier. I’m a dragon-kin. From the Scarsdale, New York Convocation.”

      Aspen barely kept her jaw from dropping. Dragon-kin? Like the kind Lucien said used to live in the caverns beneath New York? The same kind Nina told her now lived in small groups around the US? They were rare, almost as rare as demon-kins like Caretaker, and could channel a dragon’s power within themselves.

      Aspen glanced down at Kaylee’s hand. She half expected it to shift into claws again.

      “I didn’t think there were any left in New York,” she said honestly.

      “There aren’t many. My husband—he’s not a dragon-kin, but a magic user, like you—and some others came in to help defend the city. An old friend called us in and we were only too happy to help. We might not live here, but if New York falls it’ll be near impossible to conjure any sort of magical force to combat whatever we’re facing.”

      “And what exactly are we facing here, Mrs. Richards?” Clemens said. “Flying demons, homeless girls with magic powers—”

      “I said I’m on your side,” Aspen said. “And I do not look homeless.”

      “And the bay! What’s happening with Upper Bay?”

      Kaylee didn’t look worried at all, which Aspen found somewhat reassuring. “I hope your Mage friend really can bolster the waterfront before that hits, Aspen. My husband, Edwin, and some others are already down there trying to help, but we don’t have much time.”

      The elevator finally let them out of the uncomfortably cramped space and into a hallway lined with neat offices. Aspen guessed the corner office at the end was Mayor Blaise’s. It was all glass, with one of the windows facing the bay. Her stomach lurched as she got a better look outside. Beyond the growing wave, beyond even the dark storm clouds, if Aspen squinted, she swore she could see a single figure riding the storm, heading right toward shore. A cold grip of fear tightened around her gut as she imagined all the destruction that awaited them if that hit.

      They needed to hurry.

      When she entered the office, she held in another gasp.

      “Eve!”

      The witch girl from the Coven pulled her eyes away from the window and gave Aspen a cocky grin. “Well, well…look who’s still alive and kicking.”

      “But how did you…what…what are you doing here?”

      Eve shrugged. “Protecting my home, same as you. The Heads of the Coven might not want to do anything, but that doesn’t mean some other witches and I can’t. ‘Bout time you got here. We’ve been holding back the party.”

      Aspen turned, her surprise growing. Jing and Madrid, the two heads from the Jade Palace, were standing in one corner. Jing looked at ease, but Madrid had crossed his arms and looked as though he’d rather have vinegar poured in his eyes than be trapped in a stuffy office with a bunch of different Supes and Norms.

      “Glad to see you awoke the Stone Army,” Jing said with a slight bow of his head.

      “And survived,” Madrid grumbled.

      “Hold on, those…things out there are all your doing?”

      Aspen turned to the man who’d spoken, standing stiffly behind the desk. He’d planted his hands firmly in front of him, as if he were using it more to hold himself up than to appear intimidating. He was short, round, his suit hanging too loosely on his body, unclean fingernails nervously tapping the wood. “You brought them up here?”

      “Yes…” Aspen said. “To protect us. In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got one heck of a storm on the way. Both literally and figuratively.”

      Mayor Blaise scoffed. His head dropped, then rose again, lips tilted into a frown. “Clemens, she’s the one behind this and you let her in here?”

      “It wasn’t my idea, sir,” Clemens said. “Mrs. Richards insisted she was on our side.”

      “And she’d be right,” another man Aspen hadn’t noticed before said, stepping away from the window. He looked slick, from his dark hair to sharp eyes and pointed suit. “Mayor Blaise, those higher up in New York’s Norm—pardon me—human heads of government have always been aware of certain…abnormalities within the population. As overwhelming as it might seem, I can assure you those gathered here are simply a few more examples. Nothing at all to be frightened of.”

      “Frightened? Frightened?” Mayor Blaise blustered. “Dragon-kin are one thing, Liam. You said, as head of the Pendragon house, that you’d keep the dragon-kin of New York under control!”

      “And I still do,” Liam said. “Much like Kaylee and the other dragon-kins keep their people in check.”

      “You didn’t say anything about…” Mayor Blaise thrust a hand at Aspen, Eve, and the Jade Palace Heads. “Whatever they are.”

      “I did not. It was not my call to make. Their races are overseen by another political entity.”

      “With all due respect, Mayor Blaise,” Kaylee said, taking a step forward. “I know it’s a lot, but this really isn’t the time to be arguing. Let’s make sure the city is kept safe, then we can discuss what happens after.”

      “But that’s just it! Safe from what?”

      “Well…” Kaylee, as well as all the eyes in the room, turned to Aspen. “Care to quickly fill us in, Aspen?”

      So Aspen did. She stumbled over her words at first, then grew more confident until she’d caught them up with most of what had happened, including Lucien rushing off to bolster Battery Park, and Nina taking Tana and the others to fight along the rest of the shore.

      “Just how many of you are there?” Mayor Blaise muttered darkly when she’d finished. “Vampires and hobbits and…and…a horror movie, that’s what this is!”

      Liam Pendragon stepped forward. “What’s important is that we get as many innocents to safety as possible. The boroughs have charms and decades’ worth of magical defenses that will keep them safe a little longer. But the Norm—Humans…” he coughed, “are more defenseless. I recommend we—”

      “Hold up!” Clemens raised a finger. “I’m in charge of protecting this city, and what I say goes.”

      All of them stared at him, waiting.

      “And…?” Eve said. “What do you say?”

      But that seemed to be the extent of Clemens’ burst of bravado. He glanced at the Mayor, then to Liam Pendragon, as though either of them might conjure a solution out of thin air. “Well, we should…what we should do first is…what are we fighting against, again?”

      “Take as many people as you can, especially those near the waterfront, as far inland as possible,” Aspen interjected. She’d barely looked outside, but already the wave had grown exponentially higher. “It doesn’t matter what you have to tell them to get them to move: natural disaster, gas leak, flying demons overrunning the city—that one shouldn’t be too hard to make up—whatever, just so long as they go.”

      Kaylee was nodding along with her words. “Liam and I will lead the few dragon-kin with us to the western side of Manhattan. We’ll clear out as many of those grim things as possible and meet you at Battery Park. That’s where the epicenter of the fighting will probably be, right?”

      Aspen peeked once more at the storm. It had grown closer, nearly blotting out the entire sky in thick darkness. She swallowed hard. “Definitely.”

      “Then that will be where Maladias will land,” Jing said softly.

      Aspen straightened. “Yeah. I know how to fight him. Or at least, I think I know the most about him. Lucien and I…we’ll be there when he hits. We’ll try to slow him down as much as we can.”

      “The Jade Palace will fight alongside you,” Madrid grunted. “I just hope this hackneyed plan doesn’t screw up and get us all killed.”

      “We’ll join you as soon as we’re able,” Liam said.

      “And…well I guess we will too,” Clemens grunted. “My people on the force might not be able to dig in at the front lines, but we’ll back you up.”

      “Darn right you will!” Mayor Blaise piped up. He’d turned progressively more red-faced as the conversation went on. “Don’t think for a second we’re going to leave the defense of our city in the hands of…of…”

      Most of those in the room narrowed their eyes.

      “…these pleasant folks,” Mayor Blaise finished meekly.

      “That’s settled then,” Clemens said. He turned to each one of them. “Now, I’m not going to pretend I know much—anything, really—about what we’re up against, but I know those flying creatures can die by a bullet just as easily as anything else. Even with that we’re not much of a force. Where are the rest of…your kind?”

      “Not coming,” Eve said bluntly. “They didn’t feel like helping, so they won’t. We, and the few with us, are all we’re going to get along with that army out there.”

      “So let’s make the most of it,” Aspen said, trying to keep her tone as fierce and confident as possible. And she could almost believe she was. Because for a moment, just a moment, she felt like they had a chance. They had the Stone Army. Most of the boroughs were refusing to help, but those here were loyal and ready to fight. Together they would do all that they could and hope that it was enough.

      “Let’s all move to our places,” Liam said, ushering them toward the door. “Mayor Blaise, as I said before, I really think it’d be best if you traveled inland along with everyone else. I can have my own personal guard escort you, if you’d like.”

      Mayor Blaise sniffed. His face remained as cherry-red as before, but he seemed incapable of forming more words.

      Liam shrugged. He looked at Aspen. “Take whoever’s from the Jade Palace and—”

      Dark shadows had risen outside the window behind him, and Aspen realized too late what was hurtling toward them.

      “Get down!”

      The grims shattered the windows on impact. A torrent of wind immediately rushed in, sucking a screaming Mayor Blaise out with it and sending grim bodies splaying across the glass-strewn floor. Aspen immediately stabbed the nearest one who was trying to scramble toward Clemens and it flopped dead at his feet. He merely stared at it, then up at her, his eyes giving her silent thanks.

      “All of you, to your positions!” Liam yelled before he and Kaylee leapt out of the broken window. Aspen had only a moment to grasp what they were doing before magic-formed wings sprouted from their backs, slowing their fall. Kaylee caught a tumbling Mayor Blaise while Liam distracted the rest of the grims following them, hurling magic as he led them around the nearest skyscraper and out of sight.

      Aspen felt someone tug on her arm. “You heard him,” Eve said. “Let’s get to our spots and actually do something.”

      The pair of them fled the office. Eve launched a fireball over the nearest cubicle, into the face of a grim who’d forced its way through one of the other windows. People were screaming. Some ducked beneath their desks. Jing and Madrid were already down the hall, gesturing for them to follow into the stairwell.

      “Listen up!” Clemens leapt atop one of the nearest desks. “Everybody, get down to the lower levels now! This is not a drill! Down to the lower levels!”

      “I’m still not sure about you people,” he muttered to Aspen when he stepped down and began directing the frightened civilians to the stairs. “But if you’re serious about helping me then you’re gonna help. Let’s get as many out as we can.”

      Aspen nodded and began directing like he did, then hurriedly followed Jing and Madrid down the stairs, stopping only long enough to pull the fire alarm.

      They pounded down the stairs, the throng of people quickly bottling up the narrow space and slowing their pace to a crawl. Aspen resisted the urge to cast a spell that might part the bodies like the sea. The desire to get back to Lucien, to make sure Isak and Nina, and Brune and everyone else were all right, was like an unbearable itch in her gut. How long did they have until Maladias arrived? What would happen when the wave hit? What if she was too lat—

      “Please hold on to me. This might be a little uncomfortable.”

      Aspen involuntarily jerked back as Jing’s arm gently wrapped around her from behind. Before she could fully comprehend that a flying beast was firmly gripping his shoulders, he’d lifted her up onto the stair railing.

      “Wait! Jing—nononono—”

      Jing stepped off. A few people screamed. It was all Aspen could do to keep her mouth closed and eyes firmly planted forward as they hurtled past stairs stuffed full of people, falling faster and faster and faster until…

      Aspen looked down and nearly screamed as the bottom floor rushed to meet them. But then the creature gripping Jing parachuted its wings and Jing’s arm around her jolted painfully. They came to a slow descent, before gently touching down.

      “Never…never…never again,” Aspen managed, stumbling from his grasp, her stomach doing uncomfortable flip flops. “Never…never…never…”

      Jing’s eyes were alight with mischief. “That is what they all say.”

      Aspen took a second to catch her breath before shoving through the trickle of people just making it to the bottom floor and bursting out into the lobby. The drone of the building’s alarm was deafening down here. She rushed toward the glass entrance doors, hoping she’d have time to get to Lucien and the others before it was too late. Hoping there was still time…

      “Wait!” Jing’s faint voice barely carried over the alarm. “Aspen, wai—”

      Aspen shoved the door open, focused only on getting to the waterfront, only on what it would mean if Maladias arrived there before she did.

      “Aspen! Please stop—”

      Aspen froze as a shadow fell over her, blotting out what little sun there was. She turned toward Battery Park at the end of the street, neck craning up and up and up...

      The wave was nearly ten stories tall, the crest of it bearing down upon her. In the unfrozen part of her mind, Aspen could swear it did so with a malevolent presence, as though it had become the very essence of the one who’d summoned it. As though she could feel Maladias from within aiming it directly at her.

      She dove back toward the doors, but not fast enough. There was a tremendous crack! as the wave hit the shoreline with the force of a cannon blast. She watched, horrified, as a hundred thousand tons of water smashed into the roads, shattered windows like pieces of wet paper, rushed toward her faster than a stampede of horses.

      “Too slow, Mage!” Madrid growled, hauling Aspen back through the glass doors. They fell back on the floor hard, Aspen already scrambling up to try to stop the next wave of people attempting to leave.

      “Wait! No, don’t—”

      The wave hit. Water slammed the doors shut one more, fracturing the glass and sweeping away those who’d just stepped outside without so much as a scream. Aspen could only look, aghast, at where they’d stood mere seconds before. It had been so quick. One second there, and the next…

      The front doors splintered, the glass bowing inward.

      “Back away. Now,” Madrid hissed. “Get back to the stairs and higher up before it—”

      The cracks grew. Aspen felt Jing’s fingers brush her jacket as he tried to pull her away without taking his eyes off the slowly growing wall of water.

      The door would hold, Aspen told herself. It had to. They’d find a different way out and then—

      Another wave crashed down. Aspen cast a deflection spell in a desperate attempt to stem the tide, but it was too late. The glass gave way, and then the water rushed inside, tearing through her magic without pause, smothering her scream in an icy torrent, punching the air from her lungs. She was briefly crushed against the floor before the water pulled back, sucking her outside and sweeping her away.
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      There were no directions. Up and down, right or left, none of it made any sense, none of it mattered. Her world had become nothing but a never-ceasing deluge of water pulverizing her bones, clawing at her skin. Every so often bits of debris pummeled into her. She felt a slice of hot pain across her calf, then coolness as the water rushed in to quell the stinging cut.

      Aspen forced her eyes open against the sting of saltwater. She peered into the murky water, narrowed her eyes against the tumultuous darkness. She’d been taken from the ground and swept down and up. The street was now five feet beneath her, rushing by in a blur. More bashed against her as the current thickened.

      She needed to breathe. It felt like Brune was sitting on her chest. She tried to thrust her head above the churning water but it was no use. Her air was shriveling up. The edges of her vision were growing hazy. She had maybe seconds left. How easy would it be to just close her eyes and let her breath run out…?

      And then…the sharp, blissful sting of tiny teeth against the back of her neck. Aspen’s eyelids flickered. Another bite, harder this time. Sluggishly, as though she were waking from a dream, Aspen reached back to feel the still-warm, furry body beneath her drifting hair.

      “Pain. Must breathe. Pain bad.”

      She couldn’t fight, though. Even if she were to manage to save herself, Maladias had arrived. And she wasn’t there, on the shore, where she needed to be. She couldn’t do anything to stop him now.

      The gray haze crept in again.

      “Pain. Must breathe. MUST BREATHE.”

      If Aspen had had any air left to scream she would have as Loki’s tiny teeth sank deep into her neck. Her fingers flew to her coat, then to her knife, drawing it out and plunging it almost blindly downward into the vague flash of metal as it rushed by. It met sharp resistance and her body shuddered. Pain shot up her shoulder as it was nearly wrenched out of its socket. She tried pulling herself up but the knife slipped free. Frantic now, she plunged the knife down once more. Perhaps, she thought vaguely, for the last time…

      She came to another jerking halt, her shoulder screaming in pain once more. But then…

      Aspen gasped as her head broke above water. Air, glorious air, filled her lungs. She could feel Loki’s tiny body expand on her neck and would have smiled in relief if her face wasn’t so frozen.

      “Thanks, little guy,” she muttered.

      “Cold. Shiver. COLD.”

      But as Aspen hung there, she realized where there was. The current hadn’t carried her as far from the waterfront as she’d first thought.

      The problem was, it’d carried her much higher.

      “Hold on, Loki,” Aspen hissed, trying to force her weak hands to grip the slippery handle of her knife wedged in the stone of the building. Now that she wasn’t submerged in freezing water, she could feel her skin again. Every cell ached and screamed. Her shoulder felt like it’d been pulled out and crudely put back in place. She felt a dozen bruises and cuts from the debris she must have smashed against.

      Her feet now dangled in the air, over three stories above the street. She couldn’t see Jing, Madrid, or anyone from the office.

      Aspen continued looking left, down the line of rooftops until it ended near the waterfront; back where the dark storm had nearly hit the shore. Back where she needed to be.

      Her body protested as she moved to scan the ledge above for any place she might grab next. She forced her left arm to move, then her legs, until she was clambering up the side of the building like a spider climbing a wall. A minute later, she was easing herself over the lip of the roof.

      Her legs gave almost immediately. Her arms ached as they tried to catch her fall, knife clattering to the ground. Her muscles were shaking from the cold and thrashing she’d endured in the waves. But no…she couldn’t rest yet.

      Aspen picked her head up. From here she had a better vantage point. The water that had flooded the streets minutes before was now draining away down the sewers. A few people who’d managed to hang on through the initial wave were clinging to their cars or trying to wade back to the safety of the nearest building. She was relieved to see that, on the shoreline, the Stone Army stood exactly where they had before, having raised their shields to deflect the worst of the wave.

      “I’m on my way, everyone. I’m on my way…”

      She busted through the roof’s maintenance door, slipping down the stairs and outside. Now that she was on ground level, she could hear the sharp snaps of magic nearby. Flares of light exploded from all corners of the shoreline and even farther beyond, where Aspen assumed Nina had taken Tana and the others.

      “What are you doing?”

      A djinn, Aspen assumed one of the few who’d come to help Jing and Madrid, had stopped running toward the fight long enough to yell at her. He looked her up and down, and Aspen realized she must not look like much, sopping wet and shivering as she was.

      “You a Supe, right? You gonna stand there or actually fight?” the djinn demanded.

      “I…Fight. I’m fighting, of course.”

      Aspen ran after him. Grims dove at them as they ducked and weaved through the battle, and she blasted a few out of the sky, earning begrudging thanks from the nearby orcs who’d somehow survived the wave. Their glares intensified when they saw a small group of djinns join them, but they kept their mouths shut.

      “Why aren’t they doing anything?”

      Aspen turned to find a man jogging toward her. One of his sleeves had been torn away, revealing a panther head tattoo: panther shifter.

      “I lead my pack over here expecting a little help and—”

      A grim came hurtling in from the sky. The shifter turned, claws bared, and sliced it down, allowing his pack behind him to finish the creature off.

      “Nice strike, Jorgen!” one of the bear shifters cheered. He glanced at Aspen and his eyes grew wide.

      “Hey! You’re…you’re that one Mage! Hey, Jorgen, check this girl out!”

      The lead shifter, Jorgen, narrowed his eyes at Aspen. “Pluck my claws and call me housetrained, you’re the Null, aren’t you? Thought for sure you’d be dead by now.”

      He pointed to the Stone Army. “I thought you brought them up here for a reason. You know, to fight!”

      “I’m not sure what they’re doing,” Aspen said. “Maybe they’re only here to protect us against a big threat like Maladias.”

      “They’ll get the chance to do that soon enough.” The lead orc from earlier stepped out from around the leg of the nearest soldier. He spit into his hand, rubbed away some green blood that had leaked down his forearm, then nodded a thick head toward the water. “I’d say in about two minutes.”

      The storm had finished circling in the bay and now made a sudden lurch toward them. Aspen took a step back as what remaining sun had managed to pierce through the clouds was blotted out. The temperature plummeted, cold enough that she nearly slipped on some ice that had suddenly frozen over the puddles beside them.

      “Form ranks! Single file behind the Stone Army!” Jing swooped in over the back of the shifters. His flying beast released him and he landed gently as air on the concrete beside them. Aspen’s heart soared.

      “You’re alive!”

      Jing gave her a pained grimace. “Barely. I can’t say the same for some of those poor Norms.”

      “What about the dragon-kin? And…”

      “Don’t waste your concern on Madrid. He’s fine. Grouchy, but fine. Dragon-kin are too, as far as I know. As for us…” He turned once more to the group of Supes. Most of them, other than Jing’s djinn and some lower level demons with them, hadn’t moved after Jing gave his orders. “We need to get in line. He’s almost here.”

      Jorgen and the lead orc glanced at one another.

      “Don’t need no stinkin’ lines,” the orc said.

      “Just set ‘em up and we’ll mow them down,” Jorgen added.

      “Not if we get there first,” the orc spat.

      “You mean if you can waddle that fast,” Jorgen snapped back.

      Both Supes glared at one another. Then the lead orc let out a half grin. “Fair ‘nough, fur-face. Fair enough.”

      Aspen didn’t stick around to see if they were going to hug it out or start tearing at each others’ throats. She hurried with Jing to the front line of stone soldiers, hunkering down behind one of their legs.

      Breathe in...breathe out…I’m calm…I’m alive…

      And she was ready. Or at least as ready as she was going to be. The small voice at the back of her mind still tried to scream at her that they were doomed. That they didn’t have enough forces. Everyone she loved, Isak, Lucien, Nina, Tana…They’d all die for nothing…

      The world suddenly went very quiet.

      “Brace yourself,” Jing said.

      Maladias’ storm hit.

      If the wave had nearly washed her away with water, the storm nearly did it with air. Aspen heard the cries of the nearby Supes who hadn’t huddled enough behind the stone soldiers and were swept away. She pressed her face harder against her soldier’s calf, digging her feet in as pelting rain swung around and stung her exposed skin like needles of ice.

      “Hold on!” Jing yelled, barely audible over the roar of wind. “It’s almost passed—”

      A second gust of wind slammed into them, hitting Aspen’s chest like a punch and she felt what little grip she had on her soldier slip away. She was tumbling again, and this time there was no water to cushion her. Pain shot up her back, her arms, her legs, every part of her body that slammed and skidded across the concrete as she desperately tried to keep herself from being swept away.

      On instinct, Aspen dug her knife into the asphalt and stopped herself. The wind ripped at her clothes, pulled at her eyelids and cheeks, but she put her head down and tried to focus on anything but the stinging rain and bitter cold that had rushed in with it.

      And then the wind lessened and she landed painfully on the ground once more. Aspen didn’t check herself over for any injuries. She didn’t have time. If this storm had hit, then that meant Maladias…

      Aspen forced herself to standing. She stepped back in horror.

      Maladias, in Xavier’s body, had stepped onto the shore. Xavier looked as Aspen had remembered him in life: his bald head crisscrossed with pulpy scars. His narrow, constantly-sneering face was twisted into a malicious grin as he took in the scattered bodies of the Supes who’d been tossed around by his storm. From afar, he didn’t seem all that intimidating. If anything, he looked bored, as if invading the world’s last remaining haven for magic was nothing more than a game to him.

      It wasn’t until his eyes turned to her that she knew everything that had ever been human about Xavier was gone. Those eyes weren’t the cold, ice-chipped dullness of Xavier’s, but glowed with a cruel maliciousness, with a bottomless appetite for pain and punishment. They were eyes that pierced into her, making Aspen’s heart stutter, making her breath come ragged in her chest as she waited frantically for the Stone Army to attack.

      They didn’t move.

      “Do something!” she screamed at the nearest soldier, but it continued staring straight ahead, still holding its weapon uselessly at its side.

      Aspen spun, stunned, from them back to Maladias, then to them again, panic bubbling in her chest. What was happening? Why weren’t they attacking? Was Lucien supposed to say something else?

      Screw it. There wasn’t time to wait around. Already a horde of grims were gathering around Maladias like an honor guard as he began striding from the waterfront toward them, the concrete cracking beneath each of his footsteps. Army or not, she needed to stop him the best she could until they figured out a way to end him for good.

      “Follow me!” Aspen yelled to Jorgen, who’d somehow ended up beside her. His face had elongated into a black snout, his eyes tinged yellow. For once he didn’t argue, but took off in a loping run behind her, gathering others as they charged into the nearest swarm of grims blocking them from getting to Maladias.

      Aspen let her instincts take over and leapt into the fray.

      It was madness. Her senses were overwhelmed by a flurry of leathery grim skin, her nose clogged with the scent of blood as it was sprayed across the ground. Jorgen snarled beside her, ripping apart a grim before three more dogpiled him. One of the orcs let out a pig-like squeal as a swarm of grims tore into his skin, and Aspen forced herself to look away as the scream was swiftly cut off. She ducked and sliced a grim, then launched a spell toward the others, blasting them off Jorgen long enough for him to free himself. He crouched, catching his breath. He used a paw to wipe a sliver of blood leaking from the corner of his eye.

      “Don’t expect a thank you, Mage.”

      “Stay alive long enough to help me and that’ll be thanks enough.”

