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For my readers.
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Happy reading!


Contents


1. CHAPTER ONE
2. CHAPTER TWO
3. CHAPTER THREE
4. CHAPTER FOUR
5. CHAPTER FIVE
6. CHAPTER SIX
7. CHAPTER SEVEN
8. CHAPTER EIGHT
9. CHAPTER NINE
10. CHAPTER TEN
11. CHAPTER ELEVEN
12. CHAPTER TWELVE
13. CHAPTER THIRTEEN
14. CHAPTER FOURTEEN
15. CHAPTER FIFTEEN
16. CHAPTER SIXTEEN
17. CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
18. CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
19. CHAPTER NINETEEN
20. CHAPTER TWENTY
21. CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
22. CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
23. CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
THANK YOU
CHARACTER LIST
ALSO BY THE AUTHOR
ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Chapter one


Max found a parking spot under a street lamp, the warm light highlighting the dents in the side of her pick-up. She left her shadow-hounds settled in a mountain of blankets in the open back of the vehicle while she headed towards the largest building on the street, the one that was the headquarters of the city’s most powerful bank. The wide street, with tall, impeccably maintained and elegant business and office buildings on either side, should have been quiet in the early evening of a weekend day. Instead, the roadway was crowded. Max threaded her way through police vehicles, crime scene equipment vans, two dark-panelled vans that belonged to the city mortuary, and a throng of people. She had her Marshal’s badge on display, the seven-pointed star reflecting the red and blue flashing lights from the police vehicles. The badge meant that no one tried to stop her. She exchanged a few greetings here and there with people she recognised from previous crime scenes, noticing that most of the law enforcement officers had stiff shoulders and tight expressions. She didn’t blame them. The city had been shaken to its core the day before by an unprecedented, brazen attack on the Order of the Lady of the Light. There had been no time for anyone to properly absorb the implications of an attack on the organisation meant to protect the city against dark magic and the dark lord. And then today there were multiple murder victims at one of the city’s most prestigious banks, in the heart of the city where violent crime was almost unheard of. Either event would have been enough to worry city residents, let alone both happening so close to each other.

So Max didn’t blame the law enforcement officers for their unease. And pretended not to notice the sideways glances from a few more junior officers. They probably weren’t used to seeing a Marshal at a police scene and were most likely wondering what kind of creature had committed the violence inside. Max didn’t have any words of comfort to offer them. If the brief, blunt call from the lead detective was anything to go by, the creatures who had been inside the bank were far more dangerous than even the things that Marshals normally hunted.

As she passed the last pair of law enforcement officers, the ones guarding the entrance to the building, Max’s skin prickled with apprehension. She wanted the detective to be wrong, and to find that there was a simple and human cause for the deaths inside. As awful as murder was, there were other things that needed her attention as soon as she could manage it. Like hunting down the demons who had broken into the Order the day before.

As she stepped from the crowded street into the refined hush of the bank she paused almost involuntarily at the change, the harsh noise of police radios and murmured chatter replaced with profound quiet. The internal building lights were on, giving her a clear view of her surroundings. The ceiling soared overhead, painted with a too-perfect deep blue summer sky complete with impossibly fluffy white clouds. The ceiling was supported by several tall pillars made with veined marble that changed colour from nearly perfect white at the top to a darker tone at the bottom, the floor made of a pale, polished marble the reflected the overhead sky.

The single room was vast, several times bigger than Max’s own house, and almost bare of any furniture. There were a few clerks’ desks and a comfortable seating area complete with a modern coffee machine. The whole effect was designed to intimidate any visitor with the evidence of wealth and power held in the building. Max wasn’t impressed. She’d seen real power, and this wasn’t it. Her bootsteps echoed on the marble floor as she kept walking, heading for the knot of crime scene techs in their blue coveralls and the lone figure standing to one side, arms folded over her middle, detective’s badge gleaming where it was clipped to her lapel.

Detective Ruutti Passila looked as perfect as she always did – as if permanently ready to appear in the pages of a fashion magazine. Her short, blonde hair was artfully arranged around her head, emphasising her striking features, which were enhanced by subtle, expert make-up. She might adopt the casual uniform of most detectives around the city - leather jacket, t-shirt and jeans - but Ruutti’s clothing fit her as if it had been made for her. She looked far too beautiful and delicate to be the dedicated detective she was. For once, Ruutti was wearing a serious, frowning expression. Her normal façade of indifference was gone, replaced by obvious tension, which Max had noticed when the detective had called her earlier. It was something of a relief to discover that there were things that could shake even Ruutti. It almost made Max warm to the detective. Almost. She was quite sure that the other woman would do something annoying soon enough and Max could slip back into her habitual mix of low-level irritation and admiration for the detective.

Ruutti nodded to Max by way of greeting, but turned her attention back to the scene in front of her, and the reason why the crime scene techs were clustered around.

Bodies. A lot of them. Max stopped a few paces away and cast her eyes over the scene, letting herself feel the horror of what was in front of her before she got to work. Being told that there were multiple victims and she needed to see the scene hadn’t prepared her at all for the gruesome sight in front of her. There was one body on its own amid a wide spread of spattered blood, staring blindly up at the ceiling. That was bad enough. Worse was the pile of bodies to one side, discarded in a callous, careless heap. Max drew in a breath, the air full of the scent of blood and the faint overtone of whatever cleaning products the bank used to keep the marble floors gleaming.

Forcing herself to look, Max turned her attention to the lone figure. The crime scene techs were focused on the pile of bodies just now, but they had left a narrow path marked off with yellow tape to the body. Reluctance making her feet heavy, Max moved forward. She needed to see what had been done to the woman, and why Ruutti had called her here.

Max stared at the body in front of her with a mixture of sorrow, anger, and frustration. The dead woman - whoever she had been - had not deserved the end that she’d met. Most of her clothes were missing, giving Max a clear view of the knife wounds that marked the woman’s pale skin. Crouched next to the body, Max could see a lot more detail of the cut marks than she was happy about. It looked like the killer or killers had taken their time slicing into their victim. Everywhere apart from her face. For some reason, they had left her face alone, and even in death, Max could read all the agony and horror that the woman had endured before her body had finally given out and she’d passed away, her make-up smeared with the trails of dried tears, her dark eyes open and staring at the painted ceiling high overhead, short brown hair spilled out in a dull halo. The cuts on her skin looked mostly fairly shallow, designed to draw blood but not immediately kill the victim. Max’s mind supplied the words she didn’t want to think about. Ritual torture. And not done by humans, either. The air was full of dark magic, brushing against her skin and making her fingers twitch, wanting to reach for her gun and defend herself against an enemy that was no longer here. The magic was newly familiar to Max. Demon magic. Ruutti had been right. As usual. Max might not like the woman all that much, but the detective was very good at her job.

“These ones are different from the others.”

The voice cut through Max’s thoughts. In concentrating on the dead woman, she’d almost forgotten about Ruutti standing nearby. And the other victims in this building.

Max’s eyes moved past the detective to the other bodies. She saw the familiar figure of the city’s chief medical examiner kneeling on the other side of victims, her expression hidden by the hood she wore, her petite frame dwarfed by the blue coveralls she and her team were wearing. Max suspected Audhilde’s face would be as grim as Ruutti’s.

“Five victims here in total,” Ruutti said, her voice clipped. “Audhilde has confirmed they all have similar injuries, and all died about the same time.”

Max took another look at the woman’s injuries and her chest tightened. The wound pattern was different, but the injuries and the magic in the air were too similar to the recent cases she’d seen. Dark magic performed by demons seeking extra power. Rage and urgency washed over her, making her want to move, to get out into the city. Hunt the demons down before they could do this again. She stayed where she was. It was a big city, and tracking the demons was going to be difficult. There might be more information here that could be useful. So she curbed her impatience. For now.

“Any word on cause of death?” Max asked. It sounded like a strange question, crouched beside a woman bearing so many cut marks and with so much blood around her, but she’d learned not to make assumptions.

“Audhilde will confirm at autopsy,” Ruutti said. She hesitated. “I suggested blood loss, and it seems that’s possible.”

Max nodded. Audhilde wouldn’t want to make any definite statements until she’d had a chance to properly examine the remains. Blood loss was a painful way to die, Max knew from previous investigations.

Sadly, she also knew from previous investigations and crime scenes that blood rituals were more potent when carried out on a ley line intersection. She straightened, sending her awareness out, trying to see past the quiet activity around her. It didn’t take long. Even amid the horror of what had been done here, the air saturated with the sharp, metallic tang of old blood and the choking cloud of dark magic, she could still feel the deep, warm current of power that ran under the building.

“There’s a ley line intersection under us,” Max said. “Do we know who the victims are?”

“No confirmed identities yet,” Ruutti answered.

“The last victim, the one in the middle, was one of the managers here,” Audhilde said, getting to her feet and stripping off her gloves, dropping them onto the nearest body for collection along with the corpse. She shoved the plastic hood back from her face, her soft brown curls a tangled mess around her head rather than the organised chaos Max was used to seeing. There were purple shadows under Audhilde’s eyes, suggesting that the ancient vampire hadn’t got much rest recently. Audhilde normally wore her years lightly, blending effortlessly in with the mostly human population of the city. Today, though, Max could sense the weight of her age across the short distance between them. “I think I recognise one of the men as also working here. You will probably find that they were all employees or customers.”

Audhilde moved to stand near Ruutti, her expression tight as she looked at the dead woman in the middle of the floor. “I’ve called Kolbyr. He didn’t answer. I’ve asked him to meet me here,” she said, her normal warm tones shading to coolness, as they often did when she spoke about the dark magic master.

“Good,” Ruutti said, glaring at the pile of victims as if they were somehow responsible for their fate. “But we think this is the demons’ work, yes?”

“Although these killings are different to the last ritual killings, at the abandoned building and the school,” Max said carefully, “I do see similarities, not least the presence of a ley line intersection.” She had a moment of displacement as she had to specify which ritual killings she was referring to. There had been so many - too many - over the last few weeks. All of them involving dark magic, and the most recent involving demons. The last two victims had been killed in rituals which had pulled out their life force and transferred their energy to the demons who had performed the rituals. She looked back down at the dead woman and the sense of displacement faded into sharp anger and a renewed urge to be moving, to be doing something. The demons needed to be stopped. “I can’t see any runes or other spell markings on this victim, but that doesn’t mean magic wasn’t involved.” She touched two fingers to her forehead in a mark of respect for the dead, then left the centre of the open space, joining Ruutti and Audhilde next to a great, old-fashioned writing desk that looked like it had been made along with the building, several hundred years before.

Ruutti and Audhilde were almost the same height and, as usual, Max felt overgrown and clumsy next to the petite, elegant women. She was fairly sure she’d forgotten to brush her hair before she left the house, glad that it was short enough to tuck behind her ears and out of the way. She might have a prominent bone structure, but it wasn’t elegant in the way of Ruutti or Audhilde. Max’s features had become pared down through hard experience, her skin traced with scars. And while she might wear a leather jacket, it was nothing like Ruutti’s. Max’s jacket was scuffed and worn from use, the long-sleeved t-shirt she wore already covered with a scattering of dog hair, and her hard-wearing trousers were designed with function rather than fashion in mind.

“I called the Order,” Ruutti said, white around her mouth as she transferred her hard stare to Max. “I thought they would want to see this. The idiot I spoke to suggested that they were too busy to be bothered with this matter.”

Audhilde made a soft, unladylike sound. “They’ve got problems of their own,” the vampire said. “The Order was invaded by demons yesterday.” Although Audhilde had not been in the Order the day before, Max was not surprised that she was so well informed. Audhilde had connections all across the city.

“That was them?” Ruutti asked, astonishment taking over her face. “I mean, I’d heard the news reports of the Order being attacked. I hadn’t realised it was the demons.”