      Jorgen nodded. He stood on his hind legs and let out a long, high roar. It was answered by a chorus of howls and snarls from somewhere to their right, through the cluster of fighting Supes and grims. A grizzly bashed its way through the fighting and lumbered toward them.

      “We’ll keep ‘em occupied, Mage,” Jorgen said. “Now try to actually be useful and take that scar-headed freak out!”

      Aspen gauged the distance to Maladias. He was still a couple hundred yards away, but moving slow, hands clasped behind him, observing the battle like a pedestrian who’d come across a particularly interesting street performance. He was here, he could probably wipe them out in an instant, and yet he didn’t seem in any rush to end things.

      She wasn’t going to give him that chance.

      Gripping her knife once more, she took off, keeping her center of gravity low, her magic at her front and spells primed at the tips of her fingers. Grims launched themselves toward her but she slipped past them without slowing. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone leading some metal automatons against an onslaught of grims. Another dragon-kin—one Aspen had never seen before—was summoning nets of electricity and yanking down circling grims from the sky. But the grims kept coming like a permanent black cloud, more vicious than before, as though strengthened by the presence of their master.

      Aspen focused ahead. She was almost to Maladias. Almost to the source of the disturbance.

      A grim leapt at her from the side. Its claws raked an angry sting across her ribs, but Aspen was already twisting out of the way, letting Loki lash in and out with needle-like teeth straight into its eye. The grim howled, giving Aspen the chance to plunge a fistful of magic into the underside of its jaw and send it careening upward. Three more immediately descended on her, but she didn’t stop.

      “Aspen!”

      Isak was fighting his way toward her through the thick fray of bodies, Abram holding off a number of grims at his back. The wave of relief that flooded through Aspen was so great she nearly collapsed to her knees. He was alive. He was here.

      Aspen started to adjust her run toward him, but Isak frantically shook his head. He summoned a blazing red sheet of magic and swept his hand in a circle, clearing the space of grims.

      “Now! Come in from above!” he yelled, kneeling and cupping his hands. “I’m right behind you!”

      In a second, Aspen understood what he meant for her to do. He stood directly between her and Maladias, just far enough for an aerial attack to be a surprise. Just far enough to impact with some real damage if she timed it right.

      Aspen pushed her already exhausted legs even more, pulsing magic through her limbs until she’d reached Isak and was planting her foot into his cupped hands. More magic flared to life beneath him, then he heaved her up and she was suddenly weightless.

      Time seemed to slow as she soared just over the heads of the nearest grims. She could see everything clearly from up here, see the number of small skirmishes taking place directly outside the clear circle Maladias had made for himself. There were far, far fewer Supes fighting than she’d first realized, and all of them were under siege by waves of grims that didn’t look like they were going to lessen anytime soon.

      She reached the crest of her jump. Her stomach dropped as she descended. She bled magic into her front, into a solid force that would crash upon Maladias like the very wave he’d sent against them.

      Her knife angled down.

      Maladias looked up a moment before she hit. His glowing eyes seemed to pierce right through her.

      Aspen slammed to the ground, her knife missing Maladias by inches as he easily stepped back. She felt her magic dissipate, the force of it cratering the ground.

      “I believe congratulations are in order.”

      Though she’d heard him speak before, Aspen still expected Xavier’s deep voice, but instead something higher, colder, more primal escaped Maladias’ lips. “You’re the first to reach me. Or perhaps…” He looked around at the other fighters. “Perhaps you are the only one brave enough to try.”

      “Aspen!”

      Isak and Abram forced their way to them through the nearest line of grims. Isak stumbled to a stop, face frozen in shock as Maladias faced him. For a moment Aspen feared he wouldn’t be able to move. Seeing Xavier in the flesh must have been an even greater shock to him than it had been for her.

      But then Abram muttered something to him and Isak gritted his teeth, summoning a spell.

      “Oh, I see.” Maladias brought his hands up, looking at them as though he’d just realized they were there. “I forgot, this form disorients you. I’ll admit it was not my preference, but these things can be remedied in time.”

      Aspen barely had a moment to cry out before Maladias moved in a blur and Isak was flying back, Maladias’ strike drawing blood. Abram swiped at him, but Maladias merely spun away and his attack went wildly off target. Maladias lifted a hand and Abram, too, went skittering back.

      “Brave and weak. Not a great combination, but I suppose that is why this world will fa—”

      Aspen’s spell slammed into his side. The ground rumbled in the aftershock, the effect nearly toppling the nearest stone soldier.

      Aspen, panting, barely stayed standing as a brief wave of disorientation swept over her. She peered through the smoke to where Isak had been, and was relieved to see him helping Abram up. They were all right. And she’d landed a direct hit on Maladias…

      “That was almost modestly impressive.”

      Fear clenched Aspen’s heart as the smoke cleared. Maladias was completely unmarked. He brushed a small flake of ash off his arm. “But let me demonstrate real power. Power that has lain dormant for a moment such as this.”

      He raised his hand and the sky crackled with fire and light. The circling grims let out a howl that chilled Aspen’s bones. She clamped her hands over her ears as the sound rose to fever pitch.

      “New York shall be protected no more!” Maladias cried.

      Trails of lightning raced from his hand and arced across the sky. Aspen watched with horror as it ignited the remaining protective wards covering the city. There was a spectacular flash and then Aspen could see what remained of the wards falling, burning, onto the tops of the nearest skyscrapers. She was forced to leap aside as part of the wards—dissolving into individual runes of jagged slashes and ancient spells—landed where she’d stood. She could only stare at it, not willing to believe what it meant. Any remaining protection that might have lingered, anything New York had left, was now as weak and useless as the charred ashes at her feet.

      Maladias turned to face her once more. He was smiling. “Now, come at me, child. Attack me with all your might. Attack me with your friends. Attack me with your army.”

      The Stone Army remained as silent and immobile as ever, and Aspen bit down a sudden surge of anger. What good had they been? Maladias was here. What were they doing?

      She hurled a spell at Maladias, who deflected it with a casual flick of his wrist. One of the Fiends—Qióngqí—came bursting through a swarm of grims and leapt at him, but Maladias simply faced him and pushed. Despite Qióngqí’s immense size, the Fiend went rocketing away, crashing into one of the stone soldiers and bringing it down in pieces. Maladias ducked more of Aspen’s spells and turned to a group of djinn that had charged from the other side.

      “Such spirit! It’s no wonder I left New York until last. The final stronghold of magic in this world will be a delight to conquer!”

      He snapped his finger and his form shuddered, then split into one, four, seven, twenty copies of himself, until Aspen was looking at two dozen Xaviers’, who in unison cast spells that made her eyes water as they collided with the charging line of djinn. The spell cleared, revealing nothing but charred ground where the djinn had stood. A sob wrenched itself from Aspen’s throat. She felt herself step backwards, trip, right herself, but continue stumbling away. It was impossible. They couldn’t defeat him. This man—this thing—was unstoppable.

      “Delicious,” Maladias murmured. He’d returned back to one body and breathed in deeply. Multi-colored veins of magic swirled from where the djinn had been and disappeared inside him. “All your strength, all your great armies and magic, will become mine. Your attempt at victory will be left broken at my feet.”

      He turned to her and Aspen felt herself involuntarily freeze. “I believe you’re next.”

      There was no time to react. No time for her to even think up the words to the protective counterspell Lucien had taught her. Maladias’ attack came silent as death, his spell slamming into her.

      It was pain beyond unimaginable pain. Pain beyond reason, beyond purpose. White spots danced in her eyes. Her head felt as though it were splitting open and everything she was and could be was spilling out into the world. Through it all she heard Maladias’ high, cruel laugh at her agony.

      And then, gradually…Aspen felt solid again. Her senses returned to her in snippets, until she was aware that she lay face down on the hard concrete. She could feel the remnants of Maladias’ spell draining away to the place inside her where magic was stored. Loki gave an anticipatory shudder.

      “Hurt. Too much. TOO MUCH.”

      Everything in her hurt, too, but it was a good hurt, she realized. It was the hurt of being alive. A hurt that meant there were still things left for her to feel.

      Still things left for her to fight.

      “What is this?” Maladias’ voice was little more than a low hiss as Aspen slowly picked herself up. His glowing eyes narrowed to thin slits. “What sort of sorcery is this?”

      Aspen could see it now. She was the weapon. A magic-killer. Something that could stop him if she played it right. If it didn’t kill her.

      She pushed herself to her knees, then to standing, glaring at him between the strands of hair that cut across her eyes.

      “It’s a gift from my parents,” she said. “You’ll have to hit me harder than that.”

      Maladias continued staring at her. Then his mouth broke into a full, awful smile. “And this stronghold shows me why it has lasted as long as it has. It presents me with a creature who defies magic and death itself!”

      He took a single step forward and, faster than Aspen could blink, appeared a mere inch from her, his fingers reaching for her throat. “I will dissect you and learn what makes you exist. I will unwind the fabric of your being and infuse it into myself so that nothing of your like will ever oppose me again.”

      Aspen thrust her hands up, shouting, “Defendi!”

      An invisible shield ballooned between them, throwing Aspen back. With a cry of rage, Maladias smashed a fist against the barrier, fracturing it.

      “You think this paltry defense will stop me?”

      He raised his fist to bring it crashing down, but just then Qióngqí burst from the smoke behind him. In his mouth was a blazing spell that grew brighter and brighter, until he unleashed it straight at Maladias.

      Maladias turned, bringing his entire arm up as he did. A beam of light erupted from the ground at his feet and shot straight into the sky, cleaving the spell in two, searing Qióngqí’s side who had only barely managed to step out of the way in time. The spell continued until it collided with the nearest skyscraper and sliced it neatly in half. Plumes of smoke bloomed into the skyline as the spell continued its destructive path.

      The earth rumbled and shifted, as though the very ground they stood on was sliding into the ocean. Maladias continued glaring at the fallen Qióngqí, and it was then that Aspen saw it. His form—for just a moment—blinked. If she hadn’t been staring, hadn’t been fixated on him, she might not have believed it. One second he was there, and the next he…wasn’t.

      He’s not whole.

      But then he turned back to her, once again very, very solid. And very, very mad.

      “That’s our cue to leave.”

      Strong hands pulled her back. Aspen adjusted her trembling legs beneath her, and then she was running. She was barely aware that it was Lucien ahead of her, Lucien who had pulled her away and was alive. All she could focus on was the intense pressure on her back. She could practically feel the air still as Maladias pulled magic to him, preparing to launch another spell that would end her life.

      “Defendi!”

      Jing lunged from the side, just as Maladias released his spell. Aspen’s feet left the ground once more as his attack collided with the shield Jing had conjured. She saw stars; felt the raw scrape of concrete over her skin as she skidded to a stop.

      Move. Move. They needed to move.  Maladias had already brought up another fist and was smashing against Jing’s shield, splintering it with each successive blow.

      Lucien tugged her up and they were running again. She could see Isak and Abram ahead, taking cover from the worst of the fighting behind the leg of the nearest stone soldier.

      “Faster!” Isak said.

      What did he think she was doing? Waiting for Maladias to catch up to them?

      And yet, she realized only when the earth began to shift beneath her again, it wasn’t Maladias Isak was worried about. This entire section of Battery Park lurched another few feet lower. Metal squealed and stone crunched as it began sliding toward the bay.

      Isak stepped out of cover and thrust his hand against the ground. Red veins of magic shot into the cracks and barely held their footing together.

      Aspen, Lucien, and Jing skidded into cover beside him. With a gasping breath, Isak let his spell go. There was a horrible crunching sound and the waterfront sank another five feet. Aspen caught the briefest glimpse of Maladias’ enraged face before he dropped out of sight.

      Isak swirled on Jing. He thrust a finger up at the nearest stone soldier. “Why won’t they do anything? Maladias is right there!”

      “I am not sure,” Jing said. He placed a trembling hand against the nearest one. “They seem to be in perfect condition. This is what they were made to do, and yet….”

      “They seem to be slacking on that particular job,” Lucien said. He wiped a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. “Is there a spell we forgot? Something needed to activate them?”

      Jing continued examining the soldier. His brow furrowed in extreme confusion. “I don’t understand. They are here for our benefit. They are here for our defense. Why would Mage Xavier have bothered asking for the army if they do nothing?”

      Aspen looked sharply at Jing at the same time Lucien and Isak did.

      “What did you say?” Lucien said.

      “The soldiers…they are not working as they should?”

      “No, about Xavier!”

      “Oh, Xavier came looking for them,” Jing said. “Years ago. We denied him entry at that time, for he was not Mage of our borough, and there was no immediate threat. I don’t think I would have bothered stopping him if I had known the Stone Army had become obsolete…”

      Isak’s horrified expression mirrored Aspen’s own. A terrible sinking feeling was growing in her gut. A dawning look crested Abram’s face.

      “You know something about this, don’t you?” Aspen said to him. “He got to the Stone Army anyway, didn’t he? To do what? What did he want—”

      The ground shuddered. Aspen didn’t even have time to face the threat before Lucien was saying, “Run. Now.”

      Maladias was rising from where Battery Park had collapsed, his body outlined in a dazzling golden light. Waves of dark magic emanated off him, tearing at the ground beneath.

      Aspen forced herself to stand her ground as Maladias started toward them. “You know what he did, Abram!” she demanded. “What did Xavier do to the army? Why won’t they fight?”

      “He…” Abram swallowed hard. For perhaps the first time since he’d arrived, Aspen saw real fear in his face. It terrified her. “I don’t know for sure, but I think he…”

      Maladias raised his hand. Aspen braced herself for another spell, but instead something far, far worse happened:

      The chest of the nearest soldier flared brightly, followed by the next, and the next. A symbol had been carved there, a charm the likes of which Aspen had never seen before. The light from the charm spread through the rest of the soldiers’ bodies.

      And then they crumbled to pieces, rows and rows of them, until not a single one was standing, and the entire army was nothing more than scattered rubble at their feet.
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      For the life of her, Aspen couldn’t remember how they managed to get away.

      The next couple hours were an exhausting blur. She recalled vague snapshots of casting spells with Lucien, Isak, and Jing, all while Maladias deflected almost every one. She recalled the screech of grims as they chased the group into the snarl of smoking, decimated streets, until they’d finally managed to shake them off. They’d tried to help everyone they could, stopping just long enough to get any Norms into cover, or assist any Supes who’d managed to retreat from the worst of the fighting. She didn’t know if Nina or Tana or Brune or anyone else had made it out.

      “I know somewhere we can go,” Lucien said.

      They’d just dropped the very last of the trailing grims, Aspen peered up at the darkening sky, just to be sure. The sun had fallen nearly an hour before, and yet above the outline of the nearest building, back in the direction of Battery Park, she could spy a faint glow, almost like a sunset. She knew Maladias had left Battery Park, judging by the sounds of destruction elsewhere in the city. He was probably casually laying claim to the rest of her home, street by street.

      And they’d been unable to stop it.

      Everything they’d tried had failed. The Stone Army, and what hope of success it’d offered, was nothing more than literal dust now. Maladias was probably strolling through New York, destroying it at will, with no one to slow him down.

      “Hey.” Aspen found Isak looking at her, his face half shadowed in the light of the few streetlamps still working. “Chin up. We’ll get through this. We always do, right?”

      Not like this, Aspen wanted to say. But she didn’t. She didn’t need to. They all knew it without her saying it.

      She noticed Abram was still behind them. Aspen felt a rush of anger at seeing him tagging along. As if he belonged with them. As if he hadn’t had a clue that the one thing they’d put their trust in would fail them during their hour of greatest need.

      But before she could call him out, Jing held up a hand. Aspen was grateful for the stop. The weight and ache in her limbs told her just how much toll the day had taken. Ahead of them, standing stoically before the dark waters of the Hudson, was the soaring spire of a gothic cathedral. A single immense tower rose from a swell of lancet windows framed on either side.

      “Anything?” Lucien said. Jing cocked his ear. Aspen could hear it now too, the distant screech of grims. Jing shook his head.

      “Yes, but not close. Hurry. I believe we might find others here.”

      The front doors were barred tight, no matter how much Aspen pushed against them. Lucien stepped past her and placed his hand on it. Their outline glowed faintly and then swung in. They stepped inside.

      “I’m sorry, you can’t be—”

      A man, maybe the pastor, stopped mid-stride in the center aisle. His eyes widened as Aspen’s group finished coming inside and closed the door behind them.

      “We’re looking for sanctuary,” Isak finally said, breaking the silence.

      The man swallowed hard, then nodded. “This church is open to everyone.”

      “Hopefully not those flying things outside,” Lucien said, grinning tiredly.

      The pastor returned it with a humorless grimace. “Ah, no, except to those things. The house of God is open to everyone, but I suppose even He might draw the line at literal devils.”

      “We just need to rest for a bit,” Aspen said.

      The pastor swallowed once more, then nodded. “You’re free to stay as long as you like. But I need to go. My family is…I’m not sure what’s happened but there’re a lot out there who could probably use some help.”

      He gave them all a nod before turning down the aisle. He paused once to look back. “You’re not…one of them, are you? The ones they said were hurting people?”

      “Don’t worry, we’re like you,” Lucien said. “Just a bit more…magical.”

      The pastor eventually nodded, seemingly satisfied with that answer. And, Aspen supposed, taking in the brilliantly illuminated nave and stained-glass windows at the back, for a man who already believed in the supernatural, it probably wasn’t a hard stretch to find some of them walking amongst him.

      “What do we do now, Mage Lucien?” Jing said.

      “Right now, we wait,” Lucien said. “We’re spread out and weak. We don’t even know much about Maladias’ power and capabilities.”

      “Other than it’s a lot more than we thought,” Isak said.

      “You thought, maybe,” Lucien said. “I never had a doubt.”

      “But what is he doing now?” Jing said. “He’s made it to our city, he’s destroyed our defenses and now…”

      He left the words hanging.

      Lucien sighed and rubbed his face. “I don’t know. The wards are gone but there’s no single source of power anymore that can guarantee him a victory.”

      “So he’ll just keep hunting us down until we’re all dead,” Aspen said.

      Nobody answered.

      “We need to get a message out,” Abram said, and Aspen was sharply reminded that he was still here.

      “You knew,” she said, stalking toward him. “You knew what would happen to the Stone Army.”

      Abram looked at her sharply, and for just a moment she saw fear in his face. Fear of her? Or at realizing he was surrounded by people who believed that he’d betrayed him. “No! I suspected was all.”

      “You could have suspected earlier and told us!”

      “I…didn’t believe that Xavier would go to such lengths.”

      Aspen let out a bitter laugh. “No? Not after all that spouting about how you knew him so well? You let us think we had a chance and it nearly got all of us killed!”

      “Aspen, I really don’t think he knew,” Isak said quietly.

      Abram was staring at the ground, his lips moving with the uncertainty of something he wanted to say. “I…underestimated him, I’ll admit. I knew Xavier was a man of conviction, but I didn’t think even he…” Uncertainty flashed in his eyes, as though for the first time he was seeing something he thought unbreakable come crumbling down before him. “I was wrong.”

      “What’s done is done,” Jing said in a soothing voice that only slightly cooled Aspen’s boiling blood. “We must make do with what we have.”

      “I’ll send a message,” Lucien said. “It should reach any of those who are still alive and let them know we’re here. That at least might give us a chance of coordinating something.”

      At the moment, Aspen wasn’t sure there was anything else to coordinate, but she bit her tongue. They’d been thrashed. Most of the Supes remained either dead or holed up in their own boroughs, content to watch the city burn while they waited for their own destruction.

      Lucien raised his hand and uncurled it, revealing a butterfly made of luminescent blue magic. With a small breath, he sent it fluttering away and then waited, staring up at the stained-glass window it’d slipped through.

      “I will find us some food,” Jing said. “I imagine we’ll be here for some time.”

      Lucien didn’t even move or look down as he walked off. Aspen could only imagine what he might be thinking about. Now that they weren’t in the midst of battle she could see that he appeared even weaker and more disheveled than ever. She knew he was worrying about Nina, about Tana, about Brune, about what would—or had—happened to them, but the extent of his apparent weakness had her worried.

      “Why don’t you get some rest?” she said. “We’ll wait here for the others to arrive.”

      Lucien blinked, seeming to come out of a reverie. He peered down, a grin spreading across his face. “I’m fine, but thanks. It’s just been a long few days is all. But once we recoup we’ll be ready to have another go.”

      “You should still rest. Take one of the pews. I’ll make sure nobody—”

      But at that moment, Lucien clutched his head with a sharp cry.

      “Lucien!” Aspen rushed to his side as he bent over, squeezing his eyes against some sudden lance of pain. His breathing came in short gasps. Aspen looked to Isak to see if he had any idea what was happening, but he stared right back, eyes wide.

      “Lucien, are you…”

      She placed a gentle hand on his back, then jerked back. Faint, almost invisible wisps of…something, not quite magic, wafted off him like waves of heat from a blacktop. After a moment, they vanished and Lucien’s breathing evened out.

      “I’m…fine,” he said after a long pause. “I think…I don’t think my message got through. I think the grims intercepted it.”

      Aspen exchanged another worried look with Isak. This sudden pain surely had nothing to do with his message, unless Maladias’ power was growing stronger than even they realized.

      “Lucien, what’s really wr—”

      Lucien straightened up. “Can you send one, Isak? Maybe your type of magic will be easier to get through.”

      “I—yeah, I can. Sure.”

      He knelt. The earth pulsed and a moment later a red line of magic went racing through the minute cracks in the floor, beneath the pew and altar, and out into the night.

      “There. I’m not positive if that will work either, but it’s worth a shot.”

      “Excellent. Then I guess I’ll have that rest you’re talking about, Aspen.”

      And without another word, Lucien strode over to a door leading to a chapel. There was a dull thud as it shut behind him.
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      Though it was one of the most beautiful she’d ever seen, the cathedral still felt like a prison.

      Aspen’s mind whirled, all her thoughts too wild to be tamed, and too loud to let her do anything but be on her feet and moving. She paced around the cathedral’s ambulatory, stuck her head in some of the side chapels, slid between the pews, and read the small plaques of what each of the statues of the saints meant. She waited for a messenger sprite from Nina, but none ever came. With every passing hour the walls seemed to close in. She itched to run outside and face Maladias head-on in the only way she knew how: violently, passionately. She wanted to crush him with nothing but a heartfelt desire to see him gone from their home. But that wouldn’t work. Not with this enemy.

      After he’d helped put up some basic alarm and shield charms around each of the entrances, Isak had also gone to rest. He was no doubt exhausted, not just from the fighting, but at seeing Maladias in the form of his late master. He’d somewhat made peace with Xavier’s spirit in Scotland, but Aspen was sure that did little to quell the tumultuous emotions he was surely having at seeing him in the flesh.

      She kept a sharp eye on Abram as she made another turn around the nave. He remained where he’d sat on the altar’s steps. She couldn’t tell if he was dozing or not, but regardless, he hadn’t made any attempts toward the doors since they’d entered. She almost wished he had. If anything, it’d give her more reason to hate him. As it was, she still wanted to question him more about how he’d known about the army. How had Xavier managed to sabotage them before Maladias had even arrived?

      She had turned to do just that when a booming knock came from one of the side doors. Abram picked his head up. He looked at her, then the door, as though he wasn’t sure if he was hearing right.

      Aspen strode over and pressed her ear against it. “Who is it?”

      “What do you mean, who is it? You hear this? She’s asking who it is! Someone who’s still alive, that’s who!”

      Aspen cast a small spell that made the door temporarily see-through, then opened it to let in a small pack of shifters. Even fewer djinn were behind them.

      “Who is it? Really?” Jorgen grumbled. “As if Maladias or any of those flying freaks would knock.”

      “Just be glad I’m taking the precaution,” Aspen snapped, suddenly too tired to argue. There were so few of them. Surely there had to be more?

      As if in answer, a hand stopped the door just as she was closing it. The red eyes of Vamps stared at her from the darkness.

      “How peculiar a place you chose for rest,” William said, peering up at the outer stone walls. “It is not our preferred roost, but desperate times, I suppose…”

      Aspen opened the door to allow them in. The group didn’t move. One sniggered. Another crossed her arms.

      “Well?” Aspen said.

      William chuckled. “I was told you were the Norm who lived in our borough, yet you don’t know our limitations? While normally crossing thresholds is not a problem for our kind, places with more…spiritual significance require a special invitation.”

      Aspen was glad it was dark so they couldn’t see her flush with embarrassment. “Right. Sorry. I invite you to enter.”

      William gave a mocking bow. “Much appreciated.”

      One by one, the Vamps slipped past her. Another knock came a few minutes later.

      “Samson!” Aspen said when she opened the door again. Samson, the wraith they’d met in the Necropolis, stood just out of the light, his non-physical body hard to see without turning her head. “You’re here! Does that mean the Necropolis…”

      “Not all of us,” Samson said in a throaty whisper. “Like many who have joined you, I imagine, there are those who think it better to sit this one out. Even still…”

      He waved a hand and, with a rush of air, a number of spirits emerged from behind him and filtered past Aspen. A couple more wraiths joined them—even some ghouls, Aspen was slightly unhappy to see—causing the hair on her arms to stand on end as they came inside.

      Samson paused beside her. “We will help as we can, Mage. While there are ways to destroy even our kind, we do not fear death as many others do.”

      “Anything will help,” Aspen said.

      “Aspen?”

      There was a flurry of movement from outside, and someone crashed into her. Eve squeezed her into a tight hug before pulling away, fixing Aspen with a grin she’d never shown her before. Her usually flawless face was smeared with soot and dried blood. One of her hands was wrapped in a makeshift bandage made from the torn part of a T-shirt. “I’m so, so glad you’re alive! When the grims attacked…when the wave hit, I…”

      She gave Aspen another brief hug, and for a moment Aspen couldn’t reconcile this new, touchy-feely Eve with the girl she’d had a begrudgingly respectful relationship with. But, she supposed, the imminent destruction of their world could change anyone’s mind.

      “I’m glad you’re alive, too,” Aspen said.

      Eve nodded, wiping a trickle of a tear from the corner of her eye. She waved behind her and some of the witches that had been with her earlier entered the cathedral. There were fewer than before. Eve saw Aspen’s crestfallen expression. She bit her lip.

      “We can’t connect with the Coven. They’ve blocked all communication, put up barriers around New Salem. There are a few more non-Coven witches I know of in the city, but with everyone evacuating…”

      “It’ll be okay,” Aspen reassured her. “Let’s get everyone inside and see what we’ve got.”

      The tension when they returned to the nave was palpable. The ghouls were lurking with some of the low-level demons in the shadow of the nearest cloister, with Jing’s djinn glaring untrustingly at them. The Vamps and shifters stood as far apart from one another as was possible without physically being in different rooms. Only Samson’s spirits seemed somewhat content as they drifted in and out of the cathedral’s pillars. But then, Aspen supposed, not much bothered the dead.

      A couple of the witches lowered their limping friend to the stairs at the foot of the altar. “Well, that was a bust,” she groaned.

      “You think?” Jorgen snarled. “I lost half my pack!”

      One of the Vamps chuckled and Jorgen’s lip curled higher. “That funny to you, blood sucker?”

      “Maybe if you didn’t charge in like a pack of dogs, then you wouldn’t be slaughtered like them,” the Vamp sneered.

      “It was not one of the most successful attempts, we can all agree on that,” Jing said.

      “Understatement of the century,” Samson said.

      Jorgen continued snarling at the Vamps, but the mutual agreement of their failure seemed to parlay a temporary truce, and the group lapsed back into silence once more. Unease festered in Aspen as she looked upon the small gathering. There were so, so few. No dragon-kin had reached them yet. Nor had any of the Fiends, which she’d been really hoping for. She wondered if Qióngqí had even survived.

      “What are we doing, Aspen?” Eve was looking at her expectantly. One by one, the rest of the Supes did the same.

      “You called us here,” one of the low-level demons rasped. “We thought you had a plan. We stuck our necks out for you, human.” His narrowed eyes rested on each of them. “Even when we are disliked by so many, still we came to your aid.”

      “You’re disliked for a reason,” a djinn snapped.

      “Ha! You’re one to talk!” one of the witches said.

      “That’s enough!” Eve barked at her, and the witch fell silent. Eve looked over at Aspen, almost apologetically. “A plan would be nice, though.”

      Aspen glanced at the door Lucien had vanished through what seemed like hours before. He should really be here right now, but perhaps he was resting. Regaining his strength so he wouldn’t be so strung out and tired for the rest of the battle. She’d need to take charge instead.

      “We can rest here for now,” Aspen said. “There are some wards around the cathedral, and right now Maladias—”

      “Is here in the city,” Jorgen said. “He’s beaten us. And now—”

      “He’ll hunt us down, one by one. Like animals,” William snarled.

      “Maybe we should have stayed hidden like the others…” one of the ghouls said.

      “Where is Mage Lucien?” Jing said. “He should be here to—”

      “Mage? Still with the titles?” Jorgen snorted. “Did you forget? It was a Mage that did this to us. A Mage who brought us to where we are now!”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      Abram’s voice was quiet, but everyone stopped talking and turned to him as he stood “You brought yourself to this.”

      “Sorry, you want to run that by me again?” Eve said.

      Abram peered around at each of them, his lip curling with distaste. His earlier uncertainty seemed to have fled, leaving nothing but cold disdain. “Look at you. Here you stand in literal sanctuary, fighting like children while your home is on the brink of destruction. But this is not the first time your petty mistrust has caused problems, is it? Oh no, for years you’ve held resentment towards others of your kind.”

      “That was the Mages’ fault!” Jorgen snarled. “They caged us in neat little boxes!”

      “The Mages may have ruled over each of the boroughs, but it wasn’t they who put you there in the first place. Isn’t that right?”

      Some of the djinn exchanged nervous glances. Aspen was startled to see that Isak didn’t look confused at what Abram was saying. If anything, it was…agreement?

      “We…do not remember how the boroughs came into being,” Samson admitted.

      “You created them, that’s how.” Abram’s finger rested on each group. “Each one of you, and your kinds, for generations and generations before you. Despite all being Supes, you sowed fear and mistrust and elitism. That is why what you had failed. That is how Xavier was able to do what he did and how Maladias has made it this far. Because instead of worrying about fighting him, you have been fighting each other.”

      “But the army…” one of the demons said.

      “Was a failsafe,” Abram said. His voice was rising now, angry passion overtaking his words. “Don’t you see? The army and all the other defenses of New York were merely there to defend you so you didn’t have to actually bother helping each other. All of them were crutches. Until they weren’t.”

      “You liar…” Aspen said, her earlier anger returning. “You really did know about it, didn’t you? You knew the army would fail. You knew what Xavier had done to them.”

      “Don’t be stupid. It plays into what Xavier wanted. It plays into exactly what I told you he was working for. Separate boroughs would never succeed indefinitely. There is no success without unity, and no cop-out deus ex machina Stone Army is going to save you from that reality. No success without unity. Either New York will change and be the shining beacon of progress for all Supes, or it will become the largest ash heap of example and failure.”

      Eve’s eyes narrowed. “You seem to know an awful lot about this. Who are you?”

      “I’ll tell you who he is,” Aspen said, taking a step toward him, her anger rising with her voice.

      “Aspen…” Isak said. “Now’s not the time—”

      “He’s a traitor. He’s turned his back on everything the Mages stood for, and everything it means to be a Supe!”

      “I turned my back?” Abram’s eyes glittered dangerously. “Be careful when you talk about things you have no idea about. I devoted my entire life to that man, to someone with an unobtainable dream. I came back when I didn’t have to, in order to offer you a glimmer of hope for change.”

      “You tried killing us!” Aspen said. “You lied to us, let us believe we stood a chance and then start preaching when it all comes crumbling down. You came back because you felt guilty, not out of any misguided benevolence!”

      “Perhaps we should discuss this later?” Jing tried to interject. “Maybe after we’ve formed another plan of attack—”

      “I came back…I came back…” Abram seemed unable to find the words.

      “Because…because?” Aspen jeered, placing herself right in front of him. Sparks were coming out of her hands. Isak was trying to tug her back, but Aspen wouldn’t budge. She didn’t care if they started fighting here. Because wasn’t that exactly what Abram thought they were going to do anyway? He believed that everyone in the boroughs was just fine with how things used to be run when, from where she was standing, that couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      The anger inside her grew.

      “He’s not worth it,” Isak said. “And we can’t waste time fighting right now.”

      “No.” Abram straightened up. He seemed to have decided something. “You’re right, you can’t be fighting. I gave you a chance, a warning, when I didn’t have to. But even now you stand here and bicker and create enemies where none exist. So that’s how it will end.”

      Aspen grabbed him as he tried to push past her. There was a bang, and she found herself shoved back against Isak.

      “No!” Isak snarled, wrapping his arms tightly around her as she tried to go for Abram again. “I…said…that’s…enough!”

      Isak was too strong, leaving Aspen heaving in anger as she glared at Abram. How dare he blame this on her! On any of them! She’d lived her entire life in the boroughs, fought in it, fought for it these last few months.

      Abram stopped at the door. He turned back, his face shadowed. “This is on you. All of you. If you can’t see what the problem is, if you refuse to look at the truth, then Maladias deserves to win. He deserves to kill you all.”

      The door slammed shut.

      Aspen wanted to laugh. How could he possibly understand? Abram was…Abram was…

      But as her rage drained out of her, it was replaced by something far more sobering: realization. Because, despite all her fighting against it, when she stopped railing against his words and actually listened to what he was saying, she realized…Abram was right. What if the reason she was fighting so hard against him was because he was saying the very things she’d known all along, but never had the courage to try to change? What if Xavier had, in his own twisted way, done more to show them how wrong they were?

      “Isak…”

      Isak looked down at her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Have we…been doing everything wrong the entire time?”

      Isak looked up, to the door Abram had walked out of. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
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      The rest of the night passed in painful silence.

      After Abram had stormed off, and Aspen finished calming down enough so that she wouldn’t start blasting everyone who talked to her, the rest of the Supes dispersed to their own corners of the cathedral. Aspen wished she could have reassured them of something. Anything. Perhaps things would look better in the morning (though she doubted it, not with the faint sound of sirens and muffled explosions that leaked through the walls). But she held out hope that something would reveal itself, that maybe Lucien would reappear with a foolproof plan that would guarantee victory.

      “You should get some sleep as well.”

      Aspen paused as she began her third turn around the nave. Jing sat, cross-legged, against the nearest wall, his back was rigidly upright. “You will need your strength for what will come, as the rest of us do.”

      Aspen glanced around the cathedral. The Vamps had melted into the shadows of the far narthex. She assumed the ghouls had found some cold, dark basement to huddle in, along with the spirits and Sampson. The only ones left up here were Eve and the shifters. They’d pulled ceremonial blankets from one of the back offices and created makeshift beds across the pews. Aspen watched Eve’s silent breaths as she slept. Despite the heavy weight tugging on the edges of her eyelids, Aspen felt a strange energy still running through her. A feeling that she wouldn’t—couldn’t—rest, until all this was over.

      A sense that there was something wrong. Something she was missing.

      “I can’t sleep anymore,” Aspen finally said. Jing inclined his head in an accepting nod.

      “Then perhaps you will find a way to save us from this current disaster.”

      Aspen snorted, then quickly covered it as the sound echoed through the nave. One of the shifters stirred, then rolled over and mumbled ‘No, the bigger cut of meat, thank you very much…that’s the one…’

      “I don’t have a plan,” Aspen hissed. “I have no clue what I’m doing.”

      Jing didn’t look the least bit alarmed. In fact, he smiled calmly, something Aspen might have been nervous, or scared, about if the simple act hadn’t been so welcome. “You’re a Mage, are you not? You’ll find a way.”

      “The Mages don’t exist. Not anymore.”

      “Not for much longer, yes. But they do for now. I would even guess that now they’re needed more than ever. And as for me…despite their faults and failings, despite what the boy Abram said, we are not as lost as all that. I trust you to guide us out of here.”

      “How can you say that? You…you heard what he said. The boroughs might have their issues but everything they are today is because of the Mages. Because of people like me who were stupid enough to believe we could make a difference.”

      “With all due respect, you’re wrong.”

      “What?”

      “Abram might have made some points,” Jing conceded. “But his ultimate answer was incorrect. Mages did not create the problem, they only kept it in its current state. Removing the Mages will simply remove a point of animosity that all the boroughs can focus on; even Maladias has, for a time, united us in our fear. But once both are removed—and I have faith that both will be removed, then the Supes will be forced to look at the true culprit: themselves.

      “Dislike for one another runs in their blood, in their culture. I am a product of that as well.” Jing sighed. “I will admit I harbor some resentment toward others I do not see like myself. But I, like all of us, must get over that if we are to survive. But we will. And they will get over their dislike of you and see what it was that you have done for them.”

      Aspen felt tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. How could he have that much faith in her? Especially when she had so little herself?

      “Thanks…that means a lot.”

      Jing inclined his head once more. “You are very welcome. Now, if you’ll excuse me, all this philosophizing has made me rather tired…”

      He leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes.

      Aspen left him there, breathing softly, and sought out a quiet place where she could think. She found the stairs leading to the cathedral’s bell tower. Her legs were burning by the time she emerged out on the tower’s landing and into the cool morning. She was surprised to find Isak leaned against the stone railing, peering out at the outline of the skyline.

      “Mind a little company?”

      Isak scooted over, allowing her to join him. The faint blush of dawn stretched across the horizon. The power must have gone out sometime in the night. Aspen couldn’t remember ever seeing the city so dark. Now the only light, save for the sunrise, came from sporadic fires raging in the streets, casting the edifices of buildings in sharp relief.

      “It’s so quiet,” Isak said.

      He was right. Gone were the sirens of the night. The explosions. Anything that indicated something horrible and world-changing had happened less than twenty-four hours before.

      “I guess it’s true what they say,” Aspen said. “Calm before the storm.”

      Isak chuckled. “Not sure what they say, but I endured my storm yesterday, thank you very much.”

      Aspen shivered, thinking of the wave that had nearly killed her. Perhaps it had killed hundreds more she didn’t know about. It had almost made her believe she’d lost Isak forever…

      “It didn’t get me,” Isak said, as if reading her thoughts. “I’m still here.” He wrapped his coat around her. She clasped his hands and leaned back against him. His warmth, his aliveness, made her feel safer than anything else.

      “I hope Police Chief Clemens got everyone out all right,” Aspen said.

      “Lucien told me you went to talk with the mayor. He said there were some dragon-kin there?”

      “A couple of them. I think I saw another in Battery Park, during the fight.”

      Aspen felt the vibration in his chest as Isak grunted. “Figures. Now they show up.”

      “I’m just glad they came at all.”

      “Yeah…That’d be pretty cool, I guess, to see one of them. Were they pretty cool?”

      “I didn’t get to see much, honestly. We were kind of under attack.”

      Isak grunted again. “Bet they weren’t as cool as me.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, they were much cooler than you.” Aspen poked him in the side and he laughed. She nestled further into him.

      “I’m sure Clemens got everyone to safety,” Isak said after a moment. “Maybe that’s why things are so quiet. Maybe a lot of the people got out. I’m sure the police are out there right now, ready to help us whenever we’re ready to counterattack.”

      A faint screech came from overhead. Aspen looked up. Outlines of grims circled like vultures in and out of the low, dark clouds. Isak pulled her closer to him as he moved back against the wall. “They won’t see us here.”

      “We don’t have a counterattack,” Aspen whispered. “Lucien hasn’t talked to me since we arrived, and I have no clue what I’m doing. Everybody’s looking to us—to me—for ideas but I have nothing!”

      “We just need a new plan of attack. We’ll get some more allies together and—”

      “What allies, Isak? The Supes who are with us? That’s all we have. All that’s left alive, anyway, or at least all those we can rely on to help us right now. We can’t expect any more.”

      “Surely there’s someone else. Someone we’re missing.”

      Aspen shook her head. “There is no one else. Maybe…” she hated even bringing up the idea, but if worst came to worst. “Jing told me the caverns probably run beneath the cathedral, part of the network that branches from the Necropolis. We can take everybody here and make our way out—”

      “You don’t mean that,” Isak said. He rested his chin atop her head. “You know running wouldn’t help.”

      “I know,” Aspen said softly.

      “If we leave, then New York really doesn’t have a chance. It’s not about escape, it’s about defeating Maladias. If we run now, we’ll be running our entire lives. He’ll finish hunting down the remaining Supes in New York and move on to the rest of the US, with no one else to stop him.”

      Aspen let her gaze drift across the city. Her eyes fell on a light she hadn’t noticed before, something the sunlight glittered off of.

      “What’s that?”

      Across Harlem River rose the walls of Yankee Stadium. From around the bowl shone an unearthly glow. Aspen had only been to the stadium once—never inside—but even looking at it from afar she knew something about it was wrong. The outside shell seemed to be…off. A second skin that didn’t belong there.

      “I’ve been watching it for the last hour,” Isak said. “I think that’s where Maladias is setting up shop.”

      “He’s making a camp?”

      “From the looks of those walls he’s putting up, I’d say a fortress. It’s what Lucien thought would happen. He’s going to use New York as his base of operations to continue gathering power before taking on the rest of us. Makes sense. Even as strong as he is, with something like that up he’ll pretty much be invincible.”

      Aspen squinted. Isak was right. She could just make out grims hovering around the outside like worker bees in a hive. Just looking at it sent a shiver through her.

      “Hey…we’ll get through it,” Isak said, kissing the top of her head.

      “How do you know?” Aspen said softly. “You, Jing, Lucien, all of you seem so confident but I just can’t…I can’t…”

      Isak didn’t answer. Instead, he held her tighter.

      “I mean,” Aspen went on, “Abram, he…”

      “Don’t worry about Abram.”

      Aspen squirmed so that she was facing him, head tilted up to look into his eyes.

      “You’re telling me having him here hasn’t affected you at all?”

      “I didn’t say that…”

      “He and I might have problems, but you two seemed like you were fighting together, last I checked.”

      “Since he was one of the few people during the fight who wasn’t actively trying to kill me, I’d say yeah, I was fighting alongside him.”

      “And you trust him?”

      “Enough.”

      “Isak, if Xavier saw far enough ahead to sabotage the Stone Army, which none of us even knew about, what else could he have planned? And why? I mean, I kind of get it, he supposedly summons Maladias to bring the boroughs together—which is one of the stupidest plans I’ve ever heard—”

      “No success without unity,” Isak murmured. “Desperation breaks down many barriers. In the face of mutual adversity, we find we have a lot in common. That’s what Abram told us, remember?”

      “You can’t believe that…”

      Isak heaved a sigh. “I’m not sure what I believe right now. But I know one thing.” He leaned in and rested his forehead against hers. “Whether Abram’s right or not, Maladias has to go, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure you and everyone else stays safe.”

      “We can’t trust him, Isak.”

      “Abram is…Abram’s just lost, Aspen. He says he’s here to reclaim whatever it was Xavier owed him, but I don’t think that’s it.” Isak pulled his forehead off hers and gazed once more across the city. Sounds of the new day were rising from the forest of skyscrapers, building to a crescendo as the sun rose higher.

      “And the other apprentices?”

      Isak grimaced. “I didn’t tell you. Rog is…dead. One of his spells backfired during our fight. Dianna vanished soon after. Don’t worry,” he added as Aspen glanced left, then right, as though the other girl was waiting for them in the shadows. “I’m sure she’s still recovering. If she’s still alive.”

      There was an undisguised bitterness in his voice.

      “They tried to kill you, Isak,” she reminded him.

      “So did Abram. Kind of,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not forgiving them. But I pity them.”

      “I know.” She wrinkled her nose. “But since when did someone wanting you dead get them pity? Is that how you felt about me when we first met?”

      “Oh, there were many thoughts I had about you when we first met, but I’m pretty sure I had more expletives than pity for you. Sometimes I still do.”

      “Good. Means I’m doing it right.”

      Isak lowered his lips, meeting hers softly, lingering there before pulling away. “You were—are—something far, far more special. But them, all three of them…I understand what they’re probably feeling, Aspen, and I feel for that. Xavier threw them aside like he did so many other things in his life. If I hadn’t been chosen by him I’d probably feel the same way. Heck, I even got to talk to him and I still have trouble reconciling what he did.”

      “I’m not sure seeing his body up and walking around helped that.”

      “No. No, it really didn’t. But you get what I’m saying.”

      “Yeah…” She put her hands on his chest. “It’s not that I don’t feel for them. Really. I’m just…I’m scared. And I’m scared that I’m scared, because I’ve never been that way before. Or I’d never admitted it.”

      She could feel Isak’s hands reaching through the pockets of his jacket and cupping her waist. His pine scent enveloped her. He didn’t say anything more and Aspen was okay with that. As the city began to wake, him being here with her, holding her, was enough that she knew, as bad as things grew, she was not alone—would never be alone—in this fight. As much as she didn’t completely understand the struggle Isak was going through with Xavier’s former apprentices, in him there was always someone she could trust; who believed with every part of themselves that they could do this, together. That they could get out of this alive.

      So she would believe it. She would stop moping and get ready to fight.

      “I need to find Lucien,” Aspen said. “He’ll know something we can do.”

      Isak leaned down and kissed her once more. She hated to pull away from his warmth, but they had to get moving soon. If Maladias was building a fortress then they were running out of time before it would grow nearly impossible to attack him. Every spare moment they spent here was another chance for them to be discovered.

      “I’ll get the others up and ready,” Isak said. “Meet you in the nave.”

      Aspen hurried down the steps ahead of him. She reached the bottom floor and went right, toward some of the chapels set apart from the rest of the cathedral. If Lucien wanted some peace and quiet, there were few better places to get it.

      She found him in the third one. It was a smaller room, with only a few rows of pews set before an altar and slender stained-glass windows. The candles on the altar had been lit. Lucien sat at the front pew, staring up through the windows as the sunlight brightened them.

      “He’s been here for a while.”

      Aspen jumped. She hadn’t noticed the pastor from earlier seated in the back pew beside her. He nodded toward Lucien. “I came in to make sure he was all right. I forgot how peaceful it was in here. Not like the rest of the city.”

      “What are you doing here?” Aspen took a seat beside him, keeping her eyes on Lucien who, she could see now, had his eyes closed. From this angle, she swore she could make out the faintest touch of gray on the side of his normally blond hair. “I thought you went to help your family.”

      The pastor nodded. “I did. I got them out and settled as best I could. I’m not completely sure what all is going on, but I wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help you all.”

      “Why would you want to do that?”

      The pastor gave her a confused look. “Why would I want to help you? Do I need a reason?”

      “You’ve kind of walked into something that’s much bigger than I think you realize.”

      “I’m beginning to understand that. But that still doesn’t mean I don’t want to try helping. Haven’t you ever done anything just because you thought it might help?”

      No, Aspen wanted to say. She’d been nothing but selfish. Or perhaps not selfish, but so preoccupied with surviving these past few years that the thought of doing something good simply to do good had never been an option. Even now, fighting for New York, was fighting for her home, for something she wanted.

      Not anymore, another voice piped up. There are others here, too. Others you’re fighting for. Isak. Lucien. Tana. Nina. Brune. Even those back in the nave who didn’t completely trust her, and with good reason. It was moments like this now that somehow managed to strip away all that she’d thought was important, and left her with the realization of just how much she had to lose.

      Aspen felt a prickling on her neck, and glanced up once more to the stained-glass windows. The figures in them seemed to peer down at her as though in judgement, hands raised as if to smite her. She shifted a little in her seat.

      “I take it all the symbolism makes you uncomfortable?” the pastor said.

      “I’m not super religious.”

      “Most aren’t, until they need to be. But that’s okay, too. We all find what we need in our own ways, I think.” He stood and laid a brief, reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I’ll pray for you anyways. And I hope you succeed against whatever you have to face. For all our sakes.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      The pastor smiled then left, closing the chapel door softly behind him. Aspen went to sit beside Lucien. He didn’t acknowledge her at first, but pulled in a long, deep breath.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about death.”

      “Don’t you get all philosophical on me now, too,” Aspen said. He turned toward her, seemed to read the irritation on her face, and broke out in a large smile. “I take it you and our churchgoing friend had a little chat?”

      “He’s going to pray for us.”

      “And I thank him for that. We’ll probably all need it, soon enough. But I wasn’t trying to get all philosophical. I was thinking of Maladias’ death. More specifically, how we can kill him.”

      Aspen leaned back in the pew. “Have you come up with anything? The others…you weren’t there when they all came in, but everyone’s kind of lost. We have no clue what to do about Maladias, and he’s holed himself up in Yankee Stadium to gather strength.”

      “Yankee Stadium? I didn’t take him for a baseball fan.”

      “We need to move soon, Lucien.”

      Lucien nodded. “That we do. You saw him at Battery Park. He’s more powerful than most of us expected. Almost more than I did. But he does have one weakness: Xavier’s body.”

      Aspen wracked her brains, thinking back to certain moments during her fight with Maladias. “His body seemed plenty strong.”

      “To us, yes, but compared to the rest of him it’s the weak link. A vessel made of flesh and blood, housing a being who’s formed from neither. He might have made it to our plane, but that doesn’t mean he’s permanently anchored here.”