“Three demons, one descendant of Arkus, a bunch of members of the Syndicate, and one traitor within the Order,” Max said, voice soft. Her mind supplied the names and details. Donal and Finn, the newest demons in the daylight world, who had taken over the dead bodies of two well-known residents of the city. The demon Queran, who had been living in the daylight world for a long time. Evan Yarwood, the seemingly human, disgraced former chief of detectives in the city who had revealed himself to be a descendant of the dark lord and mastermind behind the Syndicate. Queran and Evan seemed to have formed a dark conspiracy between them. Their efforts had allowed Donal and Finn to make their way into the daylight world, and they seemed to now all be working together. And then there was the traitor. Samuel. It was Samuel’s name and face that hurt the most. The once-forgettable warrior of the Order who had been the effective second-in-command, he had betrayed his oaths and the Order by throwing his lot in with the demons. Max was still shocked by that.

She shook her head. The memories were so fresh, and yet it was hard to believe that the betrayal and attack had taken place only the day before. She’d left the Order in the early hours, heading home for some much-needed sleep, and had only just woken up when she got Ruutti’s call. Judging by the amount of blood Max could still smell in the air, the killings here had happened after the demons’ attack on the Order. The demons hadn’t taken any time to regroup or rest, but instead had gone on this killing spree. Most likely led by Donal and Finn, Max reasoned. Queran had managed to live in the daylight world for a long time without being noticed. This messy and brutal set of killings would have drawn attention, no matter what else was happening in the city.

“Well, at least demons attacking the Order should get Kitris’ attention. Finally,” Ruutti said, a hard edge to her tone. The head of the Order had been behaving out of character for a while, not answering calls for assistance and hiding away behind the Order’s supposedly impenetrable walls.

“I’m sure it would, but he’s dead,” Max said, wrapping her arms around herself. The hurt of Samuel’s betrayal paled in comparison to the sharp shock and pain of Kitris’ death the night before. Her mind replayed the moment that Kitris, confronted with the betrayal of his closest confidant in the Order, had taken his own life. The single gun shot rang through her head and she flinched. The memory was too recent and too raw, pain searing through her chest as if she had been the one who had been shot.

The silence around her drew her attention out of her memory and she found both Audhilde and Ruutti staring at her with similar expressions of astonishment.

“Dead?” Audhilde asked. “You’re sure?” Clearly, Audhilde’s sources hadn’t known that particular bit of information. It had been less than a day, though, and Max suspected that no one in the Order was talking much to outsiders right now, let alone disclosing news of Kitris’ death.

“I was there,” Max said softly.

“So, who’s in charge at the Order?” Ruutti asked. There was more than a little self-interest in that question. She had a clutch of dead bodies to deal with, people most likely killed by demons. Dark magic and demons were the Order’s jurisdiction. Ruutti was doubtless wanting to mark the case as one for the Order, maintaining her impressively high clearance rate.

“Last I heard, Orshiasa had taken over,” Max said.

“A good choice,” Audhilde said.

“The Order isn’t all that far from here,” Ruutti said slowly, turning back to the bodies. “So, what, the demons killed all these people before going to the Order? I mean, I’m assuming that the Order dealt with the demons.”

It was a fair assumption. After all, combating dark magic was one of the Order’s core functions. Unfortunately, it wasn’t correct. Max pressed her lips together, trying to gather her thoughts and give a concise answer. Ruutti’s brows lifted.

“The Order did kill the demons, didn’t they?” Ruutti asked, her voice hardening again. “I mean, they aren’t still running around my city?”

“The demons are all still alive.” Max’s face was stiff as she forced the words out. “Along with the descendant and the traitor. As far as I know, the Syndicate members who attacked the Order are dead.”

“Never mind them,” Ruutti said, eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me that there are still three demons running around the city?”

“These people were killed today,” Audhilde said, eyes travelling back to the dead bodies nearby. Max saw sorrow and anger in the vampire’s face, and her usual warmth was absent when she continued. “Not that long ago, in fact. The bodies are still warm.”

“It’s the weekend. The bank was closed. How were the bodies found?” Max asked, hoping to avoid more questions from Ruutti that she could not or did not want to answer.

“Cleaning staff,” Ruutti answered. “The bank routinely schedules deep cleaning for the weekends. From what the cleaning crew said, it was pretty common to find one or more of the bank employees in from time to time. Catching up on paperwork.” Her voice softened. If the employees hadn’t been in on their days off, they would still be alive.

“So, when the demons left the Order sometime after midnight, they came here soon afterwards,” Max said. She avoided both Ruutti’s and Audhilde’s eyes, staring at the bodies instead. The demons had used quite a lot of magic in their attack on the Order, and in their escape. Max might like to think that she had forced them to retreat, but the fact was the demons had chosen to leave, believing that they had stolen the Arkus Codex. It wouldn’t have taken them long to discover that what they had was a forgery. She could all-too-easily imagine the sequence of events. Realising that they had a forgery, the demons had looked for somewhere they could regroup and draw power. This was the closest ley line intersection. The demons must have been thrilled to find humans either inside or coming into the building, rather than having to scour the surrounding area for victims. The demons didn’t care who they hurt. And hadn’t even tried to cover their presence.

Max frowned, taking a long look around. From the various spatters of blood, and the way the bodies had been discarded, it looked as if the demons had gone through one victim then another until their final one. She couldn’t see any ritual markings on the floor, but Donal, at least, was a master magician. It was possible that he didn’t need spell markings to work his magic.

Max took a step forward and crouched down again to bring her eye line closer to the bodies.

“What is it?” Audhilde asked. “You see something?”

“This is a lot messier than the other scenes,” Max answered, not turning away from the bodies. “They didn’t get what they wanted from the Order. It looks like they were angry and taking it out on the first people they found. But I can’t be sure. And they did kill these people on a ley line intersection.” Aware she had reached the limit of her knowledge on blood magic, Max glanced across at Audhilde. “Kolbyr is not answering?”

“No,” Audhilde said, face tightening. Max didn’t pretend to understand the long and complicated history between the pair of old vampires, but Lord Kolbyr was the city’s foremost expert on dark magic. From what she knew of the ancient vampire, there was no way that he would have missed the chance to see more demon magic. “I’ve got my team taking photos.”

“I can’t leave the scene as it is for long,” Ruutti said. Max wanted to protest, but she understood. The most powerful people in the city did their business in this bank, and the detective would be under immense pressure to let it re-open as normal the next day.

Movement nearby drew all of their attention and all three turned as one in time to see a group of people coming through the bank’s front door.

The Order had arrived. Order warriors, at least.

The lead warrior halted a few paces away, and Max realised that she’d put her hand on her gun. With the potent evidence of demon activity all around her, she was off balance. The warriors were no threat to her. Quite the opposite. She pulled her fingers away and met the lead warrior’s eyes across the short distance, her stomach doing a happy flip at the sight of him. It had only been a handful of hours since they’d spent a few moments together in the Order temple, but she was still happy to see him. With short dark hair and a face that had taken more than one hard hit over the course of his life, Bryce looked like the warrior he was. She saw that he’d managed to get a shower and change of clothes, but it didn’t look as if he’d had much rest, if any. There were shadows under his eyes that she wasn’t used to seeing. The gash across his forehead that had been covered by a field dressing when she last saw him was now held together by a few neat stitches and a bruise had formed on one cheekbone. They’d been caught underground when the demons had made their escape from the Order, and Max had bruises of her own.

“Bryce,” she said, and then nodded to the rest of his team. Five warriors that she also recognised. Osvaldo, Hop, Killan, Khari and Joshua. They were all dressed in similar, tough clothing with body armour, each bearing a patch with the double-headed axe that was the symbol of the Order. They were a diverse group from Khari’s pitch-dark skin and black hair in elaborate knots to Osvaldo’s dark skin and greying dark hair to Joshua’s paler-than-pale skin and strawberry blond hair, with Hop and Killan squat and muscled and alike enough to be related in some way. Their faces were familiar and welcome, although she was slightly surprised to see Joshua, as he’d been badly injured only a couple of days before, but he was standing among the others, seemingly as alert as they were. All six warriors had their automatic weapons ready, muzzles pointed to the ground.

Max looked past them. With the possibility of demon activity, she would have expected Orshiasa to send a Guardian or even an apprentice. She frowned, not seeing anyone else. The Order warriors were highly trained, superb fighters, but they could not combat the dark magic that the demons used.

“Orshiasa sent us to assess the situation and report back,” Bryce said, clearly reading her look and frown. His eyes travelled past her to the body in the middle of the floor, then on to the pile of corpses. “Demons?” he asked.

“Looks like it,” Max said. “Audhilde has been trying to get hold of Kolbyr to take a look.”

“He’s not answering his phone,” Audhilde said, sounding annoyed.

Bryce’s brows lifted, whether at the vampire’s tone or the information, Max wasn’t sure. He glanced at his fellow warriors. “Os, will you take photos and send them back to Orshiasa? The rest of you, spread out and make sure there are no other surprises in here.”

As the warriors moved to obey Bryce’s orders, Max could sense irritation from Ruutti.

“This is my crime scene,” the detective said, her voice sharp.

“If it is demon activity, Guardian Orshiasa will want to know about it,” Bryce said. He wasn’t arguing with her, just stating a fact.

“If the Guardian is so interested, why isn’t he here himself?” Ruutti demanded.

It was a fair question, Max thought, and turned back to Bryce. From the tightness around his mouth and eyes, she guessed that he agreed with both her and Ruutti. But he was a warrior, sworn to the Order, and part of his duties included discretion about Order business, so he simply inclined his head slightly. “We’re here at the Guardian’s orders,” he said. It wasn’t really an answer.

Max saw more questions and irritation clear on Ruutti’s face. Before the detective could give vent to either, Audhilde took a small step forward.

“I’d like to get these people back to the mortuary,” she said. “We’ve taken our own photographs and measurements, and would be happy to share them with the Order through the normal channels.”

“Thank you,” Bryce said, sounding sincere. He glanced at Osvaldo. “Do you have enough for now?” he asked.

The older warrior lowered the camera he’d been using and nodded. “I’ve got wide angle and close-up images of the bodies, wounds and the blood pool. That should be enough for now. I’ll send them back just now.”

“Please, go ahead,” Bryce said to Audhilde.

Audhilde moved away to speak to a couple of members of her team who had been hovering nearby, clearly not wanting to get in the middle of whatever drama or power politics had been playing out between the detective and the warriors. Ruutti’s phone rang. The siren glared at the screen, but answered the call and moved away to take it.

Which left Max standing next to Bryce, isolated among the activity in the space. She lifted a brow at him. “Busy day?” Although he and the warriors all looked ready for combat, they all looked tired.

“Very,” he answered. His eyes might be scanning the room around them, but Max had the feeling that most of his awareness was focused on her. She discovered that she liked being the centre of his attention, however inappropriate that might be in the midst of a crime scene. “You?”

“I got some rest,” Max said, cheeks warming as she remembered that she’d invited Bryce to come home with her when she’d left the Order. Her invitation had been sincere, and she couldn’t help thinking that she wouldn’t have got much rest if he’d accepted. But his duty to the Order had come first. As always.

Bryce turned to her, expression softening and her face heated up even more. It seemed he’d remembered her invitation, too.

“Boss, looks like they got in through the back door.”

Khari’s voice snapped Bryce back into work mode, and Max into the realisation that they were in a fairly public place.

“I need to go,” Bryce told her.

“Of course.” She nodded, shoving her hands in her pockets and doing her best not to look at his back as he walked away.

“You’re not going with them?” Ruutti asked. The detective had finished her call and was standing nearby, sharp-edged mischief on her face.

“Not my crime scene.” Max responded with the first thing that came to mind. It was true. Ruutti had called her here for any insights, and as soon as she’d heard about the potential ritualistic nature of the killings, Max had not hesitated. Now she had given Ruutti all the information she had, it was time for Max to move on to other things. Such as working out a way of tracking the demons across the city and stopping them before they could kill again.