      “We can’t face him head-on again, Lucien.”

      “And we won’t have to. At least, not if this works. I know a spell, one I learned a long time ago when I first met with him, that might be able to detach his spirit from Xavier’s body. It’s not specifically made for that, but I think with the right adjustments and incantations I can make it work.”

      Aspen sucked in a sharp breath. “A spell? Why didn’t we just try that before?”

      “I couldn’t get close enough. And it’s not a guarantee, Aspen.” Lucien gave her a wry smile. “Maladias has spent a lot of time trying to get to us, and even now he’s continuing to try to grow stronger and cement himself on our plane. I very much doubt he’d leave his success to something as lucky as a single spell working or not. And even if it were to…”

      He tapped his fingers on the back of the pew.

      “You don’t think it will be enough.”

      “I don’t. There has to be another way, a better way, to ensure he doesn’t come back.”

      Aspen flashed back, just briefly, to the moment she’d seen in Lucien’s office; of Nina crying as Lucien handed her something.

      “What, exactly, did you have in mind?”

      “Something I hope we won’t have to do.”

      “Lucien, you need to tell me! Stop with all this secrecy! It’s never helped before and it’s not helping now.”

      Lucien placed a hand atop her head, smiling once more like he used to do. “It’s nothing any more or any less dangerous than what we’ve done before. If the spell doesn’t work then we’ll need to visit someone. But hopefully what the spell will do is sever Maladias’ spirit from Xavier’s body. Like I said, Maladias, while here, is not fully here. He used a sort of perverted form of transference, taking his spirit—or his soul, if you want to call it that—and bringing it over to Xavier’s body. But I don’t think it worked. Not the way it should.”

      Aspen suddenly remembered something. “His body was flickering. That’s what Tana said. And I saw it do that, during the battle.”

      Lucien beamed at her, like a teacher who in that moment couldn’t be prouder of his student. “Exactly. She stumbled across it before any of us. It’s possible the connection between his spirit and the body is weak. It’s possible we could break it.”

      “And if not…?” Aspen pressed.

      “Plan B. Or, I suppose by now it’s Plan Q through V.”

      Aspen opened her mouth to push him for more answers, to demand he tell her what he was clearly hiding. Why was this Lucien, behind the smiles and lighthearted moments, slowly becoming someone she didn’t recognize? He was slipping away from her and she didn’t know why.

      Lucien pushed himself up. He paused at the entrance to the chapel, turned back to the altar, and once again Aspen caught his face in profile. He looked almost…old. The skin beneath his eyes prematurely wrinkled, his cheeks pulling tight on his skull beneath.

      “How do you think we’ll be remembered?” he said.

      Aspen looked at the altar, then back at him. Powerful Mage or not, she was beginning to get fed up with this introspective, woe-is-me Lucien. Hopefully she was never this annoying.

      “I’d like to be remembered as somebody who’s not dead,” Aspen said, tugging on his elbow.

      “Oh?” Lucien said. “Is that so?”

      “Definitely. And the best way to make sure someone never forgets you is to be there to make sure they remember.”

      Lucien smirked. He swept back the tail of his robes, straightening up once more. “Then I suppose we’d better not die, then.”

      Aspen couldn’t help grinning. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a while.”
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      Up close, Yankee stadium looked even more fortress-like than Aspen first thought. The black walls surrounding the original white were almost blended with the dark sky. She didn’t see any turrets or battlements yet, but she was sure, if Maladias was somehow old school, those would be coming next.

      While the concealing charm Lucien had cast on both of them kept her all but invisible from the grims flying low, the sheer number of them made Aspen itch with nervousness. She crouched lower as one skimmed just over the treetops and continued gliding toward the outer wall.

      “There’s no way we’re getting in that way,” Aspen whispered. Lucien had been gazing at the front entrance, Gate 4, for the past minute. She suspected he was weighing the chance they could sneak through there and make it all the way to Maladias unscathed. Aspen could answer that for him: zero percent chance.

      “Let’s go around and see if there’s an easier place,” Lucien said. “They can’t have covered every wall yet.”

      But as they slipped from their hiding place and scurried across the open parking lot, Aspen though it was very likely the grims had covered every inch. They weren’t using bricks, per se. The outer walls resembled the carapace of a large beetle more than stone: smooth, with few cracks to slip through. It wasn’t a stretch to guess that the walls would probably deflect any major magical attack.

      “So this is going to be the starting block for his next assault?” Aspen said, catching her breath when they stopped just beneath the lip of the nearest wall. Lucien swirled his hand and Aspen felt another layer of the concealment charm drape over her shoulders.

      “It appears so. As powerful as he is, he’s also smart. Why take any risk of exposing yourself to enemy attack when you don’t have to?”

      Aspen let her eyes trail up the smooth, black outside, up until the top rim curved outwards toward them. She doubted even something as strong as the Fiends could break through that.

      “Let me see if I can…” Lucien placed a hand up against the wall. His eyes squeezed shut in fierce concentration for over a minute. Just as Aspen was going to place her hand beside his and attempt to help him with…whatever it was he was doing, Lucien let out a growl of frustration and pulled his hand away.

      “Hex it all. Well, he wouldn’t be a supreme evil enemy of magic if the guy didn’t know how to make a decent guard charm. There’s no way we’re going to magically bust our way through that. At least not without alerting every grim in a twenty-mile radius. Or the boss man himself. Got any hidden muscles beneath that jacket?”

      Aspen squeezed her bicep. “Not enough to punch through it, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Lucien shrugged. “Worth a sho—”

      They both instinctively ducked lower as a grim swooped over.

      “Any ideas?” Lucien whispered.

      Aspen wracked her brain. True to what Lucien had said, the walls around them appeared impenetrable. And glancing right and left down the smooth expanse…it didn’t look like there’d be so much as a sliver they could attempt to force their way through.

      “Wait. I have an idea.”

      Aspen knelt and cupped her hand in front of her. With her other hand she swirled the air above it until she’d conjured a fine blue, glowing mist, almost like cotton candy, that trailed from the tips of her fingers. The mist reformed itself into a small fairy.

      “Isak,” Aspen said into the mist. “You there?”

      The fairy’s body shuddered. Then it vanished as though a sudden gust of wind had swept it away. Aspen waited. Lucien looked impressed.

      “That was Farspeak magic, wasn’t it? I had no idea you’d learned that.”

      “You’re not the only teacher I have. I’ve been reading spell books whenever I have the chance.”

      “No! Can you speak and walk at the same time too?”

      Aspen punched him. Lucien pretended to be shocked. “And she can hit, too! Will wonders never cease?”

      Aspen smirked. She and Isak had learned the spell soon after she’d returned home with him from Scotland. While using Farspeak over long distances took a lot out of their magic, Isak had insisted.

      “I don’t want to ever be in a spot where you can’t find me,” he’d said, practicing the subtle hand movements right beside her. “I might not always be by your side, but hopefully we’ll always be able to reach one another.”

      Another gentle gust of wind rushed toward her. The blue fairy materialized in her palm, pulsing with light as Isak’s voice rang clear but low, as if he, too, were crouched somewhere where he could be easily discovered. “Are you two all right? Have you found a way in?”

      “Not yet. Is Jing there with you? And the other Supes?”

      There was a pause while Aspen assumed Isak was checking. “Jing’s here. And a few of the other Supes. We’re planning to bail you out if need be, after all.”

      Which would be a suicide mission, if it came to that. Plus, even if they were to come rushing to their aid, Aspen was sure it’d only be a fraction of the already small group they’d started with. The Supes from each borough had made it abundantly clear the previous night that there was no real reason for them to stay, nothing left that could give them any hope. Lucien hadn’t even felt comfortable telling them the vague plan he did have, as though doing so would set them up for even greater disappointment.

      “Ask Jing if the caverns run beneath Yankee Stadium.”

      “The caverns run beneath the entire city, Mage Aspen,” Jing’s voice returned. “Sporting venues not excluded.”

      “Isak, can you open up a hole in the ground for us? Maybe we can get in through the caverns.”

      Another pause. “You sure this is the best way to get in?”

      “Right now, it’s the only way.”

      “What if you’re not over a passageway?”

      Then it’d be either a very short, or very long, fall into the earth. Aspen looked up. The grims were gathering at the corner of the stadium. They seemed agitated, as thought they’d spotted something. “We don’t have time. Do it.”

      “Don’t move. I’m getting a fix on exactly where you are.”

      The Farspeak dissolved in her hand. Aspen closed her fist.

      “Good idea, Aspen,” Lucien said. “This should work.”

      “We better hope it does.”

      Neither one moved for a moment. Then Aspen felt a faint tremor in the earth, the telltale sign of Isak’s earth magic seeping its way into the dirt.

      “We’ll have to move fast,” Lucien said. “Isak’s magic is many things, but subtle is not one of them.”

      “Trust me, I know,” Aspen said. She was still watching the grims bunching around the corner. A few stragglers drifted lazily past, and then…

      The concrete cracked beside her, opening a fissure in the ground. Aspen scrambled back as it widened further and further, until a space just big enough for the both of them to slip through had opened. Aspen cast a light down into it, revealing a damp, spacious cavern tunnel.

      “Bingo,” she said, grinning.

      “Bin-go!” Lucien said, shoving her forward. “Flying creeps at six o clock.”

      An unholy screech rose from the pack of grims, and as one they began flying their direction. Aspen was certain they couldn’t see them, but the earth moving with no one around was bound to draw some attention.

      She climbed down the rocky siding, being careful not to slip and fall the rest of the ten feet, until she reached her foot down and felt the solid crunch of stone beneath her. Lucien leapt down a moment later.

      “Light. Quick!”

      They both cast another ball of light, just as the opening above closed over, like a scab covering a wound.

      “Thanks, Isak. See you soon,” Aspen Farspoke to him, before picking her way over chipped rocks and small crevasses after Lucien. This passageway, unlike the ones they’d traversed beneath the Jade Palace, seemed much less used. She suspected there were hundreds, if not thousands, of these small offshoots, perhaps made by burrowing dwarves, or any other manner of creatures that called the caverns home.

      After another ten minutes of walking they slid down a steep incline and straightened up in a larger tunnel.

      “Perfect. I don’t think Maladias has figured these out yet,” Lucien said. He shone his light toward the ceiling. Aspen could see no sign of the black outer covering that’d been outside.

      “You think he knows about the caverns at all?” Aspen said.

      “If he doesn’t then he will once we come through them. We’ll have to make this count.” Lucien whisked his hand and his light zipped around the passage until it came across the entrance to a few more passageways up ahead.

      “One of those should lead up right into the stadium itself.”

      They hurried over, Aspen keeping her ear perked for any signs of grims, or that they’d been discovered above. The grims weren’t the smartest creatures, but that didn’t mean she wanted to push her luck.

      Lucien reached the entrance to the new tunnel and put a finger to his lips. He slowly began creeping up, Aspen following behind. The path tilted sharply upwards. More than once, she found herself nearly on her hands and knees, clambering to hold onto rocks until the path leveled out and she could straighten up once more. She heard Lucien mutter a violent curse.

      “Dead end,” he said.

      Nothing but a dark, blank wall greeted them. Lucien was brushing off dirt from the edges of his robe. He took another look at the wall. “It must be one of the other…Wait, hold on.”

      He squinted and beckoned his light over. It fell across a line of runes ringing the outline of a door.

      “Those were in the caverns of the Stone Army, too,” Aspen said.

      “I wonder…” Lucien mused. He reached out and placed the tips of his fingers against the nearest rune. A moment later it flared to life, causing yellow light to spread around the door. The stone wall shuddered. Bits of rock crumbled from the ceiling and Aspen covered her head, expecting the entire cavern to come crashing down on them any moment. Lucien looked up.

      “I think it’s teasing us, don’t you?”

      “What’d you do?”

      Lucien pushed the rock wall and it easily swung open. The sudden presence of light temporarily blinded Aspen, and she stumbled back to give her eyes times to adjust.

      “Quickly!” Lucien hissed. “Hurry up and come through!”

      She felt Lucien’s hand grasping for her and grabbed for it, allowing him to pull her forward. She heard the stone door grinding shut behind her. Eventually her eyes adjusted and she found herself crouching behind some seats. Lucien was peering down below them.

      “There he is.”

      They’d somehow wound up in the far back of the stadium. Directly overhead stood the blank scoreboard and billboards of the outfield. Ahead of them was the infield, and there, on the pitcher’s mound, sat a lone figure, floating a few feet off the ground, his back to them.

      “What’s he doing?” Aspen whispered.

      Lucien’s eyes narrowed. “If I had to guess, probably nothing good.”

      “Wow. Good guess.”

      Lucien shifted into a more comfortable position. He seemed to be gauging the best way down. “I need to get closer to perform the spell.”

      “How close?”

      “Uncomfortably close? That’s how the spell works.”

      “Of course it is. It wouldn’t be a proper spell if it wasn’t a complete pain in the butt to use.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      Aspen scanned for the quickest way to the field, then tugged Lucien’s sleeve. He cast a spell to muffle their steps and the pair raced between the seats, slipping down each level until they’d crouched behind the back end of the outfield.

      “There’s no other choice,” Lucien whispered. “I’m not sure if he’s sleeping or resting or what, but we can’t go around in case he sees us.”

      Aspen took in the long expanse of grass and dirt that led up to the pitcher’s mound. “You’re not seriously going—We can’t run right up to him!”

      “You’re right, we can’t.”

      Aspen gave him a sharp look. “You’re an idiot if you think I’m leaving you now. What am I, your tour guide? I get you in here and then let you have all the fun?”

      Lucien gave her a beaming grin. He leaned back against the baseboards to catch his breath. Strands of his normally immaculate hair had fallen across his forehead, and he made no move to return them to place.

      “With all due respect, Aspen, you’ve become a great Mage—or, spellslinger, or whatever they want to call us nowadays. But not as good as me. And I know the spell, not you. I want you to stay behind and watch my back.”

      “From what?” Aspen hissed. She gestured to the sky free of grims and completely empty stadium. “And even if there was something, how am I supposed to help all the way back here?”

      She peeked over the baseboard. Maladias continued hovering up and down in the exact same spot. He probably, arrogantly, thought that nobody would dare—or be able—to reach him all the way in here.

      “Aspen…”

      “You must think I’m an idiot,” Aspen snarled, whipping back to Lucien, who jerked away in surprise. “I told you, I heard you talking to Nina. I know you gave her something. I’ve seen what’s happening to you—you’re not you anymore. You’re not the Lucien I knew. You’re planning something and you won’t tell me no matter what because you think I can’t handle it. Well guess what? If you think you’re so important to me that I can’t handle whatever…whatever…” Her throat tightened. She forced herself to swallow. “I know you said this wasn’t about trusting me, Lucien, but after all we’ve been through I thought...”

      “It’s not that, Aspen. It’s…agh…” Lucien wiped his face. “There are some things that are my right and decision to make. And believe it or not, that doesn’t mean I have to tell you everything. Can you at least grant me that?”

      Aspen stared at him for a long moment. Then, silent as she could, she vaulted over the baseboard and landed softly on the grass below.

      “Aspen!” Lucien hissed as she started sprinting toward Maladias.

      The world was dead silent as she ran. No footsteps. No wind. She kept her breathing in check, soundlessly in, soundlessly out.

      Only when she was less than twenty feet did she stop, crouching on the second base bag. She never took her eyes off Maladias. He hadn’t moved the entire time she’d rushed toward him. Even now, she could tell, without seeing, that his eyes remained shut. His body was the kind of still that only came with being asleep or in a trance. Maybe, Aspen thought, growing chilled, he’d figured out what Lucien had. Maybe he was trying to anchor his spirit more firmly to Xavier’s body. And if he did that, there was no way Lucien’s spell would work, regardless of how close they got.

      Lucien was suddenly beside her. He said nothing. He didn’t even glance her way.

      They waited for a long moment, then Lucien raised a hand. He opened his mouth, and though Aspen could see his throat and lips moving like he was speaking, no words came out.

      He began to chant.

      Aspen couldn’t hear it, but she could feel the change in the air immediately. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Her stomach twisted. A faint, high-pitched ringing sounded in her ears as the air before her shimmered with magic.

      Lucien’s eyes were closed, his elaborate gestures reaching a violent crescendo. With a final burst of energy, he thrust his hands forward and waited.

      “That was quite the spectacle,” Maladias said.

      His body rotated until he faced him. He was smiling, an expression that might have looked benevolent had it not been on Xavier’s face, had it not been those same glowing eyes that pierced them. “I applaud you for getting this far. Truly a wondrous feat for beings such as yourself.”

      Maladias snapped his fingers. In an instant, the muffling spell Lucien had cast vanished, and sound rushed in once more. Aspen stumbled back. Maladias smiled wider. “Really, such childish spells. But that does not mean I’m blind to actual talent, some of which you’ve already displayed. Please.”

      Columns of dirt rose up in front of them and formed into seats. “I think you’re laboring under a misunderstanding of what I’ve come here to do. Allow me to enlighten you.”

      Aspen stared at Maladias, who continued smiling in return. She wanted to say no, but couldn’t see any other way out of this. They could throw up another shield charm as they had before, but no doubt he’d be ready for that. They wouldn’t make it ten feet before he struck them down.

      “Well,” Lucien said cheerily. “At least you have some manners.” He swept his robe back and took a seat. “Do you have refreshments as well? Fighting you can really make a man parched.”

      “The unflappable Lucien Dunadine, living up to his reputation, I see,” Maladias purred. His nostrils flared as he took a long sniff. “Ah…Even when he smells of fear.”

      “That could also be something else you’re smelling,” Lucien said. “I’m afraid I’ve fallen a little behind with my personal hygiene. A sacrifice of survival, I suppose.”

      Maladias held out his hand to the other seat. “You next, Aspen Rivest. You who are truly the most curious out of all of us.”

      Aspen slowly lowered herself in the seat. She was intimately aware that only five feet now separated them from Maladias. Five feet from possible victory. Or death.

      “I’m glad you called this meeting,” Lucien said, his voice as light as ever. “I think we should get right to business: Please leave earth.”

      “No,” Maladias said.

      “Pretty please?”

      Maladias’ smile widened. “I’m afraid not. You see, Lucien, I didn’t come here to destroy earth, but to save it.”

      “Ah, here we go.” Lucien crossed his legs. “The justification for evil deeds. This ought to be good. Please, let’s hear it.”

      “You should know what I speak of, Lucien,” Maladias said. “For you were there the last time I attempted to come through.”

      Aspen saw a small vein twitch in Lucien’s neck.

      “Ah…I see you do. Yes, it was nearly ten years ago, or perhaps less. I find it difficult to accurately remember. Time has less meaning for those whom it does not affect. But yes, I attempted to come through but I was denied. Denied by you, Lucien…and by Xavier.”

      “But not really,” Aspen said. “He’s been working with you ever since.”

      Maladias’ gaze turned to her, and Aspen forced herself to not flinch. “Because he saw what needed to be done. I’m sure you’re more than aware of his supposed treachery. He is scorned by you for what he did, when, in fact, I see him as more responsible than anyone.”

      “Of course you would,” Aspen said. “He let you in.”

      Maladias’ eyes narrowed. His voice was a low whisper when he said, “Ah, I see it now. And I would have thought you, Aspen Rivest, out of everyone, would understand his reasoning the most. After all, you are a Null.”

      Aspen jerked as Maladias’ power surrounded her entire body, freezing her in place. She could feel his tendrils of dark magic curling from beneath her seat, sniffing like dogs across her body. Lucien had made a movement toward her, but froze halfway to standing, either by Maladias, or by the realization that if he tried anything he would doom them both.

      “You make me out to be such a villain,” Maladias said, “when this girl was literally created to do the same task on a smaller scale. Isn’t that right, magic-killer?” He waved his hand and the shadows sank back into the ground. Aspen found she could breathe, could move, once more. Lucien’s smile was gone. He was glaring at Maladias with cold, unmasked fury.

      “I have been to hundreds of worlds across hundreds of planes,” Maladias said, ignoring him. “I have seen and been the source of civilizations’ destruction. I have changed the destinies of millions. And yes, when necessary, I have ended life, as well. But all of this with a single purpose: power. Not to take it for my own, but to take it from others.

      “Earth is no different. The very reason you were created, Aspen, was to take away the magic of others, was it not? You were set apart to be the balance between those who were weak, and those who were strong. And why would that be? Why create a being who could steal what it means to be—what do you call them here? A Supe?”

      Aspen struggled to keep up with what he was saying, all while desperately wracking her brain for a way to get out of this alive.

      And yet…she couldn’t help recalling the notes she’d recovered from Xavier’s study; recalling what Xavier had told her in the cave: Her parents had created her in order to form a better society, a better world. One where there was no difference between Norms or Supes, one without magic.

      “You see it, don’t you?” Maladias said, his heavy gaze resting on her. “You understand. Magic—power—is the source of all strife. Not just in this world, but in every world. There are those who have too much of it, and those who have too little. Eventually, given enough time, all things with imbalanced power return to equilibrium, but they do so violently. That is what I try to prevent. I’m not a savior, but I will save you the suffering of tearing yourselves apart, slowly, like a pack of wolves turning on one another.”

      “That won’t happen,” Lucien finally said. “Our world is…working through our issues.”

      Maladias’ laugh boomed around the empty stadium. “Said so tactfully! ‘Working through issues’, as though what you were dealing with was a slight disagreement and not the root cause of all your problems. But here is what I know: For now, your petty squabbles may be contained to your own petty boroughs, but it will not always be the case, and you know this. If left unchecked, the conflict will rip you apart from the inside, and then it will spread. The fear will set in. Soon the Supes will trust the Norms even less than they do now. The Norms, now that they know about you, won’t be content with having you live amongst them like zoo animals out of their cages. Because you have power that they do not. They will seek that power for themselves, and if they cannot have it, they will not stop until no one does.”

      Maladias held his palms open to either side, as though he were a deity whose presence they’d been graced by. “And yet here I am. I will kill some, yes. But I will take your power and spare a few. Enough that this world will continue on. You call me the enemy of magic, but that’s only because you haven’t looked in a mirror and seen the true enemy in all this.”

      A heavy silence fell after he’d finished. Aspen jumped as Lucien began a long, slow clap.

      “Excellent. Excellent! I see you made a stop on Broadway before you came here. I’m partial to Wicked myself, but a good Hamlet is always a close second.”

      Maladias’ smile was back, twisting the corners of Xavier’s mouth.

      “I cannot even be mad, Lucien, that you would fail to see it my way. After all, I’m speaking to two of those most likely in this world to understand where I’m coming from, and yet the least likely to do anything to change it.”

      The tendrils of dark magic curled at his feet once more, and the sight forced Aspen from her reverie. She focused her magic inward, pressed it into a tight ball in the center of her chest, ready to explode outward the moment she needed it. Next, she worked to move her knife free of its sheath beneath her jacket.

      “It’s all crap, you know,” she said. The knife slowly inched its way down her jacket and into the sleeve of her right arm, heading toward her wrist. “Everything you’ve said.”

      “Is that so?” Maladias said. “From one world-ender to another, I’d love to hear your thoughts.”

      “There’s always power, and those who have too much of it. That’s literally how it is and always will be. You’ll destroy us, you’ll take away our magic, and then you’ll leave. But come back in five hundred years, a thousand, and it’ll be just the same. Maybe not with magic, but with something else. You won’t have changed anything, just screwed up a lot of lives and killed a lot of good people.”

      The knife had passed her elbow, the tip of the blade nicking the inside of her wrist. She wrapped her fingers around it. She tensed her body, slowed her breathing. One chance. That’s all she’d get. One last attempt, and if she failed…

      “And if that is the case,” Maladias said, “then I will always return to make it right.”

      And then he smiled. “I sure hope you think you’re fast enough.”

      Aspen lunged, aiming the knife straight toward Maladias’ throat. Her body jerked to a stop, the tip of the blade an inch from his skin. She tried to move, but Maladias’ magic kept her pinned in place, helpless to do anything.

      Lucien tried to summon a spell, but with a flick of his hand Maladias froze him in place, too. “And so you try as well, Lucien, no surprise there. I suppose you thought you’d found a way to unravel me in that petty spell you were muttering before. But please, give it a try.”

      With a gasp, Lucien could move his mouth again. “Vemi lue uthrap gila!” he cried.

      Maladias lurched. His body shivered as he clamped his eyes shut, one hand coming to his forehead. He groaned, and Aspen watched, wide-eyed, as he stumbled back.

      “No!” Maladias said. “No! That spell! That spell—”

      Then he looked up, all signs of pain vanishing. “Did absolutely nothing. But it was a fine attempt. And now it’s your turn, girl. You were created to destroy magic. To absorb and render it useless. To nullify it. Then show me.”

      Before Aspen could scream, Maladias raised his hand and hit her with a spell.

      The pain was more unbearable than before. Aspen collapsed, her mouth gasping in a silent scream. Magic bled behind her eyes. She could hear Lucien shouting, but his voice was lost among the torrent of magic as it bled through her veins, taking over every part of her.

      Absorb it! She commanded her body. I know you can. Absorb it!

      But she couldn’t. She had never faced power like this before. The only way she could possibly face it was to get rid of it…

      Feeling as though her body was being ripped in two, Aspen pushed herself to her knees. She wrestled the wayward magic within her and gave it a new purpose, directing it outward.

      Toward Maladias.

      The magic erupted from her hand, scoring a direct hit. The ensuing explosion blew her back. Smoke billowed, obscuring the air.

      Aspen, shaking, drew herself to her feet. Lucien was beside her, peering into the gloom. She couldn’t make out anything through the haze.

      “Did I—”

      “Pathetic.” The smoke vanished, revealing an unscathed Maladias. “And now you die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Flaw in the Plan

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Maladias swept his arm out and sent Lucien flying into the stands above the visitor’s dugout, cracking the concrete, causing chunks of plastic to rain onto the field.

      “Lucien!” Aspen cried.

      “Is probably dead,” Maladias said. “As you’re soon to be.”

      Aspen tried to run, but Maladias’ magic grabbed hold of her once again. Even with her body breaking it down as fast as it could, it began creeping its way up her body, squeezing the life out of her.

      Maladias reached forward, as though to gently caress her cheek.

      “I’m glad that, before you went, you got to understand that you were always going to lose to me. Good—”

      Aspen felt a scurry of claws and fur on her shoulder a second before Loki darted from beneath her hair and snapped off the tip of Maladias’ finger.

      Maladias cried out, and Aspen was suddenly falling back, the spell gripping her broken. She scrambled to her feet, hoping beyond hope that Loki had bought her just enough time to—

      “NO!” Maladias snarled.

      He snapped his other finger and Aspen was frozen mid-run.

      “Did you really think it would be that easy?” Maladias said.

      He snapped again. Aspen stared in horror as the scene around her dissolved, revealing that the empty stands were not empty at all: Hundreds of grims hovered, waiting, ready to strike. They’d been surrounded this entire time. They’d never stood a chance.

      Metal scraped behind her. Aspen managed to twist her head around as Maladias raised a gleaming black scythe overhead, the curved, vicious tip hovering just over her neck.

      He brought it down—

      A concussive boom rattled the stadium. Aspen stumbled backwards, the scythe’s blade passing mere inches from her skin. Maladias looked around in annoyance, and Aspen used the momentary distraction to scurry farther away, toward where Lucien had landed. Maladias had to be wrong. He couldn’t be dead. He just needed a second to recover and then he’d—

      Another boom picked her body off the ground and threw her back down. This time, Aspen stayed where she’d landed. Maladias magicked his scythe away. He pointed, and a number of the grims flapped over the nearest stadium walls.

      A large crack! came from the stands directly across from her. An entire section of the wall crumbled away until a sliver of the outside world shone through. Something shimmered out of the corner of Aspen’s eye. She turned, slowly.

      There. Another shimmer. The foul pole…was it…moving?

      As if in answer, the foul pole raised a massive, camouflaged hand and closed around a half dozen of the nearest grims. Their cries were suddenly cut off as it squeezed.

      “Giants!” Maladias snarled.

      A great, rumbling cry rose up from the stadium as more than a half dozen giants shimmered into focus. How they’d gotten in, Aspen couldn’t begin to guess, but for a moment she could only gape in wonder as they lumbered toward the nearest grims, swiping and spinning their arms, knocking down dozens as they did so. One charged Maladias, but he simply sent a spell flying straight into the giant’s face. Its steps faltered, then stopped, a second before it came crashing to the ground, dead. Maladias glared at her from over its body.

      “Is this it? Is this your supposed rescu—”

      The rest of his words were drowned out as an enormous sinkhole opened in the middle of center field. A cry of voices rose up as Supes began streaming out.

      The center of the stadium immediately turned into chaos. Maladias was lost in a cluster of grims as they swirled around him. Ghouls, djinn, shifters, and more came charging from the sinkhole, led by Isak. Spells flew every direction. The ground shook again as an entire side of the stadium came down. Aspen spotted Eve and her witches circling the right field wall, taking out some of the grims who’d lingered from the worst of the battle. Everywhere she looked grims and Supes had collided with a flurry of teeth, and claws, and magic.

      Aspen began running toward where Lucien had landed. Isak’s Farspeak came swirling into her ear. “You all right?”

      “Peachy, now that you guys crashed the party. I’m trying to make sure Lucien’s all right.”

      Aspen ducked beneath a grim’s outstretched claws and blasted a bolt of magic into its back. There was a disruption in the Farspeak connection, and she could imagine Isak doing the same. The sound of battle rose, magnified ten times in the stadium.

      “So…” Isak’s voice returned. “We found some friends.”

      “I see that. Where did they all come from?”

      “You know, it’s funny how when half your city gets destroyed and the thing that did it is coming for you next, suddenly it doesn’t matter who said what.”

      Aspen bit back a loud groan. Wasn’t that exactly what they’d been telling the other Supes the entire time?

      But despite her momentary elation, she couldn’t help feeling a growing dread as she slashed away another grim. Lucien still hadn’t gotten up from where he’d fallen. “I’m almost there. Do you think you and your suave charm can meet us at Gate 4? We might have another plan.”

      Another giant fell as it charged toward the swirling cluster of grims that held Maladias. Beyond it, Aspen saw Jing scurry up one of the stands with some demons and djinn in tow, preparing to attack from above.

      “I think I can do that,” Isak said. “Don’t die.”

      “Likewise.”

      Aspen leapt as she reached the visitor’s dugout, clambering up and over it without stopping for breath. The crater that Lucien had landed in was still hazy with dust. Aspen stopped at the lip, her heart lurching uncomfortably in her chest now that she was actually seeing the destruction up close. Lucien…he had to have been prepared. He had a plan. He always had a plan…

      “Lucien!”

      Nothing stirred from the bottom of the hole. Aspen started to slide down, but a gentle hand held her back.

      “Who’re you looking for? If it’s someone devilishly handsome then I might be able to help—”

      Aspen spun around and hugged him fiercely. “I thought you were…you know.”

      Lucien chuckled softly. “Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.”

      “You’re a bad influence on Isak.”

      Lucien grinned, showing straight, pearly white teeth. “Excellent.”

      He turned to survey the battle, which was quickly growing in intensity. More Supes than Aspen had thought—more Supes than she’d believed lived in New York, were still rising from the sinkhole. But for every one of them, it seemed three grims appeared to face them. Maladias’ shadowed form in the center of the stadium appeared to swell. Aspen could feel the crackle of dark magic from where she stood.

      Lucien’s lips shifted into a thin line. “Let’s slip out. I think it’s time we took a necessary risk.”

      “You mean the thing you’ve been hiding from me the last few days, but only now decided to share with me after we’ve cheated death at least a half dozen times?”

      “Nobody likes a smart-aleck. But yes.”

      Lucien jumped off the dugout and landed softly on the grass below, Aspen following as they took off at a sprint along the outer wall. With most of the stands destroyed or crumbling now, she knew it wouldn’t be too hard to pick their way through to the outside. Hopefully Isak wasn’t having too much trouble freeing himself from the fray. And hopefully those fighting Maladias would be all right while she and Lucien did…whatever it was they were doing.

      But then the swarm of grims surrounding Maladias broke apart for just the briefest moment. Aspen felt her muscles tighten as his glowing gaze landed on her. She could see his lips move, see a bright light as a spell hurtled right at her.

      The attack barely missed, exploding against the wall behind her. Chunks of concrete collided with her back, sending her sprawling. She heard Lucien cry out, but quickly lost him as she was thrown forward toward the center of the field. A high-pitched ringing bounced around in her ear. Her mouth was thick with copper.

      “Seems like you guys are losing pretty bad.”

      Aspen picked her head up. Bezel stood over her, his thick, gray arms crossed over his chest. His piggish, ogre face was scowling in disapproval.

      Aspen spat out a wad of blood. “We wouldn’t be losing if you’d help.”

      “That ain’t a proper way to ask for something. I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Behind him, Aspen could see Maladias stalking toward them. To her right, Jorgen and William had just emerged from the same hole Bezel had apparently come in through and joined him.

      “What are the chances of you actually winning?” Bezel said.

      “Low,” Aspen said. “But we just need a little time.”

      Maladias was almost on them, walking slowly like he knew their death was inevitable.

      “Time I can give,” Bezel said. “But I ain’t listening to no stinking shifters or Vamps or…” His eyes trailed up to the stands, where a few of the undead were leaking through the cracks in the stadium walls and launching themselves at the nearest grims. “Ghouls.”

      “Feeling’s mutual,” Jorgen said. “We’re fighting, but we ain’t taking any orders.”

      Bezel grinned. William helped Aspen to her feet and waved her off. “We’ll distract him. But this doesn’t change anything.”

      “Whatever you say,” Aspen said, taking off to where Lucien was waiting for her. She heard Maladias’ enraged yell, just as the sky above her crackled. A searing bolt of lightning came down, striking Maladias and blinding those nearby.

      “Better hurry it up, kid!” Aspen looked up to see Kaylee descending from the top of the stadium on wings made of magic. She hurled a ball of lightning at Maladias, who had brushed off her first attack as though it were nothing. “We’ll be able to keep him occupied for a bit.”

      With a roar, Maladias broke through the nearest line of Supes. He cast a spell across the field, where it collided with Taowu the Fiend, sending him toppling silently to the ground.

      “Go, Aspen!” Kaylee yelled, frantic now.

      Aspen and Lucien scrambled through the rubble as fast as they could. Aspen saw the light of the outside up ahead, but they hadn’t made it more than a few feet before the ground beneath her began to shift. Stones stuck to one another, until a half dozen rock giants had surrounded them, blocking their escape.

      Aspen cast a spell at the nearest giant, but it merely glanced off its tough shell. The giant grumbled and swiped down, its massive arm coming within inches of Aspen as she danced away.

      “How come his stone army actually does something?” Lucien yelled.

      He shoved Aspen to the left, around the nearest giant’s leg, where she was able to duck and scramble past. The ground rumbled as the giants turned to follow them. Spells from the nearby Supes hit them, but their beady eyes stayed focused on Aspen and Lucien.

      “Around the corner,” Lucien panted. “If we get far enough out of range for me to cast a—”

      For what felt like the fiftieth time that day, Aspen was tossed off the ground. Her body collided with Lucien’s and then they were both tumbling, just missing sharp rocks and exposed metal. The nearest rock giants approached, arms raised like hammers.

      Aspen held up her hand. “Defend—”

      A spell collided with the side of the giants, sending a few toppling. Those still standing turned to face their new attacker.

      Abram leapt, plunging another spell into the nearest giant’s chest, splitting it in half before it shattered, crumbling to the earth.

      Two more immediately rose in its place.

      Isak slid in beside Aspen. “Duck.”

      Abram deftly hurdled the sweeping arm of one of the giants, rolled beneath another, skidded across the concrete to join them just as Isak threw up an arm. The earth around them rose up and closed over their heads in a thick dome. A moment later, the boom of giants’ fists pounded overhead.

      “Lucien,” Isak grunted, his arms shaking with strain. “If you have a brilliant plan to get us out of here, now’s the time.”

      Lucien shifted to make as much space as he could and began chanting under his breath. Aspen placed her hands on each side of Isak’s face and gently let out as much magic as she could spare to help him. He gave her a pained grin. “Me and rock giants, am I right? Seems like they followed me all the way from Scotland.”

      The pounding grew louder. Aspen gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Lucien? Are we getting any closer?”

      “Believe it or not, egging me on doesn’t help,” Lucien murmured. A small mirror of light had appeared in front of him, growing brighter into a Farcast portal they could hopefully slip through.

      Abram stared up at the earthen ceiling, as though calculating the exact moment one of the rocky fists would break through and smash him into pieces.

      “Why’d you come back?” Aspen said.

      Abram pulled his eyes from the dome. He looked at her a long moment, as if he couldn’t decide if her question was serious or not. “You always have to have a solid, sure answer for everything, don’t you? To you the world is so clearly black and white. Are you sad I did?”

      Aspen gestured to their current predicament, as though that were a sufficient answer. “I guess we might not die as fast, thanks to you. But you left us when you had the chance to help earlier. You thought we were a lost cause, so I want to know why we’re suddenly not.”

      “I still think you are. Maladias has greater power than any of you can hope to match.”

      As if to prove his point, the dome cracked. Isak clenched his teeth harder. The golden light in front of Lucien was growing brighter every second, but if he didn’t hurry there wouldn’t be much of them left to send through.

      “I came back because I had something to prove,” Abram said, softly, so softly Aspen nearly missed it over the hammering. “But not to you—”

      He grunted as another blow pounded against Isak’s shield. Aspen pressed her hands against the stone and channeled some of her magic to bolster it, but still she felt it giving way. Abram did the same but the strain was clear on his face. “Xavier took me in, trained me, gave me hope that I’d have a purpose in life, and then cast me out when it didn’t measure up to whatever bar he’d set.”

      Another blow. Cracks spiderwebbed in the stone, crawling overhead.

      “He made me question everything I’d done up to that point in my life. He made me question…me.”

      Abram drew his hands back. They began to glow at the same time Lucien’s portal finished opening.

      “We need to go now,” Lucien panted. “It won’t hold for long.”

      “And even though he’s dead,” Abram went on. “Even though he’ll never see, I wanted to come back and show him that I am worth something. That I have a purpose in this world, no matter how small.”

      “Aspen, now!” Lucien had stepped through the portal and was reaching back toward her from the other side.

      “I’ll hold it up until you’re through,” Isak grunted.

      “Come with us,” Aspen said suddenly to Abram. “If you want to help, then we might need it.”

      The light in Abram’s hand flared brighter. He gave a nod to Isak. “I’ll buy you some time. I hope whatever plan you’ve got works.”

      In a single move, Isak shifted the earth beneath Aspen to pitch her through the portal into Lucien’s arms, while simultaneously opening the earthen wall in front of Abram. Abram slipped out and launched a spell at the nearest rock giant, and the last glimpse Aspen had was of him running from three of them, hurling spells backwards, before Isak leapt through the portal after them and Lucien snapped it shut.

      “Not that I’m complaining that you and Abram weren’t trying to kill each other, but perhaps we can leave heart to hearts until we’re not almost dying?” Isak said.

      “Will he be okay?” Aspen said.

      Isak caught his breath and pushed off his knees. “He’ll be fine. As for us…Lucien, care to fill us in on the specifics of this plan? I have some ideas, but nothing that’s giving me a warm, fuzzy feeling inside.”

      “I think we’re past fuzzy feelings,” Lucien said, looking around to make sure there were no immediate threats. They’d emerged in the back alley of a street Aspen recognized, somewhat near her home in Ember’s Landing. Right across from them was Central Park. And if Lucien had taken them here…

      “You can’t be serious,” Aspen said. “You actually want to try getting help from the Fae? Again?”

      Lucien gave her a look so serious that Aspen was temporarily taken aback. “If you’re going to be part of this plan, then that means you trust me enough to follow through with it. I’ve gone over all the options and we’ve got nothing left. Trust me, if there was something else I could do, I would.”

      And with that, he beckoned them to follow. Aspen could hear the far-distant sounds of battle, not just from the stadium, but elsewhere in the city. She hoped that some of it was Police Chief Clemens putting up a fight.

      She warily eyed the entrance to Central Park as they approached. Already, she could feel the thick buzz of magic emanating from the numerous charms the Fae had placed around it. She’d never liked the Fae, but after their last horrible visit with Segur, she thought Lucien was crazy for even wanting to try again.

      “Why them?” Aspen said. “How can they help when nobody else can?”

      “It wasn’t obvious to me, at first,” Lucien said. “I had my suspicions, but Tana confirmed it when she told you she’d seen Maladias flicker. It’s the same principle as before: as solid as Maladias appears on our plane, he’s still just a spirit inhabiting a physical body. I think he was trying to call our bluff in the stadium earlier. For all his power, I think he’s still trying to manifest a stronger presence here.”

      “But you don’t think he can,” Isak said.

      “I don’t. Maybe a large part of his spirit—possibly the most important part—still resides on a plane close to ours. And the Fae can help us with that.”

      “Because they can travel to alternate planes,” Aspen finished. She mulled this over for a moment. “So you think we can travel to where Maladias’ spirit is and destroy him from that side?”

      “I’m not sure if it will destroy him for good, but it will certainly take him away from our world. By coming over here, Maladias has overreached. He’s a king who’s left his castle unguarded while he’s gone off to war. We’re going to take advantage of that.”

      “You’re still assuming the Fae—Segur—will actually help us.”

      Lucien grimaced. “Well, yes. But there’s a catch in every plan.”

      Aspen thought it was a pretty freaking big catch.

      They stopped just outside one of Central Park’s western entrances. Through the trees and wide lanes, Aspen could see Bethesda Fountain, one of the entryways to the realm of the Fae. An uncomfortable shiver raced down her spine.

      “Can Maladias even do that?” Isak said. “Split his spirit like that? Is it possible?”

      Lucien suddenly lurched forward, falling to his knees. Aspen and Isak were beside him immediately, but almost just as fast Lucien was stumbling to his feet again, waving them off.

      “It’s okay,” he said. He winced, clutching at his stomach. “Guess a spell caught me back there during the fight. I’m fine, Aspen,” he added to her worried face.

      But Aspen knew he wasn’t fine. In fact, he was probably as far from fine as she’d ever seen him, yet she could think of no way to help.

      “And yes, it’s possible,” Lucien said, pulling away from her worried look. “Splitting a spirit, a soul, whatever you want to call it, and keeping it on another plane is a good way to ensure you can still inhabit a physical body should your first physical body die. You can send part of your spirit out, and if it perishes you still have the rest to fall back on. But if we destroy his spirit in this other plane, his anchoring spirit, that might be enough to destroy him entirely…”

      He suddenly turned to them both. Covered in grime, blood, and a thin sheet of sweat, he was far from the immaculately preened Lucien Aspen was used to, yet she had never taken him more seriously than she did now.

      “I’ll be honest: this may not work. Segur could refuse. We could fail to destroy Maladias’ spirit, or, if we do, a part of him could still remain here. But I’m willing to try if you are.”

      “Duh,” Aspen said.

      “Of course,” Isak said.

      A ghost of a smile flickered over Lucien’s face. “I was hoping you’d say that. Then I’ll ask one more thing of you, the most important thing: Promise me, whatever happens, you will trust me. Trust that I know what I’m doing and do what needs to be done to defeat Maladias.”

      “But—” Aspen started.

      “I will stun you and leave you here if you refuse. Promise me. Maladias must be destroyed, no matter what.”

      Aspen swallowed. Lucien’s firm gaze brokered no argument, and she knew there was no way he’d let her help if she said anything different than what he wanted to hear.

      “I promise,” Aspen forced out.

      Isak nodded.

      “Say it,” Lucien said.

      “I…promise,” Isak said.

      Lucien looked between each of them, then slowly nodded before turning back toward Central Park with a brush of his cloak. “Oh, and Segur can’t know how desperate we are. With her sister in the Day Court gone you can be sure that if she senses any weakness she’ll snuff us out the first chance she gets.”

      Aspen pulled her knife and tucked it beneath the sleeve of her jacket, as she’d done with Maladias. Isak gave her other hand a reassuring squeeze. Then they stepped through the entrance and into Central Park.

      There was no immediate change. Aspen had always been able to see the shimmer of Fae magic here, just as she could see magic anywhere, but she’d never been able to discern the individual charms the Fae used to keep them informed of any and all visitors who entered their borough.

      Together they strode confidently through the deserted park, past a large meadow, past a war memorial, then took a sharp right, to where Aspen could see the Bethesda Fountain rising in all its grandeur before a lake.

      “Remember,” Lucien whispered as they approached the front of the fountain. “No weakness. Let me do the ta—”

      Aspen spotted a flurry of movement on all sides before Lucien could finish talking. They froze while the small, cherub-like Fae peered through the bushes. There was a splash as something that had been watching them from the top of the water slipped back into the depths.

      Aspen suddenly became aware of a new presence, someone who’d managed to sneak up on them without being detected.

      “Well…Mage Lucien,” Segur purred, running a perfect, slender hand along his shoulder. “Or perhaps, from what I hear, it’s just Lucien now, isn’t it?”

      Her gaze narrowed on Aspen and Isak. “And his pets, of course. Welcome back. I believe I have something you need.”
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      Aspen’s grip on her knife was shaking with strain. The hall of the Night Court was the same since they’d been there last: the glittering crystals still twinkled maliciously overhead. Segur’s throne sat at the far end of the immense hall, only the guards that had flanked the balcony on either side were gone. If Aspen had to guess, it was probably because Segur didn’t see them as a threat anymore. She wasn’t sure who Lucien thought they were going to fool, but by the way Segur gleefully lowered herself into her throne, a knowing smile playing on her lips, she was already all too aware just how desperate they were.

      “So kind of you to see us. Again.” Lucien gave a small bow. Isak followed suit, and, reluctantly, Aspen bobbed her head. This only seemed to make Segur happier.

      “Oh, yes. Because I distinctly remember you coming in here less than a week ago. You had another friend with you then. Am I to believe she isn’t coming this time?”

      A muscle throbbed in Lucien’s jaw, but his smile never wavered. “She’s a little occupied at the moment. As I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “I have noticed. It’s all my Court can talk about.”

      Delighted snickering rose around them. The sound of scurrying feet carried from above. Aspen resisted pulling her eyes away from Segur. Right now, it’d be like turning her back on a lion. This wasn’t going to work. Couldn’t Lucien see that? Segur would just as rather kill them as help them.

      But then again, she thought, catching sight of Lucien’s face, maybe he did see that. And he was risking everything on it regardless.

      “I think you know why we’ve come here,” Lucien said. “I recall you, as one of the High Fae, have the ability to travel to other planes, much like our unwanted guest outside.”

      Segur leaned back in her throne. “I can. It’s quite easy for one as powerful as I am. But I’ll pose the same question I did before: why should I help you? You said that once Maladias arrived all the boroughs would be in danger. You said that even we Fae would succumb to his strength and might.”

      She flourished a hand toward the ceiling, where the crystals tinkled. “Yet here we are, safe and sound and completely hidden from his sight!”

      “For now,” Lucien said. “And while he still has most of the Supes of New York trying to kill him. But that won’t last forever.”

      There was a long silence. Segur’s predatory gaze never wavered, and Aspen found herself trembling. Not from fear, but anticipation. Something needed to happen. Either Segur refused, or she accepted. The longer they spent here letting her play god, the better chance Maladias was killing off everyone…

      “I will help,” Segur said.

      Lucien’s sigh of relief was nearly audible, even while Aspen’s heart clenched in fear.

      “How benevolent of you,” Isak muttered.

      “And what would you want in return?” Lucien said.

      Segur leaned forward. “My offer is this: I will help you. I will take you over to the plane where Maladias’ spirit resides—”

      “You know where that is?” Aspen blurted. The look Segur threw her had all the charm of a poisoned teddy bear.

      “I do, Null. It’s always in the interest of higher beings such as myself to keep tabs on those who might potentially be a threat to us. Though Maladias could not bring all of his spirit over to earth, he has anchored it in a nearby plane. One only a few over from ours. A relatively short journey that even mortals like yourself will survive.

      “I will take you to him. You will defeat him and rid his nuisance from the city. But when we return you will need a new government. The Council is gone, and a new one must rise in its place to maintain order. You will exert what little influence you have left into putting me at the head of this new government, along with other rulers I deem worthy. You will help me establish a new order to rule over the boroughs.”

      “You’ve got to be joking!” Isak said. “None of the other boroughs will—”

      “Enough,” Lucien said.

      Isak gaped at him. “No, not enough! Lucien, what she’s asking…”

      “Is not out of the question for what we’re getting in return.”

      Segur smiled. “I’m so glad you finally see sense, Lucien. If this goes well, I may even keep you as one of my advisors.”

      “A tempting offer, but I feel like my days in politics are numbered, regardless of whether we succeed or not. But why do I get the feeling you’ve been thinking about this for a while?”