Chapter two


Max made her way down the wide, shallow stone steps of the bank building, the night air cooling her face. Even in the heart of the city, it felt as if winter was arriving early.

Leaving the refined hush of the bank behind her, Max headed for her pick-up, making her way through the patrol cars and crime-scene vans. Everything felt both familiar and yet strange. A bit like the bodies in the building behind her. She’d been to dozens of crime scenes over the years, mostly to track down some supernatural creature or another. This was different, though. She had a weight of new knowledge on her shoulders and a goal that wasn’t connected to her job. She could feel tension building in her shoulders as she made her way past the police presence to her pick-up. The battered vehicle looked out of place in the city centre, as it always did. Still, her vehicle got her where she needed to go, and had stood up to a lot of creature attacks. She would far rather have it than any of the sleek city cars that would normally be found outside the bank.

The pick-up had one other advantage, which was an open back big enough to accommodate her two giant shadow-hounds. Cas and Pol were standing up, keeping an eye on the street, and had spotted Max long before she saw them. In their everyday forms they looked like dark-coloured, giant, smooth-coated dogs with floppy ears. Their ears flattened, tails wagging, and warmth bloomed in her chest. She hadn’t liked leaving her dogs outside, but hadn’t wanted to take them into a crowded crime scene. And they had still been within calling distance if she had needed them.

She paused to pat her dogs. “Want to go hunt some demons?” she asked them.

They might not understand every word, but they knew the word hunt, and their tails wagged harder, making her smile. She got some dog biscuits out of the lock box in the pick-up’s open back and smiled again as her dogs transferred their attention to the treats.

While Cas and Pol made sure they hunted down every last crumb, Max stayed where she was for a moment, mind turning over what little she knew about the demons, in particular how she might start looking for them. They seemed to like ley lines, but that didn’t narrow it down too much.

The brilliant reflection of a nearby television screen flickering to life caught her attention. She turned to look for the source and saw that one of the office buildings had a giant screen in its glass-fronted lobby. A dark-suited man behind the huge reception desk was aiming a remote control at the screen. Doubtless the night guard, wanting something to keep him awake during his long shift. He’d chosen the main news channel, which Max normally found quite dull. Not tonight, though. Even from the pavement, Max could read the headlines scrolling across the bottom of the screen. Order Attacked. City in Chaos. Someone had turned on the subtitles and, squinting slightly, Max was able to follow most of the news anchor’s words as he went over the attack on the Order the day before. Well, what the news media had been able to learn about it, anyway. The words were accompanied by images of the Order which must have been taken earlier in the day. Even though she had been there the day before, when the attack had been under way, Max was still shocked to see the devastation that the demons and Syndicate had caused. They had blown a hole from the Order’s underground vault to escape and then apparently also blown up a large section of the Order’s walls to get out of the grounds.

Max had listened to the news radio on her drive across the city and as she watched the silent display on the television screen, she could hear the voices of the radio hosts going over and over the apparent destruction of the Order the day before. The Order had yet to issue any formal statement about what had gone on that had caused part of its perimeter walls to collapse, and was not responding to requests for comment about the gunfire that had been heard from the property. Not to mention the mini-earthquake that had shaken nearby properties when the demons had made their escape. With no real information, the radio hosts, and apparently also television news anchors, were forced to fall back on speculation.

Even though she had been there, and knew what had happened, the grave concerns that had been expressed by the radio hosts had made Max restless and nervous and she could feel that tension returning even as she leant her head against Pol’s shoulder, her hand scratching Cas’ ears. If she was unsettled, she could only imagine how the city’s residents felt. For most of the city’s population, the Order had been a symbol of stability and strength. The Order of the Lady of the Light was there to combat dark magic and oppose the machinations of the Lady’s brother, the dark lord. It was supposed to be impenetrable. Its Guardians were supposed to be the strongest and most powerful magicians alive, capable of standing between the city and the dark lord.

The pictures on the giant screen of the cracked and shattered wall of the Order’s compound, and the gouge in the Order’s grounds showing where the underground explosion had taken place, must be shocking to the city’s residents who might well have believed the image that the Order had carefully crafted and projected all these years. The protection that the Order offered to the city and its residents must seem paper-thin now.

For Max, the sheen of the Order had long since worn off and she had a far more cynical view of the Guardians. Even so, she was shaken by what had happened. The Order’s perimeter had been breached by demons from the underworld. Something that was supposed to have been impossible. Worse, those demons had escaped, and although she might not know where they were right now, at some point during the day they had stopped in the bank and killed five people.

Images of the demons had been given to every member of the city’s law enforcement teams, with orders to report sightings back to their commanding officers, and stern instructions not to go near the demons. There had been enough death already, as far as Max was concerned, and she could only hope that the police listened to the warnings they’d been given.

Despite the confrontation with demons inside and underneath the Order’s library, the image that kept coming up in Max’s mind was the sight of Kitris, the head of the Order, dead by his own hand, lying on the floor of his office. As he’d been carried out of the room, the illusion spells he’d crafted had peeled away, revealing chaos.

The too-bright television screen blurred. She blinked her eyes, not surprised to find tears there. She hadn’t much liked Kitris, but she had respected him. And had no idea what was going to happen to the Order with him gone. He’d ruled the organisation with an iron will for about a century. Very few of the current members of the Order, and residents across the city, could remember a time before he’d been in charge. It was unsettling to think of a world without him in it. Bryce and his team might be carrying out Orshiasa’s instructions right now, and the elder Guardian had the respect of everyone in the Order, but Max was under no illusions. Having Orshiasa in charge was not the same as Kitris. Not necessarily better or worse. Different. Nothing would ever be the same.

There was another reason why she was disturbed, she knew. In the few days before his death, Max had discovered that Kitris and the Lady’s High Priestess had somehow conspired to create her, to bring her to life at the Lady’s behest. So Kitris was her father, she supposed. Technically.

She couldn’t wrap her mind around that idea. She’d grown up not knowing who her parents were, only knowing that she’d been given over to the temple orphanage as a baby. Any questions she’d asked about her origins had gone unanswered, and she’d accepted that she would never learn where she had come from. It wasn’t a comfortable thing to live with, but she had managed.

Until one morning only a handful of days ago when the High Priestess of the Lady’s temples had arrived at her house, followed by Kitris, and the two of them had spun an outlandish tale that still sounded made-up in Max’s mind. Still reeling from the news that the High Priestess had been her birth mother, Max had found herself summoned to one of the Lady’s temples to come face to face with the Lady Herself, inhabiting the body of an old and frail priest. Max had learned that she wasn’t High Priestess Emmeline’s daughter, but made from the Lady Herself. A creation, a part of the Lady to walk in the daylight world. Emmeline and Kitris wanted to use Max as a weapon to stand against the dark lord. The Lady had referred to Max as a defender. The Lady hadn’t had much time before the old priest’s body had given out, so Max had been left with more questions than answers. She was clear on one thing, though. She didn’t want anything to do with whatever plans someone else might have for her. She’d saved the world once already. Once was plenty, as far as Max was concerned.

Before her mind could immerse her in full colour memories of the underworld, complete with the grey smoke and the scorching heat burning away her hair and clothes, the shrill tone of her phone called her back to the present. She pulled the phone out with some relief, not bothering to check who was calling before she answered.

“This is Max.”

“My dear Marshal.” The smooth voice of one of the city’s oldest and most powerful vampires sent a chill across her skin. Lord Kolbyr. She’d last seen him idly wandering around the Order library in the aftermath of the demon attack, followed by an escort of at least four Order warriors. She wasn’t sure if they had been there to protect the vampire, or to stop him from stealing some of the rarer books.

She also remembered that Audhilde had been trying to get hold of Kolbyr earlier, to look at the dead bodies, and couldn’t help wonder why the dark magic master was calling her, rather than being on his way to the crime scene.

“Lord Kolbyr.” Max straightened, trying to keep her breathing steady and not betray how startled she was. Vampire hearing was exceptional. “I believe that Audhilde was trying to get hold of you.”

“I am aware. I have other matters to deal with. There is a meeting taking place very soon this evening, and it would be helpful for you to attend,” the vampire said.

Max frowned. Kolbyr was not a member of the Five Families - generally regarded as the city’s true rulers, rather than the elected council. But he was one of the oldest living beings in the city, and wielded a great deal of power and influence of his own. And now he was asking her to a meeting. The word helpful did not fool her for a moment. It was a polite turn of phrase, but just as much of a summons as if he had sent armed men to collect her. So she had to go. However reluctantly. Even though she had recently learned that she was not, in fact, human, she still didn’t want to be alone in a room full of vampires. “Where is the meeting, and who is attending?” she asked, her tone too blunt to be polite.

“I will personally assure your safety, Marshal Ortis,” Kolbyr said. Max pressed her lips together to hold in hasty words. He’d correctly anticipated some of her worry. She wanted to protest, to ask for more details. But to do so would risk offending him, and he might withdraw his assurance. That would be worse than trusting his word. So she held herself silent and listened. “The meeting will begin momentarily at the Grand Hotel, in their private dining room. I am not entirely sure who will be there, as I am awaiting some replies.”

“It will take me about half an hour to get there,” Max said, after a quick mental calculation. The bank wasn’t all that far from the heart of the city, where The Grand Hotel sat, but she was going to have to deal with city traffic, so she added some extra time to her journey. She did not want to turn up late for the vampire. She didn’t bother being offended by the short notice Kolbyr was giving her. He wanted her there, that much was clear. And he hadn’t answered Audhilde’s calls, so he clearly considered whatever he had been doing to be important.

“That is excellent,” Kolbyr said, and hung up.

Max stared at the phone’s blank screen for a moment, then looked at her dogs. Cas and Pol were still standing in the back of the pick-up, heads tilting and ears lifting in silent questions as she looked at them. “Alright. So, I’m going to a meeting with a vampire. Someone else should know where I’m going. Who should I call?”
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The Grand Hotel sat in the heart of the city, right next to the city green. The hotel was one of the largest and oldest buildings, and one which everyone knew, even people who had never seen it in person. Max couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to the city green. The creatures that the Marshals hunted were almost always caught on the outskirts of the city, and rarely had a chance to make it past the mid-city tangle of crowded housing and buildings to the wide streets, great houses and rarefied air of the city centre.

She made a quick call to the head Marshal, Faddei, as she drove away from the clutch of police cars at the bank. She gave him an update on the murders at the bank and her summons by Lord Kolbyr. He sounded far more intrigued by the prospect of a meeting with the vampire than she was. If Kolbyr hadn’t so specifically requested her, she would have been tempted to suggest that Faddei go, too. Her boss was far better at politics than she was.

Ending the call, she made another turn, heading towards the city green and frowned, only then noticing that the streets seemed unusually crowded. Not just more cars than she’d expected to see, but groups of people, too. Turning on to one of the wide, main streets in this district, she kept her vehicle to a slow pace, steady enough that she could stop if needed, and slow enough so that she could take a closer look at the people walking on either side of the street. Apprehension curled through her as she saw a few of the people carrying what looked like placards. There were others with what could be scarves around their necks, but which could also be pulled up over their faces to make temporary masks. And she saw at least two large wooden bats being carried by stocky men in short-sleeve t-shirts, their arm muscles tense as they stalked forward. From the brief glimpse she had, she thought they were human, aggression clear in their movements.

She should have kept going straight at the next junction, but decided to make a turn onto a quieter street and take a detour to her destination.

As she reached the junction, she saw a flash of blinding light in the road ahead, followed by a tower of flames soaring into the early evening sky.

Cursing, she steered her pick-up around the corner and dialled a pre-set number on her phone where it sat in its cradle on her dashboard. The call was answered after two rings.

“What?” The voice of the Marshals’ dispatcher, Therese, rang around the pick-up’s cabin. The woman sounded annoyed. That was normal.

“It’s Max. It looks like there’s a riot about to start on Robertson Road, just by the fountain crossroads. Can you alert the police?”

“It’s not our concern,” Therese snapped.

“I know. But you have a direct line into the police control centre, and I don’t,” Max said, hoping Therese couldn’t hear the amount of effort it required to maintain the civil tone. She wasn’t sure if Therese would care, but she’d long made it a policy to be polite to the dispatcher. Therese had a lot of power in the Marshals’ service.

“That’s true. Fine, I’ll call them. Are you on scene?”

“No, I’m heading to another appointment. Faddei is aware,” Max added, before Therese could inform her that she wasn’t due to be working that night.

Therese hung up without another word and Max blew out a breath. She’d managed to hold her temper, at least.

As she had a few more blocks to drive, she dialled Faddei’s number again. Her boss answered on the fourth ring.

“What, did they kick you out already?” he asked, sounding disappointed. He really had been intrigued by the meeting she’d been summoned to.

“I haven’t got there yet. I’ve just seen a bunch of very angry-looking people heading towards the fountain crossroads on Robertson Road. I’ve asked Therese to alert the police, but thought you should know.”

“Any violence so far?” Faddei asked. She could hear the sharp attention in his voice. The head Marshal was keenly aware of the city’s volatile politics.

She was about to answer no when an explosion sounded behind her. She jumped in her seat, startled, and muffled a cry of alarm. She glanced in her rear-view mirror and saw another pillar of flames rising into the sky.

“I heard that,” Faddei said. “Are you clear of it?”

“I am,” Max said, but lifted her foot from the accelerator. “Maybe I should skip the meeting.”

“No. You don’t ignore a request from Lord Kolbyr. You go. I’ll see if the locals need anything. And I expect a full report,” Faddei added.

“Alright,” Max said, and hung up. She glanced in her rear-view mirror again, catching the faint sound of police sirens. Law enforcement was on their way. She shook her head and pressed the accelerator. Faddei was right. No one ignored a request from Lord Kolbyr. And dealing with humans causing trouble wasn’t her job.

All the same, she had an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach as she drove away, hearing another explosion. The city had been restless since the fuel shortages a handful of weeks before, and the news of the attack on the Order seemed to have tipped things into actual violence. She couldn’t help wonder what shape the city would be in when morning came.


Chapter three


The crowds of people and explosions were a distant memory when Max reached her destination. She parked her battered pick-up on a side-street around the corner from the hotel entrance and made sure the Marshals’ badge was showing in her windscreen. Even though Marshals were entitled to operate anywhere in the city, she was confident that the hotel operators would tow her vehicle if it was out front, in sight of their patrons. By parking on a side-street she hoped that the vehicle would still be there when she got back.

With Cas and Pol, she walked up to the entrance and took a moment to look up at the imposing building above her, the pure white walls glowing in the faint street lights. She’d never been this close to the building and paused to admire the craftsmanship that had gone into its construction. It was built of smooth, white blocks of stone with ornate carvings around the windows, and decorative wrought iron balconies on the higher levels. The display of so much metal that didn’t have a functional purpose just emphasised the building’s wealth and importance - in all the poorer districts, any metal decoration had long since been taken away to be melted down into something more useful to the city. As well as the display of worldly wealth, Max could also feel the magic built into its walls. A complex web of spells that the hotel might well need a full-time magician to maintain. She shook her head slightly at the extravagance.

The Grand Hotel was every bit as fancy and pretentious as its name suggested. It had once been a home-away-from-home for wealthy landowners visiting from their farms outside the city, but with the Wild having taken over the landowners’ vast estates, the hotel didn’t have many overnight guests. Max had a vague idea that the hotel instead provided an old-world elegance and over-priced drinks for the city’s wealthier residents. She’d also heard rumours that some of them chose to spend a few nights in the hotel from time to time as a break from their daily routine. Whatever the truth might be, the hotel’s staff were far too discreet to let any rumours slip. They also seemed to know every reporter in the city by sight, so any investigative journalist who’d tried following people into the hotel had been firmly but politely turned away.

The hotel overlooked the city green, the great swathe of open land in the heart of the city full of carefully kept lawns and pathways, manicured copses of trees and an animal sanctuary. It was as beautifully maintained and presented as the hotel itself, and Max imagined that anyone sitting in the hotel and looking out across the greenery would be able to forget that there was any Wild or any threat to the city.

Even outside the hotel, the air seemed more refined, calmer and quieter than it had been a block or so away. Max couldn’t help wondering how much magic was required to create and maintain the air of opulence.

The hotel entrance was slightly raised from the ground, accessed by wide, shallow, white stone steps. Max made her way up, hesitating when she saw a pair of uniformed men outside the hotel entrance. She hadn’t realised that there would be law enforcement present. A second look and she realised that the men were not, in fact, police officers. There was no sign of weapons or insignia, just a pair of middle-aged, bulky men dressed in soft grey suits. They were each giving her a hard stare as she made her way up the steps, transferring the glares to her shadow-hounds as Cas and Pol trotted up to them.

“No animals in the hotel, ma’am,” the man on the right said. If he hadn’t been dressed in such a fancy suit, and outside the most exclusive hotel in the city, Max would have mistaken him for one of the Huntsman clan. He had the same square-jawed look that many clan members had, and a slight glimmer in his eyes that suggested some non-human heritage.

“Marshal’s service,” she said, pulling her seven-pointed badge from under her jacket. The metal gleamed in response to all the magic in and around the hotel’s structure. “The shadow-hounds work with me. It’s alright, they are house trained,” she added, wondering if the man was worried that her hounds might chew up furniture, or worse.

“They still can’t come in,” the man said, taking a half-step towards her. He froze as both hounds growled, low in their throats.

“I’m here to see Lord Kolbyr. He’s expecting me,” Max said, putting her badge away. The Marshals’ service was supposed to be able to access every building in the city, but this wasn’t the first time she’d been denied access to a gathering place for the wealthy. Somehow, she suspected that Lord Kolbyr’s name would have more power than her badge.

“Yes, ma’am. Our apologies. His lordship didn’t inform us to expect animals,” the other man said, confirming her guess about Kolbyr’s influence. He stepped sideways, opening one of the large doors for her.

Max thanked him and headed into the hotel with her hounds.

The carpet she stepped onto was thick enough that her boots sank into it without a sound. Startled by the change underfoot, she stopped involuntarily just past the entrance to look around her. The doors swung silently shut, closing her into a rich silence. The hotel’s reception area was bigger than her house, the carpet a deep blue colour that complemented the dark wooden panelling on the walls and reception desk. Giant plants in ornate vases stood sentry on either side of each of the entrances and exits. There were chandeliers overhead that sparkled with hundreds of crystal facets, providing discreet lighting. Various paintings hung on the walls, ranging from old-fashioned landscapes to a pair of more modern, muted abstracts of sweeping colour that were hung together. Max didn’t need to get closer to know that they would all be originals.

A pair of women stood behind the reception desk, dressed in the same grey colour as the men outside, both of them looking as if they had just stepped out of a photography shoot for a magazine. Max had an impulse to ask them if they knew Ruutti - one of the only other women Max had ever met who managed to maintain that same, polished look. One of the women came around the enormous desk and inclined her head slightly to Max. She was petite, her short dark hair gleaming in the light. She looked barely old enough to be out of school, but something about the quiet assurance in the way she moved told Max she was older than she looked. There was the faintest trace of magic in the air around her, suggesting she was hiding her true age, even though everything about her seemed entirely human.

“Marshal Ortis. Lord Kolbyr is expecting you, and asked me to show you to the room.” Even her voice was elegant, Max noted, feeling awkwardly tall, under-dressed and scruffy by comparison.

“Thank you,” Max said. She couldn’t match the elegance, but she could at least dredge up some manners.

She followed the receptionist across the blue carpet, noticing that Cas and Pol were staying close to her. They were still in their everyday forms, so they hadn’t identified any threats. Perhaps they were also uneasy about the understated wealth around them, and felt just as out of place.

The heavy carpet continued through a high, arched doorway to one side of the reception area and then up a few shallow stairs to a wide corridor full of the same carpet. There was a cluster of people standing along this corridor, all of them coming to sharp attention as the receptionist appeared. The attention slid past the receptionist and fixed on Max and her hounds. She instinctively made a gesture for her hounds to stay with her, seeing open hostility in quite a few of the expressions. Max lifted her chin slightly, looking around the group, brows lifting in sheer surprise as she took in the variety of people gathered. They were all in pairs. A pair of soldiers wearing the Raghavan Family uniform. A pair of what she could only think of as heavy-set thugs wearing leather jackets, with Huntsman clan tattoos snaking up their throats. Across the corridor from the Huntsman clan members were two stocky human males in dark tactical clothing, wearing surly expressions. Further along were two humans dressed in immaculate black suits, a trace of magic in the air around them, and a pair of vampires dressed in black suits that made the humans’ attire look like rags.

Max recognised the people for what they were. Bodyguards and armed escorts. And she could not help wondering just who she was going to find in the room they were all watching.

“There’s a range of refreshments provided inside,” the receptionist said, pausing outside a set of double doors, “but if you need anything else, for yourself or for your shadow-hounds, please let me know.” She knocked on the door nearest to her and opened it, stepping back to let Max go inside.

“Thank you,” Max said again. She flicked a hand for Cas and Pol to go into the room in front of her, ignoring the glower from the Huntsman clan members, and followed her dogs inside. The door shut behind her with a faint click, and the slightest frisson of magic in the air, letting her know that there were spells built into the room’s walls. Probably for privacy.

She paused by the door, taking stock of the room. It was a large rectangle, almost the same size as the hotel’s reception area. Two-thirds of the room held a large table made of gleaming, highly polished wood, which had at least twenty chairs set around it. None of the chairs were occupied. All the inhabitants of the room were gathered in the remaining space of the room, where Max had entered. There was a heavy sideboard covered in bottles and platters of food. Almost every person Max could see had a glass in their hands, turning as one to look at Max. She had the uncomfortable sensation of being stared at and found distinctly wanting, if the tight, sour expressions on a few faces were anything to go by.

“This is a private meeting,” one of the men snapped. Max identified him as Connor Declan Walsh, one of the most powerful humans in the city. She’d never seen him in person before, and he was a lot shorter than she’d expected. With his close-cropped white hair and deep-set, hard, dark eyes, he looked more like a fighter than the businessman he claimed to be. What he lacked in height, he made up for in self-assurance, holding himself with the confidence of someone at the top of the city’s power structure. She mentally paired him up with the stocky men in tactical clothing waiting outside.

“What is she doing here?” one of the few women in the room asked. Another human, wearing her age as lightly as the silk scarf she had draped around her neck. Her silvered, dark hair was piled in what looked like a careless arrangement on her head, but which Max suspected had taken an age to perfect, along with the immaculate make-up that carefully blurred the lady’s true age. Isadora Forster. Head of another of the city’s most powerful families. Someone else who Max had never met in person before, although she had encountered two of the lady’s sons. Max paired Lady Forster with the two black-suited human magicians outside.

“I invited Marshal Ortis to join us.”

Max would know that voice anywhere. It said something about the amount of power and size of egos gathered in the room that Lord Kolbyr had not been the first person she had noticed. The city’s foremost expert on dark magic was a short, almost delicate man with pale skin and thick black hair. He was attractive, but it was not his looks that anyone noticed first of all. Rather, anyone blind to magic would recognise the air of authority he carried. And anyone with magic sensitivity would notice the aura of power around him and the weight of his great age, both worn almost lightly and with as much grace as his handmade black suit. He was standing close to another familiar, and far more welcome, figure. Audhilde. Max’s brows lifted at the sight of the medical examiner here, rather than at the mortuary with the bodies she’d so recently collected.