      Segur gave a high, tinkling laugh. “That is how I play, Lucien: Opportunistically. I read the field, maneuver my pieces, and swoop in when there’s something I want that’s ripe for the taking. It is only right that the supernatural boroughs of New York be overseen by those who are truly the strongest, oldest, and wisest among us, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “What about your sister?” Aspen said.

      Segur’s smile faltered. “What about my sister?”

      “She’ll come back once winter’s over, won’t she? What do you think she’ll say to this?”

      “She won’t have a choice!”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” Lucien cut in before Aspen could shout something back. “I think the beings of the other boroughs might have something to say against it—”

      “If there are any left alive!” Segur said.

      “—but I, we, will accept your offer.”

      “Lucien!” Aspen grabbed his sleeve, pulling him around to face her. “Have you gone crazy? You can’t promise her all of New York!”

      “There won’t be a New York if I don’t.”

      “But…but…Isak, back me up…”

      But Isak was looking at Lucien with a mixture of reluctant agreement, tinged with defeat. “You told us to trust you. You wanted us to listen to you no matter what.”

      “That I did,” Lucien said. “And I still do.”

      Isak sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Don’t make us regret it.”

      “Is that an agreement, Lucien?” Segur called. “I think I see my willingness to help fluttering away…”

      “We agree,” Lucien said. “When we get back—when you bring us back after we defeat Maladias—then we will ensure you get the head seat of the new government.”

      “Excellent.” Segur stood in one graceful motion. “Then let’s not waste any time. The longer we stand here, the more of my new city is destroyed.”

      She took one long fingernail and drew a line down in the air. There was the sound of a zipper being undone. Aspen blinked. The air in front of Segur’s throne had parted to reveal another place entirely on the other side, a place she remembered seeing when Maladias had first spoken to her. The same feeling of otherworldness, almost of wrongness, leaked from it.

      “Go on.” Segur stepped aside. “Go through.”

      Aspen took a reluctant step forward. Despite her initial hesitation, despite every cell in her body telling her that there was something horribly, utterly wrong about doing this, the other side drew her all the same.

      “Will it…where is it?”

      Segur let out a huffy sigh. “It’s another place. Don’t ask me to give you a name because it has none. Only humans are selfish enough to give places they do not own names that aren’t theirs.”

      Isak bent to peer through. “Will it hurt us?”

      “It will kill you,” Segur said with a widening smile. “But not for a little while. Any mortal in another plane without strong enough magic will die eventually.”

      “But you’ll take us back before that happens,” Lucien confirmed.

      “Of course.”

      Lucien nodded, a small, unbelieving smile of his own on his face. “Of course. How silly of me to think otherwise.”

      Aspen took a deep breath. She gave Loki a reassuring pet, then shifted the magic inside her until a thin layer of it covered her skin. She wasn’t sure how much that would help, but it felt reassuring to have it all the same.

      “Let’s go,” Aspen said. “It’s time to end this.”

      Then in two broad strides she crossed to the portal, and stepped through to the other side.
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      Aspen wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Would the other side be like space, where she couldn’t breathe? Or perhaps a world just like theirs, except that every second stole her life away until she was nothing but a shriveled husk? Maybe Segur hadn’t taken them to the correct plane at all, but somewhere else entirely, somewhere that would kill them without a chance to fight back.

      Or maybe…

      Aspen’s feet sank into the soft dirt on the other side. She pulled her other leg through the portal and straightened up, partially in awe, partially waiting for something horrible to happen. She was almost surprised when nothing did.

      “Behind you,” Isak said. He gently moved her aside as he stepped through, followed by Lucien, and then Segur, who closed the portal behind them. But Aspen was only partially aware of them. She’d been unable to pull her eyes off the landscape, her mouth falling open in shock.

      This world—this realm—was flat and nearly featureless, covered in fine, copper-colored earth. There were no trees. There were no rocks, save for a single, spire-like mountain rising up less than a mile ahead of them. Aspen had to squint to try to see it properly. The light was dimmer here, the entire plane cast in a perpetual twilight from a half-sunken sun on the horizon at their back that sent their shadows stretching far ahead of them.

      For a minute, they could only silently look around. Aspen wasn’t sure, if they did speak, whether their words would be swallowed up by the echoing, nearly unbearable silence. Everything was haunting. Peaceful. Final. As though they were standing at the very edge of eternity.

      “Don’t tell me your minds have already broken,” Segur said. She spun in a half circle, causing the hem of her dress to swirl at her feet. “This plane is not even that far from yours. To think, what would happen were I to take you beyond even this, to realms outside of any human’s comprehension?”

      Isak knelt. He picked up some of the dirt and filtered it through his fingers. “This is…how is this possible? It feels like regular earth. Almost like somewhere that could exist in our world.”

      “You are seeing what your small minds are able to comprehend,” Segur said. “Maybe this world is even grander than it appears to you. Maybe it’s far less. But you’ll never know.”

      “I’m fine with that,” Lucien said. He faltered as he took a step forward, but he steadied himself before Segur could see. He flashed her a devilish smile. “We’re not here to sightsee, anyway.”

      Aspen pulled her eyes away from doing another sweep of the surrounding landscape. The single, spire-like mountain seemed to draw her gaze again.

      She closed her eyes, opening herself up to everything around her, magic or otherwise, letting a heightened sense of place take over. Slowly, a faint undercurrent beneath everything grew loud in her mind. She could feel the faint, slightly-quickened pace of Isak’s heartbeat, could almost see the red veins of magic coursing through him. Lucien’s own magic was shockingly dim. What was usually, she assumed, a power bright as a miniature sun was now a soft light. Aspen swallowed hard, forcing herself to push past that. He’d asked her to trust him. And she would, as long as she was able.

      Segur’s magic felt as sick as her smile, but there was another magic she felt, a darkness that pulsed through the air, ran in rivulets around them, curling and choking. A magic she’d felt before.

      “He’s here,” Aspen said, opening her eyes. Lucien nodded as though he’d already known.

      “One big guess as to where he might be,” Isak said wryly, nodding toward the mountain. He gave Aspen a mischievous look. “Race you?”

      “So eager to die, are you?” Segur said. “By all means, rush forth and meet your death.”

      Lucien frowned. “You’ll be helping us, of course.”

      Segur laughed. Her body began to fade away. “Oh, Lucien. I said I would take you. I never said I would fight. Good luck, mortals.”

      “Hey!”

      Segur’s body vanished completely just as Aspen lunged for her, her hands finding nothing but thin air. She whirled, waiting for her to appear somewhere else. “Where…Segur! Come back! You’re supposed to help us!”

      A faint laugh was all that answered.

      “I can’t pretend I didn’t see that coming,” Lucien said wearily.

      “She still has to take us back,” Isak said. “Right? She can’t just leave us here…”

      Lucien took off toward the mountain. “I’m confident things will work out. Let’s go, you two. If we can sense Maladias’ presence here you can be sure he’s sensed ours.”

      Aspen threw Isak a part worried, part horrified look. The portal was gone. Segur was gone. While a part of her—okay, a large part—had expected Segur to betray them in some way, the fact that she’d actually done it was still shocking.

      Aspen bit her lip hard enough to hurt, watching Lucien’s slowly retreating back. She heaved a sigh. “I trust him. I trust him. I trust him…” she repeated under her breath.

      Isak frowned at the twilight horizon, seeming to debate whether the beautiful view would be the last thing he saw. “That’s getting harder and harder to do.”

      Aspen couldn’t help but agree.
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        * * *

      

      Something was off about this place.

      Well, to be fair, Aspen had known something was off about this place the second she stepped into it. The fact that it wasn’t earth, for one. The fact that Segur had taken them here and then dumped them. The continuous twilight haze had her torn between staring at the horizon in awe, and a deep, foreboding sense of unease, as though she were watching the last days of her life go down with the sun.

      Lucien stumbled a little. Isak caught his arm.

      “Thanks,” Lucien said. “It’s just…does it seem stuffy to you?”

      Isak nodded. He sucked in a deep breath, his lungs wheezing as he did. Aspen did the same and nearly started hacking. The air seemed heavier here. None of them were doing too good. Isak and Lucien had bags under their eyes that Aspen swore hadn’t been there a half hour ago when they’d started. Their feet dragged against the ground as they reached the base of the mountain.

      “Where’s the—ah, that way.” Aspen found the start of a narrow trail and they began trudging up. At a distance, the mountain had appeared imposing, its sides steep and impossible to climb. But up close was a network of narrow paths that slipped and scurried through chutes and dives. They found tiny squeezes between boulders, and perilously slick clusters of stones that, when dislodged, skittered all the way down to the bottom, reminding them just how far they would fall if they slipped.

      Aspen took the lead as Lucien stopped to catch his breath. It was only another hundred yards to the plateau at the top. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that was where Maladias would be. And if he wasn’t…

      Aspen wouldn’t think about that.

      She wouldn’t even think about what they’d do if he was there. Or what would happen after. Since Segur’s departure, none of them had brought up how they were planning on getting out of here.

      Probably because none of them believed they were going to.

      The thought gave Aspen a sick feeling at the bottom of her gut, but she did what she’d been doing all along and shoved it far, far down. She couldn’t focus on how much she’d miss Brune, and Tana, and Nina, and everyone else. All she needed to focus on was getting to the top and getting rid of Maladias. What followed…

      Well, she probably wouldn’t need to worry about that.

      “There’s a handhol—watch it!”

      The rock beneath Isak’s hand crumbled. Lucien spun, catching Isak’s arm as he slid back. The pair of them skidded toward the edge of the cliff. Without thinking, Aspen drew her knife and plunged it into the nearby rock, at the same time lunging forward and grabbing hold of Lucien’s outstretched hand. The entire chain jerked to a stop.

      “Good—pant—catch,” Lucien wheezed. He grimaced as she started pulling them all back onto the path. “You’re so heavy, Isak. Did you eat bricks for breakfast?”

      Isak stumbled back onto firm footing and put his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. Aspen felt as though her legs were going to give out beneath her. “You two all right?”

      “Right as rain,” Lucien said. He peered up at the cloudless sky. “Which I wouldn’t mind right about now, actually.”

      “Lucien.” Isak finished catching his breath. “Enough secrets. What’s the plan? What are we doing when we get up there?”

      “We beat Maladias, of course. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

      Isak gestured to Aspen, who was still trying to force air in her lungs. It was like breathing through a straw. “We’ll be exhausted by the time we reach the top. There’s no way we can fight him in this state.”

      Lucien gave Aspen a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he passed and, as though he’d gained a second wind, started taking long strides up the narrow trail again. “Hopefully we won’t have to. I have a spell that might do the trick.”

      Aspen’s heart sank. “Another spell? You mean the same spell you used on him before? That one didn’t work, Lucien!”

      “It didn’t work there. But that was when Maladias was protected by other charms and his physical body. Here it’s just his spirit, so he shouldn’t be able to do anything. Here the spell should dissolve what part of his spirit remains here completely. It’ll work, I promise!”

      Aspen bit her tongue as Lucien strode away.

      “Trust him, trust him…” Isak muttered as he passed her.

      They reached the edge of the plateau ten minutes later. Lucien crouched just beneath it and pointed, and Aspen peered over the edge.

      In the center was Maladias, still in Xavier’s body. He sat as he had in Yankee Stadium: legs crossed, eyes closed, almost as though peacefully meditating.

      Lucien nodded once to them, not bothering to tell Aspen to stay back this time. As one, they began slowly sneaking toward him. Beads of cold sweat ran down Aspen’s back the closer they drew. Though here Maladias’ body appeared oddly corporeal, it didn’t make her feel any better. If anything, it seemed too easy.

      When they had almost reached him, Lucien held up his hand. Then he began creeping closer by himself. Aspen felt Isak’s hand close around hers. She clenched it tight.

      Lucien knelt behind Maladias, almost close enough to touch. He lifted a hand and began silently mouthing the words to the spell. After a moment, bits of light began to drift off Maladias’ form, looking like overly bright fireflies against the backdrop of the dim sky. Aspen waited for Malaidas to react, but he remained as still as ever. She clenched Isak’s hand tighter. This might work. This might actually—

      Piercing pain raced across her forehead at the same time Isak cried out, his voice shattering the silence. Aspen lurched back as the pain hit her again. From the corner of her eye, she could see the space above Maladias’ form split open, like Segur’s portal, the sky unzipping and a fully visible Maladias slipping through it.

      A very angry Maladias.

      “You little worm!” Maladias roared.

      Lucien barely leapt aside as Maladias unleashed a bolt of magic. The concussive blast threw Aspen sideways. She rolled and tried to scramble up immediately, her limbs shaking from the effort.

      The air around the real Maladias crackled and spit. He descended upon them like an avenging angel, eyes aglow with hatred. When he’d nearly touched the ground, his spirit form rose up, and he began to merge with it until they were one. The arm that Lucien had started to dissolve began to reform, until he looked as whole as ever.

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice?” Maladias hissed. “Did you believe that just because my entire being could not come to your plane that I could not bring my physical form back to this one?”

      Aspen had already started running a moment before Maladias hurled another spell. Part of it glanced off her skin and was almost immediately absorbed, giving her an extra boost. But already he was lining up for another assault. Whatever small part of him might have wanted to spare them at one point was clearly gone now.

      Isak skidded to a stop and conjured a shield of rocks, hurriedly gesturing for Aspen to retreat back down the mountain.

      “I’ll hold him off! Find a place to hide! We’ll figure out another—”

      The rest of his words were cut off as the rock barrier was blasted apart. Maladias swept his arm aside and whatever was left of their cover was brushed aside as though he were clearing a table. Isak cried out. Aspen felt her legs give as the very sky seemed to fall on her head, crushing her, slamming her to her knees.

      “A weak attempt, but enough of these games,” Maladias said. “You might have made it to this realm, but you still have no way to defeat me. Nothing you could use to—”

      “I might have something.”

      While Maladias was distracted with them, Lucien had darted close and now pressed a hand against Maladias’ forehead, his other hand wrapping around his neck and holding him tight.

      The entire world seemed to stop. Aspen helped Isak stand, but neither of them dared to move as Lucien and Maladias glared at one another, in a deadlock. Maladias’ cruel face twisted into a sneer.

      “Is that dissolution magic?” he said softly.

      “Of course,” Lucien answered. “Only the best for you.”

      “I see. It seems you’ve briefly made me immobile, well done,” Maladias said, and Aspen swore she heard a note of grudging respect in his voice. “But if you think that will stop me from destroying you this clo—”

      There was a starburst of light. Aspen was forced to cover her face as she was blown back, her feet skidding in the dirt. When the dust cleared, neither Lucien nor Maladias had moved from their spots. Maladias’ sneer had turned to a snarl.

      “Reflective barrier,” Lucien said. “Normally ineffective, but this close I think almost any spell would work, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Maladias smiled. Then he chuckled. Then he roared with laughter.

      “You humans have gall, I’ll give you that! I heard whispers of your name before, Lucien Dunadine. My Kings informed me that this Null girl and you were my greatest threats, but I’ll admit I didn’t believe them until this very moment.”

      “If you want an autograph you’ll have to get in line like everyone else,” Lucien said. He was still smiling, but Aspen could see his arm was starting to shake. The strain of keeping his magic strong enough to deflect Maladias must have been immense.

      Maladias saw it too. He slowly relaxed. “I respect power, Lucien. You, and this man whose body I inhabit, know this better than almost anyone on Earth. I can offer you more power than you can imagine. I can offer you what I would have offered Xavier had he succeeded in his task: a kingdom from the ashes for you to rule over. A small slice of the world that you’d be able to craft into whatever shining visage you desire. Think of it…isn’t that what all humans want? To play God?”

      “Hurry up, Lucien!” Aspen yelled.

      “Maybe some want that,” Lucien said through gritted teeth. His grip tightened so hard that Maladias actually grimaced. “I’d settle with not having ugly ancient entities party-crashing on my world.”

      Maladias smirked. “And what do you plan to do now? You have us trapped here, but I can see you weakening. I have time, Lucien, more than you and those two other mortals do. Do you plan on trying another worthless spell?”

      “I was thinking of using one slightly less worthless. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” Lucien leaned down, whispering something in Maladias’ ear so softly that Aspen missed it.

      But Maladias didn’t. His eyes went wide. He tried to step back but Lucien’s grip had hardened even more.

      “You’re bluffing. How could you know that?”

      “It’s called books,” Lucien said. “Maybe stop by a library before trying to take over a world.”

      He began chanting a low, soft language, one unlike any Aspen had ever heard. His words weren’t words at all, they didn’t have syllables or pronunciations, but seemed to flow out of his mouth like a single, continuous song. Pressure built in her ears. The magic pulsing through the ground was sucked toward Lucien, building brighter and brighter within him. Aspen took a step back, tugging on Isak’s sleeve.

      “I…think we should move away.”

      Maladias was thrashing furiously in Lucien’s grasp, but whatever spell Lucien was doing seemed to have prevented him from breaking free. “You fool! You’ll kill both of us! You can’t—”

      A white light erupted from beneath Lucien’s palms, growing brighter every second. Aspen continued backing up, fighting every urge she had to go rushing in to help. Maladias said it would kill them both, and with how desperate they’d become, she wouldn’t doubt that Lucien might try something that could hurt himself, or her, as well…

      Trust me. Lucien’s voice remained clear in her head. Trust me.

      The light became so bright it was almost unbearable.

      “Behind me!” Isak yelled. He conjured a rock wall, and Aspen slipped around it. She caught one last glimpse of Lucien, eyes closed, head down, light shining so brilliantly it was almost like staring at the surface of the sun. Maladias let out a wordless cry of rage as the spell built to its crescendo, and then exploded outward.

      Aspen ducked. Isak’s arms wrapped around her as the pair crouched behind the rock wall, but even still she felt the air being punched out of her lungs as the spell enveloped them.

      And then…

      She couldn’t hear anything. She couldn’t see anything. The world had become a void.

      And then…

      Sound began to trickle in again. Shapes. Smells. Even when Aspen opened her eyes the world was too bright, too big, too much. Everything was dizzying and clear and muddled and…

      Aspen stumbled out of Isak’s grasp as he reached up to wipe his eyes.

      “You okay?” he murmured.

      Was she? Her vision was coming back. She felt the faint kiss of something warm and small as it landed on her skin. She looked up to see pinpricks of light, almost like fairy dust, drifting in the air. She couldn’t hear Lucien’s chanting anymore. In its place was a terrible, awful silence.

      Aspen rushed around to look.

      Maladias was staggering from where Lucien had held him. His entire body was now see-through. The same threads of light Aspen had seen before were unraveling from the surface of his skin and drifting off into nothingness.

      “What have you done…” he groaned. “What have you…”

      He slumped to the ground, apparently too weak to stay standing. The light continued unwinding off him.

      And Lucien…

      “That should do it. Worked out better than I’d hoped,” Lucien rasped. He stumbled toward her, his face euphoric as though he couldn’t believe his spell had been successful, before collapsing to his knees. He peered down at his arms. His hands were already gone, dissolving like Maladias’ to join the bits of light floating in the sky. “Not my best look, but I guess I’ll make do with what I’ve got.”

      “Lucien!” Aspen managed to catch him as he slumped back. His eyes remained fixed on the sky. “Lucien? I don’t know what you did, but you have to give me the counterspell. You have to give it to me right now.”

      “There is no counterspell,” Lucien murmured. He continued staring up. Aspen had seen that look before, back when she’d talked with Xavier’s spirit: as though he were gazing at something beyond, something much, much farther than anything Aspen could ever hope to see while she was alive. “I’ve given you a chance, Aspen, just one shot. My spell took down his defenses, it’s left him vulnerable. You have to end him before he regains his power.”

      “Lucien, please! I need the counterspell! I need…I need…”

      “Don’t worry about me, Aspen!” His eyes refocused on her. “Stop him!”

      “Lucien…”

      His body was growing faded, as though all the color was leaking out. A dark fear gripped Aspen’s heart and squeezed unmercifully as she watched his legs start to dissolve too. Tears ran freely down her face and dripped straight through his body, watering the dry ground beneath. “Why did you…you could have told us! We could have helped you!”

      “And have your stubbornness get in the way? No thanks,” Lucien said softly. He closed his eyes. “Because you are stubborn, you know. Just like me. Guess that’s why we got along so well. For the most part.”

      “Stop. Stop talking…We’ll fix this. There’s got to be…something…” But she knew, even before Lucien began shaking his head. She knew that there was nothing. He had never intended to come back from this. And for that reason, she supposed, she was grateful he hadn’t told her before.

      “Remember what I said…” His chest was nearly gone now. Aspen wasn’t sure how he could even speak anymore. What little weight of his body she could feel against her hands was quickly vanishing. “Remember to trust me.”

      Aspen shook her head fiercely. Screw not having a counterspell. Screw Lucien sacrificing himself without telling her. She wasn’t just going to sit here and watch him disappear.

      She rested her hand on top of Lucien’s near-vanished chest and tried channeling what little healing magic she knew into him. “Isak! I need your help! I need a—”

      An impossibly strong arm wrapped around her throat, dragging her away from Lucien.

      “You will watch him die,” Segur hissed in her ear. She twisted Aspen toward Isak, who froze as Segur placed a sharpened nail against Aspen’s throat. “Watch your great protector’s last moments, and then I will finish with you.”

      Aspen tried to struggle, but Segur’s grip tightened further until Aspen was seeing stars. Lucien shut his eyes.

      “See you later, kid.”

      The last thing that remained was his big, megawatt smile, before that, too, vanished into thin air.
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      Aspen stared at the spot Lucien had lain, her mind trying to catch up with what had happened. It wasn’t possible. She was sure, any second, he would appear again, acting as though nothing at all was the matter. Any moment…any moment…

      Instead, Maladias surged to his feet once more. His body was still dissolving, but the light leeching off him was already slowing. They didn’t have much time left.

      “She’s mine!” he roared.

      He raised a shaking finger toward them as Segur twisted Aspen to face him. “She’s mine, you treacherous Fae. Her and her kind have caused me far too much trouble to not deal with them personally. And once I finish with her, I’ll decide whether or not to let you live…”

      Segur laughed. “You might have been powerful once, but I don’t fear you anymore. You’re nothing but spirit and shadow.”

      Maladias roared, and the entire ground shook. The lights falling from the sky became flakes of embers. Aspen gasped in pain as one landed on her skin.

      “You would dare question my power? You would dare bring them here and let them try to destroy me?”

      “Why should I get my hands dirty when these sniveling humans could do it for me?” Segur said. “Turns out they couldn’t even do that right. I was going to kill you anyway, once you had finished off those other pathetic races and let your guard down. Why wait? This opportunity is too good to pass up!”

      But despite her bravado, Segur flinched as Maladias lifted his hand. The tip of his finger glowed with magic. “When I have finished off the humans, I will deal with you. You have overestimated your power, Segur—”

      Aspen was thrown sideways as Isak’s spell caught Segur in the side. The arm around her neck vanished and she gulped in great, heaving swallows of air, the spots at the corner of her vision receding. She tried to stagger away but Maladias’ spell slammed into the ground in front of her, tossing her aside again. There was ringing in her ears. Her world was tilted sideways and, with great effort, she managed to right it again and stand.

      “Take him down, Aspen!” Isak cried. He ducked as Segur nearly took his head off with her sharpened nails. “End him before he’s too strong!”

      “End me?” Maladias chuckled as he stalked toward her. “Even that foolish queen, one of the most powerful of the Fae, will not be able to stop me once I turn my power on her. She thinks she can disappear into another realm, but I will track her like a hound to a scent. I will find her and make her beg for mercy before I end her life. But first, I will do that with you…”

      Aspen rolled as Maladias crushed the earth where she’d lain. She stood, knife clutched in her trembling hand. She had minutes, maybe, until Isak couldn’t evade Segur anymore. Minutes, or less, until whatever Lucien had done to Maladias wore off and he was back to his old strength once again. Already his form was more solid. The light drifting off him had stopped.

      “Lucien was creative, I’ll give him that,” Maladias said. “He is the only one by far who has gotten this close to undoing me.”

      Aspen lunged, her knife cleaving toward his throat, but Maladias easily sidestepped. With one flick he sent her skidding back, her chest throbbing from where his magic had sliced her.

      “Pathetic. Just like the great Lucien’s attempts.”

      “Don’t you—don’t you dare say his name!” Aspen snarled. “Don’t you dare—”

      Maladias’ spell hit her dead on. The magic ripped through her, almost too much to bear. She saw a white light, heard nothing but ceaseless noise, felt it as it charged through her muscles like a team of wild horses.