“Max, my dear, I’m glad to see you under better circumstances,” Audhilde said with a smile. She’d found time to change since Max had last seen her, tidying her bouncy, brown curls into the sleek, gleaming crown Max was more used to seeing and exchanging the bright blue coveralls for her favourite shade of deep blue, dressed now in a trouser suit that had probably cost more than Max’s annual salary.

“And you,” Max replied, and inclined her head to Kolbyr. “I’m not sure whether to thank you for the invitation,” she told him. It probably wasn’t a sensible thing to say.

Kolbyr laughed. It sounded genuine. “Then you are wise beyond your years,” he told her. “May I get you a drink?”

Max glanced at the sideboard and her brows lifted at the range of beverages on offer, including a stout iron-bound wooden cask she was sure contained something toxic to most humans. The hotel was set up to cater for every taste, up to and including a forest ogre, it seemed. She asked for a soft drink, not wanting to risk compromising her reaction time in this company, and was startled again when Kolbyr himself moved to get it for her.

Max took the opportunity of Kolbyr’s distraction to look around the room, trying to identify everyone there. It looked like each of the Five Families was represented, along with a couple of people whose faces were not familiar, but who blended in with the group as if they belonged.

“So, you are the one who killed my son.”

Max managed not to jump, or reach for her gun at Lady Forster’s voice sounding far too close to her. The older woman had also taken advantage of Kolbyr’s distraction to move closer to Max, and was looking her up and down with a pinched expression that suggested the head of one of the city’s most powerful Families did not like what she saw. Isadora Forster did not look like a grieving mother. More like an irritated commander-in-chief. The air around her was heavy with magic, making it easy to see where Oliver Forster had got his power from.

The memory of Oliver’s death filled Max’s mind. In the shadows of an abandoned temple, lit by candles and full of dark magic, she’d been aiming for someone else, trying to stop whatever ritual had been under way, worried that the Oliver and his co-conspirators had been trying to open a portal to the underworld. A demon had intervened, and her bullet had struck Oliver instead. She had killed him. As awful as that was, she was trying not to feel guilty. Oliver Forster had been a willing participant in the killing of others, and a follower of the dark lord.

“He was part of a dark magic ritual,” Max said coolly, meeting Isadora’s eyes. The woman might be one of the most powerful residents of the city, but Max had faced down demons recently, one of them wearing Oliver Forster’s body, and refused to be intimidated. She wrestled with her conscience for a moment. Not so much guilt at Oliver’s death, but rather at her own manners when faced with his mother. She hadn’t said she was sorry for the woman’s loss. The words stuck in Max’s throat and refused to budge. She couldn’t bring herself to tell the lie.

“So you say,” Isadora said, her face even more pinched. Clearly, she’d been expecting a different reaction from Max.

“There were other witnesses,” Max said.

“As I have told you already,” Kolbyr said, arriving in the gap between Isadora and Max, “your son threw his lot in with the dark lord’s followers. The Marshal’s bullet was a far kinder death than any they would have given him.”

Isadora shrugged one shoulder, silently dismissing the vampire’s words. But she didn’t say anything to contradict him, which Max found interesting. The Lady Forster had some sense, it seemed. She was one of the most powerful magicians Max had ever come across, but she still would be no match for the dark magic master. Kolbyr ignored the woman and held a tall glass out to Max. She took it and thanked him, the better part of her mind turning over the brief interchange. She was getting a glimpse into a level of city politics she hadn’t known existed.

“You brought a killer into our midst?” one of the other people asked. He sounded annoyed, although it seemed exaggerated to Max’s ears. Perhaps he was playing up his aggression for her benefit - she couldn’t tell. The speaker was a tall, solidly built man wearing jeans and a v-neck t-shirt that showed off the intricate tattoo across his neck and collarbone. One of the Huntsman clan. Probably its current leader, if he was in this room. Max didn’t know his name. The clan kept to themselves and refused to co-operate with law enforcement, so, short of checking everyone in the city for tattoos, no one outside the clan had a clear idea of who was a member or how the hierarchy worked. He caught her looking at him and glared back. She pressed her lips together to hide a smile. He was trying to intimidate her. But, as with the Lady Forster, she’d faced far more dangerous opponents in recent days.

“You associate with killers every day,” Max said.

The room went utterly still and so quiet that Max could hear her own heart beating. That had not been a polite or sensible thing to say.

“Insults, little thing?” the clan leader said, upper lip lifting to show blunt, human teeth.

“Truth,” Max answered, refusing to back down, temper flaring. The Huntsman clan almost never faced consequences for what they did. “I was there when your clan killed a girl,” she told him, holding his gaze even as she remembered the girl’s death. As far as Max knew, Audhilde had not managed to identify the victim, but she had been chased part way across the city by members of the Huntsman clan, who had attacked Max when she’d tried to intervene. Unlike with Oliver, guilt over the girl’s death weighed heavily in Max’s chest and she still could not shake it. Logically, she knew it was not her fault and there was probably nothing she could have done at the time to stop the Huntsman clan from killing the girl. It didn’t help. She still had the sense that she should have done something.

She’d learned from Audhilde that the girl was just one of several young people to have been killed by the clan. The others had not died quickly or easily. Even hunting demons across the city, Max had not forgotten about those deaths.

“A nosy trespasser, no doubt,” the clan leader said, puffing up his chest as he looked down at her. The threat was obvious. Max hovered between amusement and disgust for a moment, before her momentary laughter faded away.

“No,” she said. “She was chased by members of your clan. They killed her when I tried to stop them. And hers wasn’t the only death.”

“You are accusing me?” the man asked, face flushing with fury.

“By no means. I’m accusing your clan. The Huntsman clan is responsible for deaths in this city. So, if you are going to object to sharing a room with killers, you should look at your own house first,” Max said, holding herself straight and square, facing the bully.

He growled low in his throat, rivalling any sound her dogs could make, his large hands balling into fists by his sides.

“Let’s not pretend,” Isadora Forster said, her cool voice slicing through the tension in the room. “Most of us here have blood on our hands, one way or another. The girl is just the one who’s admitted to it.” The woman took a deliberate step away from Max, towards the table. “If you’re done with your posturing, William, we have much to discuss.”

To Max’s surprise, the Huntsman leader took his cue from the human magician, snatching up a beer bottle from the table and stalking along the side of the table to its far end. Putting distance between him and Isadora, or perhaps just getting as far away from Max as possible. She wasn’t sure.

“Yes, to business,” Kolbyr said. He looked like he was suppressing a great deal of amusement, his eyes gleaming as he waved a hand to the table. “Do join us, dear Marshal.”

Max was inclined to refuse. She had far better things to do than to indulge whatever power play was happening in the room. But Kolbyr had summoned her here, into this room with many of the most powerful people in the city, and she was curious as to what he might want. So she followed his cue and took a seat at the table. Audhilde sat beside her, Kolbyr on Audhilde’s other side. Max was amused to note that the chair next to her remained empty, then saw that everyone else was leaving a chair or two between them and the next person. Everyone wanted a bit of space, it seemed. There wasn’t a lot of trust in the room. Cas and Pol settled on the thick carpet behind and to Max’s side so that she was protected on three sides by shadow-hounds and vampires. Her dogs were still in their everyday forms, so they hadn’t sensed a direct threat, but they had picked up on the tension in the room and were keeping close to her. She bent and gave each of them a pat before straightening and looking around the table.

Judging by the serious expressions on the faces of the powerful and influential people, she hadn’t been invited to a meeting so much as to a council of war. She couldn’t help but wonder just what sides each of the people around her would take and who these powerful people would consider to be the enemy. They all had access to formidable resources. With the Order shaken from Kitris’ death, the city shaken from the attack on the Order and demons walking the streets, the people around this table could between them save or destroy the city entirely. And she didn’t know which way they would turn.


Chapter four


With everyone seated, Lord Kolbyr leant forward the tiniest fraction. All eyes in the room moved to him, which told Max that all these powerful people were keenly aware of how dangerous the ancient vampire was. And made her wonder about his position in this gathering. The city was nominally ruled by the elected city councillors, but every city resident knew that the Five Families truly ran things. Max had believed that to be true as well. Until now, when she’d seen the heads and representatives of every one of the Five Families twitch to attention at the smallest move from Lord Kolbyr.

“Thank you for gathering so quickly,” Kolbyr said. “The city is in great danger, and we need to prepare to defend it.”

“We all saw that the Order had been attacked,” Connor Walsh said. He was wearing an unhappy scowl, as if personally offended by the incident. “That’s not good, but it’s hardly our business.”

“We’ve been hearing some very wild rumours about demons on the city streets,” one of the unknown women in the room said. Blonde and blue-eyed, she commanded attention when she spoke. She was as petite as Audhilde, and dressed with an expensive, under-stated style that only emphasised her striking looks. She reminded Max of another petite and beautiful blonde - Ruutti. A siren, and very used to getting her own way. Max’s eyes narrowed. The resemblance was too strong to be a coincidence. The unknown woman was another siren, and likely the head of the Passila Family. Last Max had heard, the Passila Family was led by an old man. It seemed her information was out of date. Or the head of the Family had sent this woman in his place.

“Those aren’t rumours. And there is a connection to the attack on the Order,” Kolbyr said.

“Pah. Doesn’t affect us.” William, the head of the Huntsman clan, glared at Kolbyr. “Let the Order deal with it.”

“Doesn’t affect us?” Isadora repeated, scorn dripping from her voice. “It’s amazing that you managed to dress yourself this morning,” Isadora said, hard gaze flickering over William. Max’s brows lifted at the direct insult.

To Max’s surprise, William laughed, showing a lot of bright white teeth. The laughter was at odds with the vicious gleam in his eye. Max hoped that Lady Forster’s bodyguards were up to the task of protecting their mistress against the Huntsman clan, because it seemed she had a true enemy in William.

“We, too, have heard the rumours,” the head of the Raghavan Family said. Max had never learned his name. He’d been a solider when Max had first met him, standing up to the orders of the then joint heads of the Family, the twins Shivangi and Hemang. Now Shivangi was in the underworld, trapped by her own greed and ambition. Hemang was dead, his body occupied by another demon and currently somewhere in the city, along with the demon inhabiting Oliver Forster’s body. Max wondered just how much the new head of the Raghavan Family knew about what had happened to his predecessors. He seemed an honest man, at least, which was a distinct improvement on the twins.

“Who asked you?” William growled, turning a glare onto the head of the Raghavan Family. The former solider lifted his chin a fraction, meeting William’s angry stare across the table, with every appearance of calm, but didn’t speak. “Chicken,” William muttered, loudly enough to carry around the table. Max didn’t see any obvious reaction from the former soldier. But then, he had grown up with the Raghavan twins, and it was almost certainly not the first time he’d been insulted.

“You are here at my invitation,” Kolbyr said, his glance flicking across the table to William. His tone was perfectly polite, in his usual polished manner. But everyone around the table went still and quiet, all eyes travelling back to the vampire. He was definitely in charge, Max thought. At least in this room. She found herself very glad that she’d minded her own manners around the vampire.

“So, is that what you wanted to tell us?” Isadora asked, sounding bored. “There are demons in the city and the Order was attacked. That’s it?”

Max watched the older woman carefully for a moment. She didn’t seem concerned by the presence of demons or the attack on the Order, both of which should make any sane person extremely worried. Max was quite sure that the Lady Forster would know by now that her son’s body was walking the city with a demon inside it. That, if nothing else, should have disturbed her.

“There are three demons and one descendant of Arkus, at least, in the city at the moment,” Kolbyr said, his tone still polite but somehow no longer dangerous. “Do I need to remind you of the damage that the descendant Evan Yarwood has already done? On his own, the descendant formed a militia in the form of the Syndicate to serve the dark lord. And now he has allied with demons. Demons who have already raised several dark dogs.” From the weight of Kolbyr’s voice, he expected everyone in the room to understand just how dangerous the dark dogs were. Max’s skin crawled as she remembered the giant predators.

“It’s the Marshals’ job to deal with beasts,” Connor said, staring at Max in a way that made her want to reach for her weapon. In paying attention to the bigger threat of Lord Kolbyr, she’d momentarily lost sight of the fact that everyone around the table was dangerous in their own way. “Is that why she’s here?”

“The Marshal is the only person who has spoken with all the demons and the descendant,” Kolbyr said.

“And she’s still alive. How do we know she’s not working with them?” Isadora asked.

A laugh escaped Max before she could stop it. She felt heat creeping up her face as everyone stared at her, but didn’t apologise. Isadora glared across the expensive, polished table surface at her, fine lines evident around her eyes and mouth, making Max wonder just how old the woman was. She seemed entirely human, which usually limited life spans, but she was wealthy and powerful enough to afford treatments both medical and magical to keep her alive longer than would normally be possible.

“It’s a reasonable question,” the head of the Passila Family said, turning her almost impossibly large and impossibly blue eyes to Max. “Why don’t you tell us who you are working for, Marshal?” the woman asked.

Max stared back at the woman, feeling a trail of magic in the air. A siren’s compulsion. She couldn’t help but compare the woman’s use of her powers with the way Ruutti Passila used her magic. The detective managed to get information out of people without them suspecting anything. Ruutti was skilled at not letting people know they were being manipulated. By contrast, this siren was wielding her power like a hammer. And Max still felt no compulsion to answer. The greater part of her that wasn’t human didn’t respond to a siren’s persuasion.

“I’m a Marshal,” Max told her, voice flat. “I work for the people of this city, like every other member of law enforcement.”

The siren’s perfectly shaped brows snapped together in a displeased frown. “Answer me,” she ordered.

“No,” Max said. “I’m here at Lord Kolbyr’s invitation, not to play games with you. What did you wish to discuss?” she asked, turning her shoulder to the siren and looking instead at the vampire.

He inclined his head to her, which she knew was a rare gesture of respect, and then looked around the table, making sure he had everyone’s attention. Apart from the siren, who was pouting like a child denied her favourite toy, he need not have worried. Seemingly satisfied with the level of attention, the vampire turned back to Max.

“Will you tell us, Marshal, what you have observed about these demons?” he asked.

It was an extremely open-ended question, which was no accident. Lord Kolbyr didn’t do things without a purpose. He’d brought her here, in front of the most powerful people in the city. He wanted something from her, but she had no idea what. She didn’t like not knowing. Despite his assurance of protection, she was keenly aware of the danger around her. With the audience he had gathered, it would be foolish to openly challenge the vampire and risk his anger. All she could do was be honest. Max paused a moment to gather her thoughts.

“The demon Queran has been in the daylight world for some time. He’s a watcher demon, but a powerful one. Somehow he teamed up with Evan Yarwood.” Max paused, wondering how much to say about what Queran and Evan had been up to. She decided to stick to the relevant facts only. “With the Syndicate, Evan and Queran stole the Arkus Codex.”

“Syndicate. We are familiar with them,” William said, anger in his voice that, for once, didn’t seem to be directed at her or anyone else in the room. “They’ve caused us some trouble,” he added, surprising her. The Syndicate seemed to have recruited a large number of members of the Huntsman clan. It made a certain sort of sense as both the clan and Syndicate dealt in the sort of violence most city residents would run away from. Based on that alone, she would have guessed that the Syndicate and the Huntsman clan had a lot in common. But the Huntsman clan pursued their own wants and interests without regard for anyone else, while the Syndicate had been created in service to the dark lord. William didn’t seem the type to be worried about what was happening to his people. It was more likely he was annoyed by the implicit challenge to his position as head of the clan, knowing perfectly well that the dark lord had no use for any authority apart from His own.

“Queran is dangerous on a one-to-one level,” Max continued, “but he had seemed content with making mischief. The other two demons are quite different. They got into this world thanks to the dark magic ritual that Evan and Queran were working on.” She didn’t look at Isadora or Kolbyr as she said that. She was sure that Isadora would know that her son had been involved in that self same ritual, and that was when Max had killed him. It didn’t seem helpful to go over that point. Not right now. “The demons are Donal and Finn.”

A couple of people around the room stiffened. It seemed that they had been doing some homework on demons. Perhaps trying to work out how big a threat they really were.

“I am familiar with those names,” the former soldier said. He leant forward slightly, perhaps reading the surprise on Max’s face. She’d identified him as a soldier through and through rather than someone interested in magic or demons. “I found books on dark magic in Shivangi’s and Hemang’s rooms. Those names are mentioned. They are said to be extremely dangerous.”

“Yes,” Max agreed.

“Donal is a master magician, whose skills are at least equal to my own,” Kolbyr said. There was no false modesty in his voice. He was stating facts. For the first time, Max saw concern on several faces around the room. Everyone here knew, or suspected, what the dark magic master was capable of. Now they had another possibly even more proficient magician to contend with. “Finn is less skilled, but equally ruthless and powerful.”

“They are working together,” Max added. “The attack on the Order was to try and recover the Arkus Codex.”

“I thought that was a myth,” Isadora said, with apparently genuine surprise. Remembering the key role that Oliver Forster had played in the discovery and theft of the Arkus Codex in the first place, Max wondered just how much Isadora did in fact know about what her son had been up so. No one stayed head of their Family for as long as Isadora had without knowing what was going on in her territory. Max found it difficult to believe that she hadn’t known something of what Oliver had been involved with. If Oliver had managed to switch his allegiance and agree to follow Evan’s directions without his mother knowing, it meant that Lady Forster’s knowledge and control of her Family had slipped badly.

“No myth,” Kolbyr said. “The Codex remains within the Order’s control. They are putting additional safeguards in place.”

“It’s likely that the demons and Evan will try to get the Codex again,” Max added, remembering the bodies she’d been looking at earlier. “It looks like they went straight from the Order to kill more people.”

She saw the lack of interest in the faces around her. This wasn’t the place or audience to discuss those deaths in detail. The people here wouldn’t care about the victims. What they would care about was the potential impact on them, and their power. She thought about telling them that each death most likely provided more power for the demons, but the victims deserved better than that. And she wasn’t sure how much of a difference it would make to the attitudes of most of the people in this room.

Max thought the self-interest was short-sighted. The demons had taken what they believed to be the Codex from the Order’s underground vaults. It wouldn’t have taken long for them to realise that they had taken a decoy. Max could not imagine Donal or Finn being happy about that. And having gone to the trouble of invading the Order to get the book in the first place, she was confident that they would try again. And if the demons got what they wanted, nowhere in the city would be safe.

“Why not destroy the Codex?” the former soldier asked.

“Jagannath makes a good point,” the Passila siren said.

“For once,” William grunted. The Huntsman and Raghavan territories bounded each other, which was common in the city, and there had never been much friendship between the two Families, Max knew.

“There is a lot of dark magic bound up in the Codex,” Kolbyr said, ignoring William and speaking to Jagannath. “Attempting to destroy the Codex would release that power into the world. It would cause significant damage.”

“Alright. So, we can’t destroy it,” Jagannath said, nodding. “But it has been contained for some years, yes? Can we put it back where it was?”

“No,” Kolbyr said, without elaborating.

The former soldier didn’t look pleased with the blunt answer, but he didn’t question it, either. It was just as well. Max didn’t want to have to explain to this group that the Codex had formerly been hidden in the Vault, a repository for magicians that was supposed to be absolutely secure. Evan and Queran, along with Oliver Forster and the Syndicate, had broken into the Vault and searched every room until they had found the Codex. And while she was quite sure that the Vault’s Armourer, Cira - a capable and powerful magician - would be putting new security measures in place, they were unlikely to stop demons. Max hadn’t found anything yet that could completely stop demons. And talking about the breach of the Vault would only shake magicians’ confidence in the safety of their belongings.

“So our best option is to have the Codex left in the Order’s hands?” the siren asked, scepticism clear.

“My dear Taina, if you think you can protect it better, by all means go and see if you can persuade Kitris to let it go,” Isadora said, in a sugar-sweet tone that did nothing to hide the sharp, bitter hatred in her eyes as she looked at the siren.

High spots of colour appeared on Taina Passila’s cheeks. She took a deliberate pause before plastering a clearly false smile on her face. “I might just do that. After all, at least Kitris has let me into the building before now.”

Max’s brows lifted, surprised. They were talking as if none of them knew that Kitris was dead. But she had told both Ruutti and Audhilde about Kitris’ death in the bank, and would have expected Ruutti at least to pass on such important knowledge to her Family. Perhaps Ruutti had seen some personal advantage to not sharing the information. Or perhaps she simply hadn’t had time. Audhilde may have her own reasons for keeping quiet in the moment, and not sharing the information. Max couldn’t help but wonder how the powerful people in the room would react if they learned that the head of the Order was dead by his own hand, and that one of the Order warriors had betrayed his oaths. A chill ran over her skin. There was more than enough hostility and suspicion in the room without an open fear that the Order could not be relied on. She was tempted to glance at Kolbyr to see his reaction. He’d been there in the aftermath of Kitris’ death, and he wasn’t correcting either Taina Passila or Isadora Forster. He seemed to be keeping the death a secret. It couldn’t hold for long. Not for the first time, she wondered just what game he was playing.

“Ladies,” Jagannath said, before the two women could give voice to the fury that was showing on their faces. Interrupting them, but wise enough not to say anything more. He turned to Kolbyr, instead. “It is your assessment, then, that the Codex is best left where it is?”

“For now, yes,” Kolbyr said.

Max shot him a sideways glance. As far as she knew, he had not yet managed a close look at the Codex, despite his best efforts. She couldn’t help wondering if he was already preparing a room for it in his own house. If the Codex wasn’t in the Order, then the next safest place for it in the city would be with the foremost expert on dark magic. Even if that seemed like a thoroughly bad idea on so many levels. Somehow, though, Max had formed the impression that Lord Kolbyr liked the world as it was. He was fascinated by dark magic and the potential knowledge he could glean from the pages of the Codex. She didn’t think he was interested in bringing the dark lord Himself to the daylight world, or in throwing open the Grey Gates and letting all the inhabitants of the underworld out into this world. But she had never truly understood his motives.

“You said something about defending the city,” Connor Walsh said. The glass in front of him was empty. Max was sure it had been full when they had sat down. He’d been drinking while the others argued. There was a hint of colour in his face, but his eyes were sharp as he looked across the table to Kolbyr. “What did you mean?”

“What in the world do you expect us to do to defend the city?” Taina asked, not giving Kolbyr time to answer before she continued on. “None of us have a working knowledge of dark magic or how to combat it. That’s what the Order is for.”

“You all have resources,” Kolbyr said. “Safe houses, stores of supplies, and several of you also have armed men and women under your command.”

The most powerful people in the city stared at the ancient vampire, and then Isadora gave a dry, humourless laugh.

“You expect us to provide shelter for the city’s residents?” she asked.

“I expect you to be ready to defend your territories,” Kolbyr said.

“You’re not serious,” Taina said. Then she frowned, eyes travelling over Kolbyr. “No. You are serious. Aren’t you over-reacting?”

“We have two of the most powerful demons from Arkus’ court in the daylight world, and a descendant of Arkus who has raised one army already,” Kolbyr said, an edge to his voice that suggested he was running out of patience. Max hoped that the others in the room were taking note. She’d seen a small fraction of what the vampire was capable of.