      Aspen forced her eyes open. She lay on the ground, shaking, her entire body wracking with pain as it filtered out what remained of the attack. Magic-killer. That’s what she was. She’d continue believing it. She could end this.

      “You…can’t kill…me…” she grunted as she pushed herself up. “I can take the hit. I can still destroy you.”

      She steadied herself and began circling him, knife at the ready. She needed an opening. Some small space where she could get one clean hit in.

      “You are robust, I will admit,” Maladias said. “But you’ve already lost. You can’t land a hit on me, and even if you could, you wouldn’t want to.”

      “You’re wrong. There’s nothing I want more.”

      “You have no idea the limits of my power. I consume. I grow stronger. I grow wiser. With each world I overtake I possess new knowledge, and with that knowledge I can do wondrous things, things no one has come close to performing with magic. Some might call them…miracles.”

      He swirled his hand. Almost instantly, thick thunderclouds formed overhead. Another flick and lightning crashed down, striking the top of the nearest spire and blasting it into pieces.

      “I can create new worlds!” Maladias said. “I can even…” —his eyes met hers— “create life. Sustain it. Revive it.”

      Aspen hesitated for just the briefest moment, but Maladias didn’t miss it.

      “That’s right, girl. Life and death are within my grasp. Lucien need not have died in vain. In fact, he need not have died at all. I could bring him back to you. I could…bring them all back to you…”

      Ghostly specters began rising out of the ground. Aspen gasped as they began to take on solid shapes, and with a sudden, horrible realization she recognized the faces of her parents.

      “Hello, darling,” her mother said. Her pale skin warmed until she looked almost as she had the last time Aspen had seen her alive. “My brave, brave daughter. You’ve made it this far. You’ve done so, so well…”

      “Better than we could have ever hoped,” her father said, joining her. He wrapped a solid-looking arm around her mother, his smile broad and bright. “We’re so proud of you, aren’t we, dear?”

      Aspen’s mind had frozen somewhere between joy and disbelief. She took an involuntary step forward, reached out, but when she tried touching them her fingers went right through. “You both are…you’re…”

      “Dead, yes,” her mother said sadly.

      Aspen looked down at her fingers, tingling as though trying to recreate the sensation of being able to touch them, to hug them, once more like she used to. Seeing them here, being this close to them and yet not being able to touch them, knowing that they were not fully there, was almost worse than never seeing them again at all.

      “We are dead…But we don’t have to be that way,” her father said. “You’ve done enough, love. You’ve done more than anyone ever thought you could. What do you owe the boroughs?”

      Aspen slowly looked up into their eyes. “The boroughs?”

      “They’ve never accepted who you were,” her mother said. “Yet you fought for them. You gave up so much for them. Now it’s time to just…let…go…”

      Aspen’s head was spinning. A faint memory drifted up in the back of her mind: that even though her parents were here, now, that she had tried to get in touch with them before, back in the cave in Scotland. They hadn’t answered her there because…why not?

      Because they’d moved on.

      But here they were. Right here!

      “I can bring them back.” Maladias’ honey-sweet voice drifted into her thoughts. “I can bring them all back.”

      More spirits were rising around her now. Aspen spun. A sob wrenched itself from her throat as Brune’s giant, ghostly visage appeared to her right. “Aspen? Where are you?”

      “Brune? No, that can’t be right…that can’t be.” Tears were falling thick down her cheeks. “Brune, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry I—”

      “It’s cold here.” Brune wrapped his thick arms around himself. His beard was trembling. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit.”

      “We couldn’t hold him off,” Nina said on her other side. “He was too strong. Lucien should have stayed behind to help us. All of you should have. Maybe then we would have had a chance…”

      Aspen could only wordlessly turn past each of them—her parents, Brune, Nina, Tana, Eve—each spirit more horrifying than the last, each one another knife to her heart.

      Aspen let out a cry and fell to her knees, letting her knife slip from her hand. She’d failed. There was no point in fighting Maladias because there was nothing worth fighting for. Even if she and Isak were to survive this they wouldn’t be able to get back home. And even if they did nobody she loved would be there. It wasn’t a home to her any longer.

      “Kill me, and you kill any chance you have of bringing them back.” Maladias’ breath brushed across her cheek as he leaned over her, but Aspen couldn’t bring herself to look up at him. “I can be merciful. You think I’m a monster, but I understand what it’s like to lose those you love. I have absorbed so many memories of loss, after all…”

      His cloak whispered as he circled around her. Aspen felt his cold fingers reaching beneath her chin and tilting it up until she was peering up into his cruel, glowing eyes.

      “You have lost, Aspen,” Maladias said. “And I have changed my mind. Kill the Fae for me. Kill her, and I will spare your lover and we will return to earth. For your valiant effort I will give you a small place to call your own, with all your friends and family returned to life once more. Yes, even Lucien. You can be happy again. You can be whole. All I ask is that you obey me completely. That you see my command as final.”

      He smiled. “It is a small price to pay for paradise.”

      His eyes were glowing brighter, washing out the spirits. Aspen could feel herself falling into them. Her lips began to form the words he wanted to hear.

      “I will—”

      Trust me.

      Aspen blinked. She hadn’t pulled her eyes away, but her mind had, for a brief moment, dislodged itself from Maladias’ grasp. She’d heard it just then: Lucien’s voice, as soft as a brush of wind against her ear.

      Trust me.

      How could she do that? How could she? He was gone. He’d forced her to promise, and all he’d done was gotten himself killed. All his sacrifice, all his planning, all his secrets, just to give them this one chance she couldn’t follow through on.

      A sudden explosion pushed her onto her hands. Through her blurred tears she saw Isak and Segur. Isak…who even while she sat here, was still fighting, his face determined and proud, streaked with dirt and blood. Seeing him changed something within Aspen. He was counting on her. He trusted her to follow through. All those who remained needed her to follow through.

      And so, while she still had breath in her lungs, she would fight. Even if it killed her.

      “I trust you,” she whispered to the ground.

      “Enough,” Maladias said, a hard edge creeping back into his voice. “Say it. Say it, or…” Aspen’s skin grew warm as Maladias hovered a spell above her. “Say it. Now.”

      “I…”

      Aspen looked up at him, past his glowing hand, right into those cruel eyes.

      “I hope you’re ready to die.”

      She scooped up her knife and leapt back, just as Maladias let his spell fly.

      Aspen didn’t try to dodge. She didn’t try to run. She merely crouched, tensed her body, and let it hit her straight on.

      Every one of her cells was on fire. Every fiber of her being was nothing but pure agony. She could feel the magic scraping through her veins like nails on an open wound.

      It’s just pain, a small part of her mind said. You’ve had worse than this. You’ve survived worse than this. Now take it and deal it back to him tenfold.

      Through the agony, Aspen dug her feet into the dirt, dropping one knee to the ground. She focused all her might inward and grabbed the tail end of the spell as it soaked into her core, rerouting it back through her, channeling it until she’d compressed it into a small ball of power that she forced toward her knife.

      “You’ve given it all up, you little fool,” Maladias said. “Now die, and cease annoying me—”

      Aspen pushed herself back up to standing. With shaking arms, she leveled her knife at Maladias’ heart and, with a final burst of energy, attacked.

      She saw Maladias’ eyes go wide a second before she sliced his arm. Then his chest. His leg. She was nothing more than a blur, the magic of his spell turning her into nothing but unbridled energy and rage.

      Maladias brought up a hand to attempt to deflect her, but Aspen’s newfound strength battered it down, breaking his defenses with a snapping of bone. Ribbons of magic were breaking off from him again but Aspen didn’t let up the assault. She wouldn’t let him hurt her anymore. She wouldn’t let him destroy anything else she loved.

      With a final cry, Aspen drove the knife down into him. She felt the blade pierce through skin and she pushed with every ounce of strength she had left, driving her entire body forward.

      Maladias slid back a foot before managing to stop himself. His hands gripped hers, and he squeezed until her bones cracked. Aspen felt the pain, but faintly, masked by her fury.

      She pushed forward again, digging deep until she had nothing left. The knife sank deeper into Maladias’ flesh and he let out a howl.

      “I…will not…be killed by the likes of you!”

      His hands moved to the blade still sticking from his chest and began to pull. Heat radiated off his body, searing into Aspen’s skin. Being this close to him for much longer would kill her if nothing else did.

      “I…cannot…die!”

      He began to wrench the knife out. Aspen leaned as hard in as she could, but she had nothing left. She had played her last card, gone as far as she could go.

      Need a little help?

      She felt a strong sensation from outside her body—as though two hands had reached around, grabbed hers, and helped shove the knife back into Maladias. He was screaming now. A blinding light was building behind Aspen’s eyes, and with a final cry she slammed the knife forward and felt the give as it passed through muscle and bone and sinew and tore out through his back.

      Everything went impossibly still.

      Aspen stumbled back, drawing the knife out with her. Maladias teetered where he stood for the briefest of moments, before hitting the ground with an unceremonious thump, the light of his eyes going out. Aspen sank to the ground. She was too weak to move, too weak almost to think. Her vision shook, making it difficult to focus on anything.

      But she could focus enough to see that Maladias was still moving.

      It was impossible. She’d pierced his body and spirit. Even now, what remained of his magic was unwinding off his body and drifting into the sky.

      But still he moved.

      Aspen tried forcing herself to her feet, but her body refused. She tried again. She needed to finish him off. Needed to—

      She saw the movement too late. Segur crashed into her, nails as sharp as knives pressing against Aspen’s chest so hard that blood immediately soaked through her shirt.

      The Queen of the Unseelie Fae was panting. Deep, bloody cuts marred her once flawless features. She grinned maniacally as she pulled Aspen around to face Isak, who froze.

      “Move any closer and she dies!” Segur spat.

      Isak took a single, faltering step. Aspen gasped as Segur’s fingernails dug deeper into her skin. Maladias was moving once more, his hands scrabbling to find purchase and pull himself up, even as the rest of his body began to fade.

      “Isak,” Aspen managed. “Behind you. Forget about me. You have to kill him!”

      Isak glanced at Maladias. Then back to her. His eyes narrowed. “I’m warning you, Segur, let her go.”

      “Forget about me and kill Maladias!” Aspen said. “Do it now, before he gets any stronger!”

      “Let her—”

      Aspen pushed herself forward, sinking Segur’s nails deeper into her chest. She passed out for a brief second, and when she came to Isak was looking at her, horrified, one arm outstretched toward her.

      “Aspen!”

      “Kill Maladias,” Aspen whispered. “Please.”

      “Do it,” Segur hissed. “Be a good little boy and kill that thing.”

      Isak didn’t move, and for a moment Aspen was terrified that, despite everything, he would still try to save her.

      Then he turned and approached Maladias who had nearly managed to sit up. Isak stared down at him, former apprentice and former master locking eyes for one final time.

      “Do it, boy, or she dies!” Segur yelled.

      Isak raised a shaking hand. Tears streamed down his face as Maladias tilted his chin higher. His eyes had lost their golden glow, somehow returning once more to those of Xavier’s. Normal, human, frightened, as though he’d just been pulled back to himself after being trapped somewhere dark and isolated.

      “Isak?”

      “I want…” Isak sobbed. The tears were streaming freely now. “I want you to leave me alone. For good.”

      “Isak…” Xavier whispered, his voice a plea. “Do it. Now. Please.”

      Isak gritted his teeth. “I’m sorry.”

      He brought his hand down. Xavier’s body ignited in a flaming inferno. The ensuing explosion blew Aspen and Segur back, the Queen’s nails raggedly tearing Aspen’s flesh as they withdrew from her body. Aspen hit the ground, her eyes open just enough to see the last bit of Xavier’s body consumed by fire, leaving nothing but ash that drifted away.

      “Clever,” Segur murmured. She’d been cast across from Aspen and was now clawing her way toward her. “Very, very clever. Should have seen that coming. Two attacks in one, yes, yes…Humans have long perfected the art of deception.”

      Stray strands of her honey blond hair drifted into her face but she spit them out, causing flecks of drool to dribble from the corner of her mouth. She reached out a hand, the tips of her fingers aglow with magic. “Time to die, Null. No master or boyfriend here to save you now…”

      Aspen took one last look at where Isak lay unmoving nearby. She felt Segur’s spell growing in power, feel the heat of it bearing down on her, and in it she felt only peace….

      She closed her eyes.

      Bone cracked. Segur let out a strangled cry. Aspen wrenched her eyes open again as a shadow fell over her. With great effort, she managed to look up.

      An angel. She must have been looking at an angel.

      The woman above her was as flawless as Segur. Young, fair, her black hair straight and sheeny and flowing to her slender waist. An ethereal glow surrounded her body, and when she smiled, Aspen felt her entire insides light up, like she was seeing the first bright day of spring after a long, cold winter.

      “You’ve had quite the fight, haven’t you?” The woman’s voice was like honey on Aspen’s tongue. It was like the most perfect musical harmony imaginable. Aspen looked down to where the woman’s foot had crushed Segur’s wrist. “And I see my sister, once more, has been at the core of it.”

      She pressed down harder on Segur’s wrist, until Aspen could hear the broken bones grinding together. Segur let out a painful gasp, but whatever fight she might have had left was gone. The other Fae pulled her foot off. She knelt beside Aspen and ran a hand briefly over the top of her. Almost at once, Aspen felt new strength flooding into her. She could still feel her cuts bleeding, her head throbbing, but she could move again.

      She slowly stood and stumbled over to Isak to help him stand. He leaned heavily on her, before pulling her into a tight hug.

      “So glad…you’re…alive,” he mumbled into her hair.

      Aspen smiled into his shoulder. “So am I.”

      Isak looked at Segur, then to the new visitor. “Who are you?”

      “You haven’t guessed it yet?” the Fae said, smiling.

      “The Queen of the Day Court,” Aspen said.

      The woman gave an elegant bow. “Selena, Queen of the Seelie Fae.”

      Segur let out a pained groan and they all looked down at her.

      “Poor, poor Segur,” Selena cooed. “Your ambition was too much this time, wasn’t it? And aligning yourself with Maladias…? For shame, sister, for shame.”

      Aspen could have imagined it, but for a moment it seemed Selena’s kindly features furrowed into intense hatred, her eyebrows narrowing, lips turning red as blood. Then it was gone. “I can only imagine the sort of pain you’ve put those in our home through. I should end you right now, end the evil that has permeated your Court for so long. Then maybe we can finally have some peace.”

      Selena’s eyes drifted down to the knife clutched in Aspen’s hand. “Or perhaps…you could put that to good use.” She turned away. “I won’t watch.”

      Aspen glanced at the knife, then at Segur, then to Selena in shock. “You’d…let me kill your own sister?”

      “I wouldn’t stop you. Though I cannot personally see to the death of another of royal blood, I will not stand in the way of anyone who tries.”

      “But…but she’s your sister.”

      “Maybe at one time,” Selena said softly. “But she has forgotten who she was. Think of the pain and misery she’s caused, even before Maladias got involved. Think of what she would have done had you not stopped her.”

      “This is a chance,” Isak said, his voice low. “If we let her live…we’ll always have to watch our backs. We could never relax, not even for a moment.”

      Aspen looked back at Segur, whose breathing had grown ragged. She wanted to hate her the same way she’d hated Maladias, but all she could feel now was pity for this poor, broken thing at her feet. But Isak was right: Segur wasn’t the kind to let things go. She’d be back for them. Maybe not now, but one day she’d be back….

      Aspen raised her knife. Segur looked weakly up at it. “You would dare? You dare…”

      Aspen held it there, just as Isak had held his hand before Maladias.

      She…couldn’t. This didn’t feel right. She couldn’t fight evil and then turn around and become the very thing she’d just defeated.

      She lowered the knife. Behind her, Isak let out a sigh, maybe of relief.

      Segur groaned. “You…are…weak!”

      With a strangled cry she launched herself at Aspen, who stumbled back, trying to get out of the way of Segur’s swiping claws. But before she could move, she felt the jarring impact as Segur slammed into her, then went suddenly, impossibly, still. Aspen, gasping, pulled back, taking her now-bloody knife out from where it’d pierced Segur’s chest, letting the Queen of the Unseelie Fae slump to the ground, dead.

      Aspen stood there, panting. Segur’s body jerked.

      “I would cover your eyes,” Selena said. “Mortals don’t react well to this next part.”

      Aspen shielded her eyes a moment before there was a blinding flash of light. When she uncovered them, dark tendrils had shot up from the ground beneath Segur’s body, wrapped around her, and devoured what was left, until there was only emptiness where she’d once lain.

      “How morbid,” Selena said, her voice tinged with sadness. “I will miss her.”

      She turned to them. “It seems much has happened since the Day Court has been away. I see that my home in New York has undergone some trouble?”

      “That’s a major understatement,” Isak said.

      Selena hmmd. “And do you wish to go back?”

      “More than anything,” Aspen said. Selena smiled. She raised a finger and unzipped the air beside them to create another portal. “In that case…after you.”

      Isak stepped through first, followed by Aspen. But she looked back once, back to the twilight landscape, to the red rock beneath, to the spot where Lucien had been last before he’d drifted away. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, but she furiously wiped them away. They’d won. This was no time to cry. He wouldn’t have wanted her to cry.

      So with a final, sad smile, Aspen turned away, and stepped back through the portal to go home.
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      They emerged at the center of Yankee Stadium.

      Aspen stumbled into the soft grass, Isak coming down hard beside her. She heard the small zip! as the portal closed up behind them. When she turned to look, Selena was nowhere to be found.

      “She must have gone back to Central Park,” Isak said. “With Segur dead, there’s going to be a lot of explaining to the Courts.”

      But Aspen couldn’t care less about that. She looked across the field, scattered with the bodies of dead Supes and the few grims that hadn’t yet disintegrated into ash. She managed to pick out a few figures she recognized amongst those Supes who were still alive.

      Nina turned to face them. Her mouth fell open. Tana peered around her and, behind them, towering over the rest of the Supes, Brune.

      “Aspen?” he bellowed. “Aspen!”

      And then Aspen was fumbling up, pulling Isak with her, running as best her beaten, sore body would allow before being swallowed in Brune’s burly arms. He crushed her to his chest, his beard wet with tears.

      “You went away!” he rumbled. “I thought you’d gone away forever!”

      “I didn’t. I’m here,” Aspen said, hugging him tighter. She couldn’t put into words how happy she was that Maladias had lied, that he hadn’t taken them away from her after all.

      Brune gently let her down and next was Tana, then Eve, then Nina. William, Jorgen and the remaining Supes crowded around her and Isak, demanding to know what happened. Aspen’s head spun as she tried to keep up with the dozens of questions hurled her way, all while Tana began recounting their side of the battle.

      “We were in the middle of the fight and then—bam! All the grims started going crazy. I mean, crazier than normal.” Tana mimicked swiping at the air, and Aspen was happy to see that despite everything, her friend still had the energy left for theatrics. “Then we heard the fighting going on over here and that’s when they…they…”

      She looked over at the last of the grim bodies as they broke apart into ash. “Well…they did that.”

      “It must have been when you finished off Maladias,” Eve said. She crossed her arms, standing amongst the few remaining witches who’d survived. “Like Tana said, one second he was in the middle of us and then the next he vanished. Probably found out what you guys were up to.”

      Aspen wanted to tell them more. She wanted to tell them everything, but it was all too much, all too soon. She felt so happy, and so sad, and so relieved, and so terrified. The Supes were now laughing and talking amongst each other. She could still hear sirens wailing over the walls of the stadium. Even more Supes from outside were filtering their way back inside, looking rattled, as though they’d just survived an earthquake.

      “Glad most of you guys got out all right,” Isak said, giving William and Jorgen hard pats on the shoulder. William flinched away, but Jorgen unshifted his arm and returned with a slap of his own.

      “Same here, kid. Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m glad you were with us—”

      “And Lucien,” Nina said softly. “What about Lucien?”

      All other conversation seemed to grow silent as Aspen turned to her. Nina had stayed quiet until then, maybe looking for Lucien amongst them, but perhaps already knowing the answer.

      Aspen opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. She just ended up shaking her head.

      “He sacrificed himself…To give us a chance,” Isak said. “He’s the reason we were able to win.”

      “I’m sorry,” Aspen blurted out. She wanted to keep saying it, but words couldn’t do anything to heal the hurt she was sure Nina felt.

      Nina simply nodded mutely. As she walked away, Aspen could see her body beginning to wrack with sobs. She started to follow after, maybe to try to explain, maybe to say something, but a cool hand rested on her arm.

      “I’ll make sure she’s all right,” Tana said. She gave Aspen another hug then slipped through the crowd after Nina.

      Eve let out a long sigh. She sounded almost as tired as Aspen felt. “Well…we’d better keep cleaning up, everyone. There’s a lot of work that needs doing.”

      Still talking, the Supes drifted away, until only Brune and Isak remained.

      “So…is he gone, Aspen?” Brune said. “Is that magic man you liked gone?”

      “He is,” Aspen said softly. “He…was the reason we were able to win.”

      Brune pulled her into another warm hug, the ends of his bushy beard tickling the top of her head. “I’m here if you need me. I won’t let you feel sad.”

      Aspen let him hold her until another feeling of warmth began spreading across her skin. She looked up. Rays of sunshine were piercing through the dark clouds, slowly dispersing them. Another ray warmed her tear-stained face and, despite it all, despite the destruction, and the loss of her friends, and the aching, hollow space in her chest, Aspen felt hope.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not going to wear that.”

      Isak frowned, still holding the robe out toward her. “I know you’re not a huge fan of them, but since this is the Coalition’s first official meeting I thought…”

      “Still not gonna do it, Isak.” Though she had to admit it looked nice—a deep emerald green, with a pattern that looked like a dragon running down the folds of the sleeves. “Where’d you even get it?”

      “It was…” Isak paused. He pursed his lips. “It was the one Lucien gave to you, when he first took you as his apprentice. Nina found it folded up in the back of his study.”

      Aspen looked at it again. That odd lump in her throat—the one that’d been there since the day they’d defeated Maladias almost two weeks before—was back again. So he’d kept it, after all this time?

      Aspen took it from Isak and slipped it over her shoulders, feeling the smooth fabric slide down her skin. It fit perfectly. “Just this once,” she said. “Just because it’s the Coalition.”

      Isak nodded. It wasn’t like they’d have to dress too formally from here on out. With the boroughs coming together to form the United Coalition of Paranormal Beings, they wouldn’t need the Mages around again anymore. After today she could go back to…whatever her life was before she’d met Lucien. Before she’d become a Mage. Before…everything.

      No, not exactly back. Aspen glanced at Isak as he, smirking, helped her cinch up the back part of the robe so it didn’t drag on the floor or cut into Loki curled at the base of her neck. Things wouldn’t be the same, but she wasn’t sure what she’d be doing.

      “Looking sharp,” Isak said when he finished. He brushed back his own robes, ones he’d found in Xavier’s house in Ember’s Landing. He didn’t seem to have a problem wearing some of his old Master’s clothing. If anything, Aspen noticed he seemed…lighter, freer, since the battle in the Twilight Realm. She didn’t ask him about it—they hadn’t had much time together since the battle—but she was sure at some point, when all the craziness was over, they’d have a long heart-to-heart.

      But not today. Between being summoned by the new Coalition (“They’re summoning us?” Nina had said, a little put out when she heard the news. “Not wasting any time flexing their new power, are they?”) the cleanup of the city, and Aspen trying to collect the fractured pieces of the life she’d once had, she’d been hard-pressed to find time to eat and sleep, not to mention spend time with those she loved. When she wasn’t here in Ember’s Landing then she, Tana, Eve, Brune, and the others were helping to repair the worst of the destruction Maladias and his grims had left behind. Copious amounts of memory charms were being used, as well, though not on everyone.

      “Is it okay if I’m a little nervous?” Aspen said.

      Isak laughed, putting his arm around her as they walked together toward the front gates. Aspen nodded to Caretaker, who’d been more than a little busy repairing the destroyed charms that had protected Lucien’s home.

      “I think you’d be an idiot not to be. The Coalition hasn’t told us exactly why they want us there. And a lot more people know about the Supes now.”

      Like the idiotic mayor, Aspen grumbled to herself. Plus some big wigs up in Washington DC and others in government. They’d had no choice but to let them remember. Though most of the regular Norms would return to blissful ignorance, the heads of government demanded to know about this entirely new, magical world that had been living under their nose for hundreds of years.

      “It’ll be all right,” Kaylee Richards, the dragon-kin Aspen had been ecstatic to see still alive, had told her. “The dragon-kin Convocations have worked with—what’d you call them? Norms?—Norm governments for a while. I’ll be sure to help you out, too. It’ll work, trust me.”

      Aspen sure hoped it would.