“Three demons, Evan and about twenty members of the Syndicate managed to get past the Order’s defences,” Max added. “They have also killed several people in the city, bot before and after they attacked the Order.” She paused to press her lips together, seeing the disinterest on most of the faces around her. They didn’t care about the city’s residents, she reminded herself. They cared about power. “One of the demons is also modifying supernatural creatures to be more powerful and harder to kill.” She tried not to shudder, remembering the cuchara that she’d faced only a couple of days before. The giant insects had been far more resistant to bullets and magic than normal. And, worse, the second group of them that she and her companions had come across had had wings. Cuchara were deadly and vicious enough. Adding wings only made them more deadly. It was a miracle no one had been killed in that attack.

With the exception of Jagannath, no one around the room seemed impressed with her additional information. She smoothed a frown from her face. Almost none of the people here had any reason to respect her or listen to her, and she had just as little time for them as well. There were other things - more productive things - that she could be doing with her time. She turned to Kolbyr.

“Was there anything else?” she asked him bluntly. He’d brought her here for a reason, after all. Everything she’d told the room was something he could have shared with them.

He looked back at her, a hint of hesitation in his manner, and her breathing hitched, wondering just how much he knew and what he was about to reveal. He hadn’t been anywhere nearby when Kitris and Emmeline had made their extraordinary revelations about her origins, or when she’d spoken with the Lady Herself in one of Her temples. But this was Kolbyr. He probably had resources she couldn’t even guess at. He might have found out more information about her than she was comfortable sharing.

“I wanted them to meet you,” Kolbyr told her, his voice softer than she’d ever heard it. “You have the strongest affinity with light magic I have ever seen, and I think it will be much needed in the coming days.”

Max couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Relief coursed through her. He wasn’t saying everything he knew. Or he didn’t know. Either way, he hadn’t revealed her secrets to the room, and she was grateful for that. But he’d said more than enough. Her sense of relief faded as she sensed the sharpening attention from the powerful people around the room, doubtless almost all of them wondering how they could use the information Kolbyr had disclosed to their advantage.

Kolbyr tilted his chin at her. It looked like partly respect, partly apology. Oddly enough, she didn’t feel that she needed the apology. He hadn’t betrayed her. He’d acted out of some impulse she didn’t quite understand. It seemed almost altruistic, wanting the power brokers in the city to know who she was, and how helpful she could be. Concern for others wasn’t something that Lord Kolbyr would ever be accused of, though. There was something else going on.

It only took another breath for her to realise what that might be. Kolbyr was demonstrating, in a potent way, that he was ahead of everyone else in terms of the information that he had and the connections that he had made. He had gathered them all here. He had brought her into this meeting. He had identified her as important, when almost everyone else would have dismissed her.

If it hadn’t been her neck on the line, Max would have been impressed. Lady’s light, she was still impressed, but also irritated. She didn’t have time for power games. She had demons to find.

Even as she was wondering how soon she would be able to leave, Cas and Pol both lifted their heads, low growls emerging from their throats. They surged to their feet, shifting into their attack forms.

“Control your beasts,” Connor snapped.

“They’re alerting me to possible danger,” Max said, getting up and putting her hand on her gun. Cas stayed beside her while Pol took a couple of steps away. Towards the door. The danger wasn’t in here. It was outside.

“I don’t hear anything,” William said.

“The room is soundproofed,” Isadora told him, her sharp tone conveying just what she thought of him.

Kolbyr got to his feet, the chill of his aura spreading around him, sliding across Max’s skin. She wanted to move away from the cold trace of dark magic, but held her ground, keeping her eyes on her dogs.

“Anyone order room service?” Taina asked, her voice too brittle to make the words funny.

“My hounds wouldn’t react to the hotel staff,” Max told her. “Wait here,” she told the people around the table and headed for the door, Cas and Pol by her sides.

She wasn’t surprised to find Kolbyr and Audhilde with her. The petite vampire had been quiet during the conversation, but she would have been watching and listening.

“What do you think it is?” Audhilde asked Max.

“No idea,” Max said. She glanced at the vampires on either side of her. “Ready?” she asked.

“Always,” Kolbyr said. He looked almost eager to face whatever it was that her hounds had reacted to.

Max could feel Audhilde gathering her magic, too, so she was caught for a moment between the chill of dark magic on one side and the warmer, earthier trace of Audhilde’s magic on the other. She put her hand on the door handle and pressed it down the smallest fraction. Normally, disengaging the lock on a room like this would cancel out the privacy spells built into the room, giving her a chance to hear what was outside before she fully opened the door.

The soundproofing spell broke with an almost audible pop in her ears and the sounds of gunfire, screams and shouts carried through the door. Max didn’t hesitate, flinging open the door and moving out, pressing herself against the outside wall, gun raised. Her hounds flowed past her at once, heading into the corridor outside, both of them moving as a beautifully co-ordinated pair.

The corridor outside was a scene of chaos to Max’s eyes. There were bodies on the ground, blood spattered on the walls, and more gunfire as she edge away from the doorway, trying to make sense of what was happening.

In the midst of a pile of bodies were several furred limbs that looked like Seacast monkeys. Human-shaped and human-sized creatures with blue grey fur, claws at the ends of their powerful hands and jagged teeth that could tear flesh. They were cunning enough to sneak through the barriers of the Wild far too often for Max’s liking, but there shouldn’t be any monkeys this far into the city, and certainly not in the hotel. Max reached down for her shotgun and its tranquilliser rounds, confused when her hand met empty air. She’d left her shotgun in the pick-up, not thinking she’d need it in the exclusive and expensive hotel. She drew her handgun instead.

Cas and Pol had grabbed hold of one of the furred limbs and dragged the creature out of the pile on the ground. It was a Seacast monkey. Cas and Pol had a hold of one of its arms. The monkey twisted in their hold, trying to break free, teeth bared. It used its free hand to grab at her dogs.

“Everyone get down,” Max yelled, and lifted her gun. As the monkey surged up, trying to escape her dogs, she shot it, aiming over her dogs’ heads, and everyone else who had followed her direction to get down. Her gun was set to automatic fire and at the short distance, bullets tore into the creature’s torso and head.

The monkey went limp, thudding to the floor. Cas and Pol let go at once and dove back into the pile of bodies, pulling out another furred creature. Another Seacast monkey. This one was already dead, Max saw. Not just from someone else’s bullets, but from a knife shoved into the join between its neck and shoulder.

The pile of bodies on the floor began to separate. A pair of Raghavan soldiers, both of them with tears in their uniforms and bloody scratches on their faces, and one of the Huntsman clan, a deep gouge running down his face from just below his eye to his jaw. The three of them stared at the two dead monkeys and then at each other, exchanging wary nods of respect.

Now that the fighting had stopped, Max took a more careful look around. The pair of heavy-set thugs she’d thought belonged with Connor Walsh were dead, as were the pair of dark-suited magicians that she’d identified as being Lady Forster’s bodyguards. The four dead people were almost unrecognisable as they’d all been ripped apart. Seacast monkeys were strong and vicious in close quarters, using their long clawed hands and their teeth to tear at their prey. The other Huntsman clan bodyguard was also dead.

The pair of vampires looked unruffled as they put their handguns away. They exchanged brief nods of respect with the Raghavan soldiers and the remaining Huntsman clan member.

“Were there just two Seacast monkeys?” Max asked them, pulling her phone out.

“That we saw here, yes. We heard screams from elsewhere in the hotel,” the female vampire said. Kolbyr had called her Greta, Max remembered.

Max cursed under her breath and dialled the preset number.

The number rang and rang, with no answer. A chill ran over Max’s skin. She had never known Therese to miss a call. The woman never seemed to sleep or take any time off. She always answered within three rings.

Frowning, Max hung up and dialled again. The ringing tone let her know that the call was trying to connect, but there was no answer again. She tried Faddei’s number next and had the same result. Her worry deepening, she tried Vanko, as Faddei’s unofficial second-in-command. No answer there, either, just an automated message saying the phone was out of service. Unease ran over her skin and she checked her phone’s messages. Now that she was beyond the magic in the meeting room, she could see that her boss had tried to call her. There was a text message from an unknown number which said: All Marshals return to base. Max stared at it, unable to understand. The individual words were all ordinary, but she’d never received a message like that before. And never not been able to reach Therese, Faddei or Vanko. A dull, sick feeling settled in her stomach. There was something wrong. Very wrong.

She dialled the city’s emergency number and was almost surprised when it was answered on the second ring.

“Emergency services. What is the nature of your emergency?”

“This is Marshal Max Ortis. I am at The Grand Hotel. We have a creature incursion, with several dead and possibly more people wounded. I need armed police at the building entrances to stop anything from leaving while I clear the building.”

“Marshal. You know you’ve dialled the city number?” the dispatcher said. The voice was warm and human, but with her heart going too fast, and a sick worry taking hold of her stomach, Max missed the almost robotic efficiency of Therese.

“Yes. I’ve tried the Marshals and there was no answer.”

“Alright. I’ll alert the special response team. They are likely to be about thirty minutes away,” the dispatcher said. “There’s been some trouble in the city tonight.”

Max closed her eyes for a moment, remembering the groups of angry people she’d seen and the explosions she had heard on her way over here. They hadn’t been her problem then, but they might well be her problem now, if they were delaying back-up reaching the hotel. Thirty minutes might as well be a lifetime. If there were more Seacast monkeys in the building, they could have killed everyone by the time back-up reached them. “Understood,” she told the dispatcher. “I have shadow-hounds with me. We will try and contain the situation until back-up arrives.” She hung up before the dispatcher could say anything else and looked at Kolbyr and Audhilde. “Will you wait here with the others while my hounds and I clear the building?”

“No,” Audhilde said, surprising Max. “I’m not letting you do that alone, honey.”

“It’s my job,” Max said.

“I can help,” Audhilde insisted. “What did you call them? Seacast monkeys?”

“Yes. They are tough and aggressive. If you’re coming, stay behind me and the hounds,” Max told her, and started to walk back along the corridor, heading in the direction of the reception area. She paused when she realised that not just Audhilde, but also Lord Kolbyr, was following her. The pair of vampires, Raghavan soldiers and Huntsman clan member were checking their own weapons, staying by the door of the room. Not leaving their posts, despite the assault they’d already endured. Max had to respect that, and could only hope that the people in the room realised how lucky they had been.

“I can also help. Between us, Audhilde and I have a few tricks to play,” Kolbyr said in a mild tone, when she lifted a brow at him and his escort. “And, yes, I will stay behind you and your shadow-hounds. I do not believe I have ever - what did you call it? - ah, yes, cleared a building.”

“It is hopefully going to be very boring,” Max said, and kept walking along the corridor. She regretted the words as soon as she’d said them. It was like saying that a work shift was quiet. Everything generally went bad moments later.


Chapter five


Afew minutes later and she was regretting her prediction. She turned a corner to get a view of the hotel’s reception area and immediately ducked back behind the wall again, muttering curses that both vampires would be able to hear perfectly well.

“What?” Audhilde whispered, close to Max’s ear.

“There’s a damned Harridan in the reception area.”

“What?” Audhilde’s repeated word was a good deal louder than the first. On Max’s other side, Kolbyr made a soft sound, urging quiet. Audhilde glared at him past Max’s shoulder. “I know, old man,” she said, lowering her voice back to a whisper. “How did it get here?” Audhilde asked Max.

“No idea,” Max said. She braced herself against the wall, thinking hard. From her quick glance, she’d seen the sinuous, black-skinned creature curled in on itself in front of the reception desk. It was a full-sized adult, and even trying to make itself small, it had still taken up a large amount of floor space. Harridans were fast and deadly when they attacked. They also usually travelled in mated pairs when they were adults, or small groups when they were juveniles. Which made them even harder to stop on the rare occasions they managed to break through the barrier to the Wild and get into the city. The last time she’d faced a pair, she’d been with warriors of the Order and even then, it had taken a rocket launcher to bring the second creature down. With the size and ferocity of the creatures, there was no possible way she could think of that a Harridan could have got this deep into the city without a full alert to the Marshals. It should have left a swathe of destruction behind it, even if it was on its own. Instead, it had simply appeared here, in the hotel, with no warning. Along with Seacast monkeys. Something out of the ordinary was happening. With an adult Harridan not that far away, she didn’t have time to puzzle it out just now. Instead, she needed to find a way of containing the creature before it did any harm.