      Aspen paused. She could hear scuffling movement beyond the front gates and instinctively went for her knife. Isak braced beside her. Surely the Coalition wouldn’t be sending someone after them? Surely they weren’t going back on their promise to not charge them as criminals…

      The gates burst open and Tana and Eve came in, dragging a struggling girl between them.

      “Dianna!” Isak said, eyes widening.

      Xavier’s final apprentice pulled her bound hands from Tana’s grip and sneered up at him. “So you finally did it. Killed him for good, did you? Did you spit in his face before you ended him? Did you curse his name and cast him back to hell where he belongs?”

      Isak’s shock slackened to pity. “What are you still doing here? I thought you left New York after Rog was killed.”

      “She’s been stealing from the boroughs,” Tana said, shooting Dianna a sour look. “Stirring up trouble—which is what I hear she’s best at—between some of the Supes. And since all the boroughs are still a little touchy right now…”

      “Understatement,” Eve said. “We’re lucky we found her. The ogres and orcs were about to reopen old disputes. Each of them thought the other was sabotaging their borough’s repair efforts.”

      Dianna let out a soft cackle. “Nasty little orcs and stupid fat ogres. Couldn’t catch me, no sir.” She spat at Aspen’s feet. “You think this is going to work? You think just because Maladias is gone and you beat Xavier that you’re somehow better now? Please. You’re nothing—” she spat again “—and you’ll always be nothing.”

      Tana grimaced. “Sorry to bring her to you, but the Coalition wanted her to be the first person they tried in the new system, seeing how she was technically against us during the battle.”

      “She was against me, at least,” Eve said. She clenched her hands, fingers sparking. “Nearly killed a couple of my girls.”

      Dianna sneered, not looking sorry at all.

      “But we figured, since she was one of Xavier’s apprentices…maybe you should get to decide,” Eve finished.

      “Me?” Isak said. “But I can’t…I don’t want to…”

      Eve brushed past Dianna, stepping close so that only Aspen and Isak could hear. “If the Coalition judges her guilty, which they will, I can promise you it won’t end well. I think…I think they’ll be better than the Council was, but they’re still new. A lot of the members are stuck in their old, violent ways that’ll take time to change. Convincing them to let you judge her is the best mercy they can give.”

      Isak slowly nodded. “Okay…Okay. I…she’s going to live. There’s been enough death and violence already without adding unnecessary bloodshed. But I can’t just let go...”

      “I think I can help with that,” Eve said. “I’m heading back to the Coven. I’ll actually be advising the new Coven representative on the Coalition. We could take Dianna in. We’ll make sure she gets all the help she needs. And stays safely away from everyone else.”

      “You’d do that?” Aspen said.

      Eve nodded. She turned briefly back to Dianna, who was thrashing against her ropes, a ferocious, almost animalistic look on her face. “I agree, Isak. There’s been too much bloodshed, and I actually…kind of feel sorry for her.”

      “If you could do that, it’d be great,” Isak said, his shoulders relaxing. “Just let me know if you need anything else. I’ll help however I can.”

      “Sounds good. Right, then, you’re coming with me,” Eve said, grabbing Dianna’s arm. “We’ll get you a nice thatch-roofed house. And if you’re lucky, we’ll even make sure it comes with indoor plumbing.”

      “What? Wait—you can’t—” Dianna’s furious eyes whipped back to Isak. “Can’t even kill me properly, can you? You’re too weak! Why’d he pick you when you were so—freaking—weak—”

      Her ravings faded away as Eve dragged her out the front doors. Tana shot them a sheepish look as she hurried to follow. “Sorry about that. See you both soon?”

      “Definitely,” Aspen said.

      “And to think,” Isak murmured as Tana vanished, “if Xavier hadn’t taken me, I might have turned into that.”

      Aspen wrapped her arm through his. “No, you wouldn’t. You’re too good a person to do that.”

      Isak nestled his lips in her hair, but he didn’t say anything.
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        * * *

      

      They met Nina outside Grand Central Terminal. She didn’t see them approach at first, occupied as she was watching some of the repairs to a skyscraper going on across the street. This one was being done by Norms only, as most of the Supes helping with the cleanup only came out at night.

      Aspen stopped before they approached her, trying to see how Nina was faring today. She hadn’t seen much of the other woman since the final battle, despite her staying with Aspen and Isak at Lucien’s house. Sometimes in the night, when Aspen was awakened by nightmares or was too restless and sick to her stomach to sleep, she’d slip out of bed and go walking. Sometimes she’d heard faint sobbing when she’d passed Nina’s room. But she hadn’t heard anything the last few days.

      Even now, Nina looked happier than Aspen had seen her since it all happened. The strained lines of her face were smoothed out. There weren’t bags under her eyes. She hadn’t let her robe swallow her up to hide the fact that she hadn’t been eating.

      Nina finally noticed them and gave a bright smile. “Good day for an overturn of government, isn’t it?”

      A knot of nervousness coiled in Aspen’s stomach. “Are they already here?”

      “I saw most of the Supe representatives from the boroughs head in,” Nina said “Pretty sure I saw a couple of Norms heading in there too, though if Sibyll at the information desk doesn’t help them then they’ll be wandering around like lost puppies. Shall we?”

      The knot in Aspen’s stomach coiled tighter. This hadn’t seemed like such a big deal a week ago when the new representatives of the boroughs had summoned them. But, Aspen supposed, back then she’d still been riding a wave of relief at having defeated Maladias and Segur. After them, nothing seemed that daunting.

      She followed Isak and Nina into the Terminal’s bright main atrium. It was slightly less busy than maybe it should have been. Most of New York was like that. Though the rumors of flying beasts and magic of all things had begun to lessen as those casting the memory charms went to work, there was still a strange, almost imperceptible shift in the life of the city. It wasn’t something Aspen expected anybody but those who lived there, who felt the city like it was their own lifeblood, would notice.

      Sibyll the dhampir gave them a short nod as they passed the information desk and slipped into one of the terminal’s gates Aspen knew Norms couldn’t see. They began winding their way through the network of narrow tunnels.

      “What can we expect, you think?” Isak said.

      “Honestly?” Nina said. “I have no idea. Things are in such flux right now it’s a wonder they’re even managing to get together as soon as they are.”

      “Everybody wants reassurance,” Aspen said. And the Norms probably wanted to make sure they weren’t completely insane. She still remembered the flabbergasted looks of the mayor and Police Chief Clemens.

      The tunnels suddenly widened and then they were ducking under a low stone archway and stepping into an immense chamber. The remains of what might have once been a fortress rose in spires and battlements from the cavern floor to the stalactite-covered roof above. The space below where the Mages used to sit had been cleared away save for the stone chairs. These had been rearranged into a circle, a large crowd of people mingling between them. Aspen picked out a small, nervous group of Norms that Jing and Kaylee Richards were talking to. On the other side of the chairs were the Supes Aspen guessed were the newly elected representatives of the boroughs.

      A hush fell when they entered. Eyes swiveled on them; some angry, some unimpressed, a few happy. Aspen swallowed her fear and walked into the middle of them, chin high, refusing to let any of them stare her down. They might have once been resented as Mages, but they’d done their part against Maladias. It was more than some of them here could say.

      “Glad you could join us,” Bezel said. He brushed past a couple of the shifters and djinn who Aspen, despite the glares most of them shot her, was happy to see were actually talking to each other. “We thought maybe you’d…be late.”

      “You thought we’d run,” Aspen clarified.

      Bezel shrugged. “Way I see it, you’re in kind of an awkward position.”

      “We’re not criminals,” Isak said.

      One of the shifters snorted. “Remains to be seen.”

      Aspen felt a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Jing smiled warmly at her. “You’re not criminals,” he emphasized. “We’re just here to talk. So…shall we begin?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aspen nearly fell asleep twice.

      After the new representatives had taken their seats, Isak conjuring up a couple new ones for the Mayor and Police Chief Clemens, the discussions got underway. There were borough borders to redraw, ancient charms to recast so that Supes could more easily travel in between, dialogue to start between the Supes and the heads of Norm government. More than once, Mayor Blaise demanded they stop talking in that ‘magic gobbledygook, and speak plain English!” And when it came to discussing how the Supe and Norm worlds would remain connected, yet hidden, Police Chief Clemens blustered in, “But you—you can’t have these…Supes or whatever walking through our world!” he said.

      “With all due respect,” Jing said, “We’ve already been walking through ah, your world, as you call it. The only difference is now we’re choosing to tell you about it.”

      “It’ll make it easier for everyone,” Bezel said. “Unless,” he leaned forward. “You want some of our giants running around unchecked? Because let me tell you, my lumbering friends can be kind of hard to persuade, and all it’d take is one wrong step and…”

      He made a splattering noise.

      Police Chief Clemens didn’t interrupt much after that.

      Despite how long it dragged on (Isak also nodded off on her shoulder once) Aspen was happy—impressed, even—to see how well it went. The representatives actually listened to one another. They argued and interrupted, but it didn’t come to blows like she’d expected.

      “I think that’s all we can get done for today,” Jing said finally, rising from his seat and giving a cat-like stretch. “Thank you, Mayor Blaise and Police Chief Clemens, for being part of this. We’ll be in touch very soon.”

      “I’ll escort them back.” Kaylee stood and gestured for the two Norms to follow. She stopped in front of Aspen.

      “It was good to meet you all, though I wish it was under better circumstances. I’ve got to head back to my own Convocation, but maybe we can catch up sometime.”

      She shook each of their hands, a sharp jolt of electricity racing down Aspen’s arm as she did, then departed with the Mayor and Police Chief. Aspen noticed Jorgen’s panther-like eyes following them as they left.

      “We can’t trust them,” he said as soon as they were gone. “We’ve lived by an unspoken code for this long: No Norms. Sure, they might accept us now, but once the fear is gone? Once they don’t think they need us anymore?” He let out a growl. “I say we erase all their memories, go back to the way things—”

      “I’m a Norm,” Aspen said. “And a Null, and I want peace between us. They want to help. They did help, during the battle, in case you forgot.”

      One of the witches sneered. “You’ve got your own problems to worry about, Mage.”

      “We’re not Mages anymore,” Nina said, gesturing to the stone seats the Coalition had been occupying. “We gave the title up without trouble.”

      “Which brings us to our final point,” Jing said, speaking over the witch as she opened her mouth to protest. “And I believe most in the Coalition would agree that we’re going to continue to work with the Norms for everybody’s benefit.”

      There was some nodding and choruses of ‘aye.’ The witch slumped back in her chair with a huff.

      Jing turned to Aspen, who sat up straighter. “We on the Coalition have already discussed the matter of the former Mages.”

      Cold fear clamped Aspen’s chest.

      “But…why weren’t we here for that?” Isak said. “We should be able to argue—”

      “Ain’t no need for arguing,” the dwarf representative said.

      Aspen stood. They couldn’t be serious. They couldn’t just cast judgement without allowing them time to—

      “The Mages who have caused the most grievances are dead,” Jing said calmly. “But those who are left, we agreed, have showed that they were actually worthy for the position. They were not deaf to the desires of the boroughs, and some even gave up everything to see that through.”

      His eyes lingered to the space beside Nina, where Lucien might have sat. “With that said, we wish for your input as we start the Coalition, and perhaps,” he added, shooting a look at the witch, “we can move past any perceived slights that may have been dealt in the past.”

      Aspen waited for them to say something more. “Wait, that’s it?”

      Isak elbowed her. “Thank you,” he said, giving a little bow. “We’ll be here to help in any way we can.”

      Jing smiled. He stood, and those in the other chairs—some reluctantly—did the same. “Excellent. Then here’s to a bright, hopeful future.”
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        * * *

      

      She couldn’t do this.

      Aspen peeked her head into the Academy’s classroom, took one look, then immediately retreated, pressing her back up against the hallway wall. Her heart was pounding almost worse than when she’d thought she was going to be condemned by the Coalition. Why did they think she could do this? And why had she agreed to?

      “Whoa, you’re already out here? That was fast.” Isak peeked into the classroom, then at her. His brow furrowed. “I don’t see anything on fire. And you’re…” he looked her up and down, making Aspen flush faintly. “You look like you’re still in one piece.”

      “Isak, you saw them. They’re…they’re…”

      “Kids?” Isak offered.

      “Judging me,” Aspen said in a whisper.

      Isak’s mouth quivered as he tried to stifle a laugh.

      “They’re kids, Aspen. Of course they’re judging you.”

      “Not helping…”

      “The great Aspen Rivest, vanquisher of evil, crosser of planes, slayer of Maladias has just met her greatest foe yet…six-year-olds!”

      “I’m not joking!” Aspen said, hitting him on the arm as Isak burst out laughing. “What was the Academy thinking, making me a teacher?”

      “Honestly?” Isak put his hands on his hips. “They’re desperate.”

      “Gee, thanks…”

      “No, I’m serious. There’s been a shortage of teachers since the Kings attacked. That’s why I’m teaching too. And if you think your kids won’t like you…half of mine either cowered in the corner or wanted to touch my tattoos.”

      It was Aspen’s turn to stifle a laugh. She could imagine Isak towering over his students, trying to teach them the most basic spells in his booming voice while his still-healing face scowled down at them.

      “I just…I know what we did. I know how amazing it was…but I still feel like I have no clue what I’m doing.”

      Isak pulled her into his arms. “I get it. But I think that’s called life. If any of us knew what we were doing all the time then it’d be no fun. But they need you, Aspen. The Coalition’s getting off the ground, but there’s still a ton of Supes who could really use someone like you.”

      He leaned back to peek into the classroom again. “Just look at all those little apprentices, all those fragile little minds you can corrupt with dirty fighting styles, haphazard magic, and bad language.”

      Aspen wanted to hit him again, but it was hard to when he was grinning mischievously, and his strong arms were wrapped around her.

      But having apprentices did remind her…

      “I haven’t seen Abram in a while,” Aspen said. “I thought I saw him after the battle, but ever since then…”

      Isak’s smile slowly fell. “He stopped by briefly to tell me goodbye.”

      “What? When?”

      “Right after the Coalition’s first meeting. He’d been off all of the Supe’s radars since the battle. He and I…came to an agreement. He’s left New York. I have no idea where he’s going, but he said he’d found what he needed here. He said maybe he’d stop by at some point in the future.”

      I will show him that I’m not just a nobody. That I also have a purpose in this world, no matter how small.

      Aspen hoped he had. For his sake, more than anything.

      “He could have at least said goodbye to me.”

      Isak chuckled. “You…didn’t exactly give him the warmest welcome. Understandably so,” he added quickly when Aspen shot him a look. “I think he just wanted to ensure he’d leave the city with all four limbs attached.”

      “I wouldn’t have maimed him that much,” Aspen grumbled. “Maybe just a couple fingers.”

      She looked up at the clock on the wall and sighed before reluctantly removing her arms from around Isak. Then she took a deep breath, steeling herself in front of the classroom door. Isak planted a light kiss on the back of her head.

      “Best of luck. I’ll come pick up the pieces when class is over.”

      “Ha ha.”

      Aspen walked in, trying to appear as confident as possible. Two dozen six-year-olds stopped chattering and throwing things to look at her. For a moment she couldn’t breathe. She could only see herself in them: small, scared, uncertain, wishing she had somebody who knew the right way to go, wishing she’d known somebody who could have directed her.

      And in the back of her mind she remembered a dazzling white smile, an infectious laugh followed with a sweep of robes. Someone who’d cared. Someone who’d shown her the way.

      “Okay,” Aspen said, clapping her hands together. “Who here wants to learn how to stun someone?”
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        * * *

      

      Nina didn’t tell them why she’d called them together. It was growing late, and Aspen was still exhausted from her first (albeit productive) class. Isak, too, looked like he wanted to fall asleep on his feet. Only Tana appeared perky, though Aspen attributed that to the amount of time she’d been spending with the Vamps on the Coalition. She was starting to pick up the blood suckers’ night owl tendencies.

      There was a rustle of movement and Caretaker suddenly appeared beside Aspen a moment before Nina pushed through the smaller courtyard’s doors and crossed the small bridge to the island where the marble ball sat on a pedestal. She was smiling, more than Aspen had seen her do since the battle. In her hand she clutched the small Russian nesting doll thing. The one Lucien had given to her before the battle.

      “Is everything okay?” Isak said. He, too, was looking at the doll, then to the other items Nina had cradled in her arms. Aspen didn’t know what most of them were—some roots, bits of dirt still clinging to the tips; a couple pieces of parchment with strange symbols scrawled across them; a string of ancient-looking beads, like something she might find at Carsisiphus’ shop.

      “I’ve been busy,” Nina said. “Thanks for meeting me here. And thank you, Caretaker, for helping out with the last bit.”

      Caretaker gave her a brief bow. Since Lucien’s death he’d remained inside the house, answering to Nina as his new, primary, master. “A pleasure as always, Mistress Nina.”

      “So…what’s this about?” Tana said.

      Nina merely smiled. “It’s about a chance. At least I’m hoping it is. Caretaker.”

      Caretaker closed his eyes. The entire house seemed to settle more firmly into its place. Nina nodded at the marble ball set atop the pedestal and, a little reluctantly, Aspen placed her hand on it. Isak’s joined her.

      A soft glow of magic spread from their wrists into the ball, and as one they began rotating it like a globe until the magic conjoined on a single spot on the marble’s face.

      The entire house jolted and, despite being ready, Aspen barely caught herself before stumbling. It felt as though the world outside was rushing by at a hundred miles an hour, bringing them closer and closer to their destination, bringing them closer to hope.
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      Edinburgh hadn’t changed much.

      Though Aspen wasn’t sure why it would have. The King had destroyed the Court of the Arcane Arts. Glenny and Elias had barely managed to escape Maladias when he’d risen, and they’d wisely stayed out of sight as much as possible since then.

      “The communities here—what’d you call ‘em? Supes?—they’re still gettin’ back on ter feet.” Elias eased the truck around the bend. Stuffed in the back with Isak and Tana, Aspen counted down the seconds until she could escape this cramped interior, and get out into the cold, gray drizzle streaking down the windows.

      “So there were survivors?” Nina said from the passenger’s seat.

      “Aye,” Elias said. “Most fled to the Highlands. Most went underground. Lots of the Fae here didn’t agree with what Maladias was doing. Oh sure, he might have come back ‘round again to finish ‘em off, eventually. But you got to ‘em before that, didn’t ya?”

      His eyes twinkled in the rearview mirror as he looked at Aspen. The bright smile upon his red-chapped cheeks made her grin. “Sure did, Elias. We got to ‘em.”

      “Aye, don’t be copying my speech now, lass. We Scots can’t be mimicked, no sir.”

      They drove past a sign to Glencoe Park, and Elias suddenly pulled off the highway and began steering them up the long, muddy ascent toward one of the three mountains shrouded by mist. By the time they’d finished with the switchbacks and crested the top, Tana looked even paler than normal.

      “Out. Out, please. I need air,” she gasped when Elias pulled them to a stop. Tana fumbled over Aspen and yanked the door handle, depositing herself into the damp grass.

      Aspen followed, practically feeling her soul calm at the tranquil scene: A crystal blue lake surrounded by the iron walls of the mountain; a thatched roofed cottage was nestled within a copse of heavily green trees.

      Glenny, her dark, frizzy hair tied back, slim frame engulfed by a cashmere sweater, was watching them from the doorframe of the cottage. Over her shoulder was the warm glow of a fireplace.

      “Let’s wait a sec,” Isak said, taking Aspen’s arm as Nina crossed to Glenny. The two women greeted each other, and then Nina began pulling out the items she’d brought. Glenny didn’t react at first, she simply listened to what Nina was saying, only chiming in with a word or two every now and then.

      “Do you think it’ll work, Elias?” Aspen said.

      “Hmm…” Elias rubbed the stubble on his chin. He gazed up into the mist of the nearest mountain, up to where Aspen knew, if you hiked far enough, and if it wanted you to find it, a cave with immense magic power would present itself. “Hard ta say. Yer plan—if ya can call it that—seems unlikely.”

      “He had to have known,” Tana said fiercely. “He knew about this place. He probably had it all planned out. It has to work.”

      He had planned it all out. Maybe only since Maladias had arrived, or maybe since the very beginning, but Aspen agreed, it had to work.

      “If it’s gonna work anywhere it’ll be here, love,” Elias said, whacking his hat on his leg before fitting it back atop his head. “Scotland’s got strong magic. Old magic. Things even Seers like Glenny can’t rightly explain. I guess I’ll try ta have as much faith as you.”

      Nina was waving to them, pointing up the mountain toward the cave. Aspen pulled her jacket tighter around her as the wind and drizzle picked up. “That’s the cue: let the suffering begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Miraculously, as if knowing they were coming, the cave appeared.

      Once more, Aspen, Isak, Tana, and Elias stayed back as Nina, materials clutched tightly in hand, hiked up to the entrance and disappeared inside.

      “She’ll be all right, won’t she?” Tana said worriedly when, after ten minutes, Nina still hadn’t appeared. “I mean…there’s nothing too dangerous in there, is there?”

      Aspen and Isak shared a look, but neither said anything.

      They found a cluster of boulders (not rock giants, Isak made sure to check) that shielded them from most of the biting wind and drizzle, and with Elias’ help started a fire. Almost two hours later, Nina still hadn’t returned, and despite her earlier reassurances, Aspen felt herself growing nervous.

      “What if she got injured?” she whispered to Isak when Tana was out of earshot. “Maybe we should—”

      “She said she wanted to do it alone,” Isak said. “And she should. He trusted her specifically.”

      “He trusted us too, Isak.”

      “In a different way, but not for this. If he’d told you about this, and you got your hopes up, and it ended up not working…”

      Aspen could see his point, as much as she didn’t want to. This was something Nina had to do alone, no matter how much Aspen wanted to go charging up after her.

      “No tellin’ how long somethin’ like that’ll take,” Elias said. He’d pulled out his pipe and was puffing lazy clouds of smoke now that the wind had died down. The rain had stopped too, the clouds overhead parting just slightly so they could see stars in the night sky. Aspen was briefly reminded of the sky of the Twilight Realm. How it had seemed endless, how there’d been nothing concrete that she could have said felt familiar, like the stars, or sun, or…home.

      She snuggled closer to Isak and continued to wait.

      “No tellin’ how long it’ll take…” Elias repeated.

      Tana suddenly sat up, ears perked. “She’s coming.”

      Nina appeared outside the firelight and took a seat on one of the rocks. Her hands were empty.

      All of them looked at her as she unwrapped one of the snacks they’d brought. “I don’t know. We’ll have to see. We’ll just have to see.”
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        * * *

      

      They talked late into the night, long after the fire had settled to embers, until Aspen felt her eyes drooping and she cuddled into Isak to steal some of his body heat. She didn’t remember what she dreamed. Her dreams for the past few weeks had been violent, dark things she didn’t remember the specifics of, but which made her heart race and woke her in a cold sweat all the same. Isak had them as well, but he refused to talk about them.

      “They’ll go away eventually,” he’d said. Aspen didn’t think they would. Not completely. Not ever.

      It might have been a few hours, or only a few minutes, when Aspen jerked awake. She lay there in the silence for a moment, trying to recall where she was, then trying to figure out why she’d awakened. Isak slumbered softly beside her. The others were spread out around the ashes of the fire, breathing deeply.

      Aspen sat up. She looked around. The shapes of grass and rocks in the darkness were completely still. Everything was peaceful.

      She rolled over to try to go back to sleep when a bright flash of light erupted from up the mountainside, stronger than a strobe light, as though the sun had briefly peeked out from the mouth of the cave.

      It was only a moment, but after it faded Aspen could only gape at where it’d been. Then she was throwing on her jacket, yelling something, she wasn’t sure what, to the others before taking off up the steep incline. Her cold fingers fumbled as they summoned a ball of light to guide her way. She could hear the others shouting behind her.

      Another bright flash, this one nearly blinding her as she stumbled up the last bit of the rocky incline to stand before the cave. She blinked, trying to clear her vision. Her spell had gone out. She could hear the others scrambling up the rocks, but Aspen didn’t look at them; she could only stare.

      The outline of a figure stood at the entrance to the cave.

      Aspen took a step forward. She didn’t dare believe it. Not until she knew for certain…

      Then the figure gave her a wide, cheeky grin, showing off every one of his perfect white teeth. He brushed back the bangs of his honey-blond hair, brushed back his new robe. Nina gasped, then let out a happy sob. Aspen couldn’t contain the smile spreading across her face.

      “Miss me?” Lucien said.

      “Well,” Aspen said, planting her hands on her hips. “It’s about time. It’s really about time.”
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