She pulled out her phone and called up Bryce’s details, sending a text: Harridan in the grand hotel. Marshals not responding. Can you help?

She tucked her phone away, not sure when or if she’d get a reply. As a warrior of the Order, and in the aftermath of the attack the day before, Bryce almost certainly had other things requiring his attention right now.

And she had had time to remember another important detail. The last time she’d faced a Harridan, she hadn’t known she could use light magic. The creatures had some magic of their own - everything that lived in the Wild did. But she still might be able to use light magic against it.

Her phone vibrated and she pulled it out again, hoping for a message from Faddei to let her know that Marshals were on their way. It was something better. A text from Bryce. It just said: 5 minutes.

Five minutes was a lot shorter than the thirty that the police dispatcher had estimated, but it was still a lifetime when dealing with a Harridan. Max’s pulse picked up as she considered her options. She couldn’t simply hide until Bryce got here. There was almost no chance at all that the creature would stay where it was. It would have heard Audhilde, or sensed their presence, at least, and would come looking for them before long.

She shoved her phone away and blew out a breath, reaching inside for the well of magic. Light gathered on her hands and she willed the magic into her gun, to coat the bullets. It had been a bullet coated with light magic that had killed Oliver Forster. She hoped the same thing could also do some damage to a Harridan. She didn’t know enough about how her magic worked to be certain, but she was willing to try.

Before she had time to test her theory, or let Kolbyr and Audhilde know what she was planning, a shadow moved at the end of the corridor and the Harridan’s head appeared.

Next to her, Audhilde gave an almost girlish squeal of surprise, then clapped a hand over her mouth.

Max didn’t blame her. Seen up close, far too close for comfort, the Harridan was terrifying. Its head was longer than Max was tall and almost as wide, with great, yellow eyes with vertical slit pupils staring straight at her and the vampires. Its lipless mouth opened a fraction and a dusky pink tongue flicked out, almost touching Max as the creature tasted the air.

Even as Max was lifting her gun to fire, Cas and Pol surged forward, the pair aiming for the creature’s eyes.

The Harridan hissed and jerked back, out of sight. The hounds followed.

Max went after them. Her dogs were in danger.

She rounded the corner, boots making no sound on the hotel’s luxurious carpet, and found her dogs prowling in front of the corridor opening, their attention focused on the Harridan. The creature had settled into a tight coil, its head lifted, the stumpy arms with their ferocious claws held ready under its jaw.

“That thing is huge,” Audhilde whispered next to Max.

“I think it knows we are here,” Kolbyr said in his normal tone. “Any ideas, Marshal?”

“They’re hard to kill, but bullets or magic will work eventually,” Max said. “And they move a lot faster than seems possible,” she added.

The creature was swaying slightly as it stared back at her dogs. Trying to lull them into a false sense of security, she suspected. While it was occupied, she risked a quick look around and saw a pair of blood-spattered legs poking out from behind the reception desk. There was more blood spatter on the walls. At least one of the receptionists was dead, she thought, her stomach tightening. The Harridan’s stumpy arms might look almost comical, but they were only small in comparison to the creature’s size, and an adult could tear apart a human with just its claws.

“Cas, Pol, down,” she ordered, and lifted her gun, firing over their heads as her dogs dropped to the floor. A Harridan this far into the city wasn’t something she could deal with using tranquillisers, even if she had them to hand. The light-coated bullets flew out of her gun, slamming into the creature’s hide. She’d been aiming for its eyes, but it had moved, turning the side of its torso towards her. Protecting its eyes.

Her bullets did some damage, though. The creature shrieked, the sound tearing through Max and making her want to turn and run. She held her ground. Normally bullets didn’t hurt that much. The magic must be working. A trace of relief worked through her. They had a chance. She fired again, emptying her magazine.

As she was reloading, a ball of dark magic flew past her, the chill of it running down Max’s side, and buried into the creature’s coils. Kolbyr’s powerful attack did some damage. The creature shrieked again.

A ball of white-hot flame flew from her other side, the heat scorching her exposed skin. The flame landed on the creature’s neck, just behind its head and it screamed again, launching itself forward, towards its attackers.

Max fired, following the creature’s movement as it rose into the air above her, yellow eyes glaring down at her. One of her bullets penetrated an eye and the creature jerked, flopping sideways. Cas and Pol were on their feet at once, scrambling up the creature’s coiled body, heading for the neck and the flesh charred from Audhilde’s white flame.

“Don’t fire,” Max said to Audhilde and Kolbyr, putting her hands out to either side, still holding her gun. The Marshals knew not to fire when her hounds were in front of them, but she didn’t know about the vampires.

“Of course not,” Audhilde said. Max took a quick glance sideways and saw that Audhilde was in her vampire form. The soft, warm humanity had faded away, leaving a stunning, compelling beauty almost too perfect to be believed. The vampire’s true form was designed to draw humans in. Max was aware of the pull, but not affected by it unlike many humans. She glanced to the other side and saw that Kolbyr had maintained his human form. He had another ball of dark magic in his hands, ready to throw if her dogs didn’t finish the job.

Cas and Pol tore at the charred skin on the creature’s neck, somehow keeping their position on the creature as it writhed under them and tried to shake them off. Her hounds kept working until they exposed the Harridan’s main artery.

“Get down,” Max told Audhilde and Kolbyr, and took her own advice, scurrying back to the corridor. Not a moment too soon. Her hounds severed the artery, sending a fountain of stinking black blood into the air. Max flung a hand up over her face, protecting herself from the spray.

The blood never reached her. She lowered her arm to find a shimmer of magic in the air in front of her, a hastily deployed shield made of vibrant magic that she recognised as Audhilde’s.

“Nice work,” Max approved.

“Thank you, honey,” Audhilde said. “Sweet Lady, that thing stinks. Is it dead?”

“Yes, quite dead,” Max confirmed, taking a step forward, away from the corridor. Cas and Pol were back on the ground, both of them covered in the foul-smelling blood they had released. The arterial spray had coated the ceiling as well. Max didn’t envy whoever would have the task of cleaning Harridan blood from the expensive-looking, ornate crystal chandelier almost directly above where her hounds had killed the creature. “Good boys,” Max told her dogs. She pulled a pair of cleaning spells out of a pocket and put one on each dog, getting the worst of the smell and mess off them. Past experience told her that they would most likely need at least another cleaning spell, or a bath, to completely get rid of the stench. But there was no time right now.

Keeping her gun ready, she moved towards the reception desk, heart sinking when she saw that the receptionist who had guided her through the hotel was now dead, almost taken apart by the Harridan. Max put two fingers to her forehead in a mark of respect for the dead. The woman hadn’t deserved to die today, or in that way. Max didn’t see the other receptionist, so there was a possibility she was still alive. Max hoped so. She’d seen far too many dead bodies already today.

There was a sign on the wall by the desk, listing the hotel’s floors and what was on each one. There were fully fifteen floors above this one to search. And hundreds of rooms. And that wasn’t counting the kitchens and other service rooms that were likely in a floor below them. It was going to take all night.

“You aren’t relaxing,” Audhilde said. She’d followed Max across the floor, glancing at the dead receptionist. She turned back to Max. “The Harridan is dead. What’s wrong?”

“There’s normally more than one,” Max said. “And it shouldn’t be here at all. We don’t get Harridans in the city centre. They come through the Wild, and they’ve always been stopped before they get this far into the city. Then again, I can’t remember the last time there were Seacast monkeys this far into the city, either.” Her stomach twisted into a knot. Seacast monkeys and Harridans didn’t just turn up like this. With three demons and a descendant roaming the city, it was definitely possible that someone had brought the creatures here. From her brief experience with them, demons loved to create chaos and would be pleased rather than horrified by the amount of death and damage the creature had caused already.

“You think the demons may have had something to do with this?” Kolbyr asked. She wasn’t surprised that he’d come to that conclusion, too. He had a much better idea than she did of what the demons were capable of.

“That would be my guess, yes,” Max said.

The hotel’s doors swung open and a group of people wearing body armour and carrying automatic weapons burst in. They moved in a close, co-ordinated formation. Max almost pointed her gun at them, but then recognised them as Order warriors, Bryce in the lead. He stopped near the Harridan, looking around the reception area, his team spread out around him, their hard-wearing clothes and weapons looking as out of place in the quiet hush of the reception area as the dead Harridan. Bryce inclined his head to Lord Kolbyr and Audhilde in a silent mark of respect, then turned to Max.

“Just the one?” he asked her. That was Bryce. All business.

“There’s usually more than one,” Max said again. “And I haven’t cleared anywhere in the hotel yet. We’ve also encountered Seacast monkeys.”

“The door men outside are dead,” Bryce told her. Max remembered the tough, competent men on duty. Whatever or whoever had killed them must have been fast, or she was sure the door men would have raised the hotel’s alarms. “Os, secure the doors.”

Osvaldo moved at once to the hotel’s front doors and threw the large, heavy bolts on the inside, dragging a nearby giant fern across to block the doorway for good measure. As he moved, Max realised that he was carrying a canvas backpack. Looking around the other warriors, she realised they had similar bags. Extra ammunition, she guessed. They hadn’t been carrying the backpacks in the bank earlier, but she was pleased to see them all with extra supplies. If the last few days had taught them all anything, it was that there was no such thing as too much ammunition.

“Lady’s light, that thing stinks,” one of the other warriors said. Khari. Her normal, cheerful expression was absent, mouth tight as she looked around. “I’d forgotten how bad it smelled.” The other warriors agreed with her. Bryce had brought his usual team. As well as Osvaldo and Khari, there was Hop, Killan, and Joshua. Max tried to push aside her concern at seeing Joshua back in the field. The injuries he’d sustained in the cuchara attack barely a few days before had been severe enough that she hadn’t been sure he’d survive, let alone be back on duty so quickly. She wasn’t sure what had happened between the attack and now to get him back on duty, but hoped he was completely healed, and that he would not get hurt today. The last thing she wanted was for him - or anyone else - to be injured again.

Bryce was standing still, apparently reading the hotel’s floor directory. He turned to her. “Bottom up, or top down?” he asked. Still all business.

Max glanced at the directory again. “Bottom up,” she decided. “Hopefully, we can trap any more creatures on the upper floors rather than chase them out into the city. The police are on their way, but they might be another twenty minutes or so.”

“Alright. Let’s secure this floor and the outside doors first before we move on,” Bryce said.

“You are proposing to lock people in?” Kolbyr asked, sounding intrigued by the prospect.

“Yes. Until we’ve managed to clear the hotel, no one gets in or out,” Bryce answered. He frowned. “Why?”

“Oh, no reason. No reason at all,” Kolbyr said, a faint smile playing around his mouth. Max managed to resist the urge to roll her eyes, but it was difficult. Having seen Lord Kolbyr and the other powerful people in the meeting room, she had no doubt he would thoroughly enjoy their fury at being kept confined to the hotel.

“There was a high level meeting taking place,” she told Bryce, quite certain that none of the Five Families, or indeed Lord Kolbyr, would want her to disclose just who had been at that meeting. “And they are still here. They will probably object to being locked in.”

“Well, the sooner we get on with it, the sooner they can leave,” Bryce said.

“Very good, warrior. Please, carry on,” Kolbyr said, still with that smile.
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They found a second Harridan not that far away, still on the ground floor, trying to make its way into the lift shaft, seemingly having prised open the doors with its clawed hands. The lift doors were about halfway open, with around a third of a lift car showing in the gap the Harridan had created. Judging by the screams and whimpering Max could hear, the creature had managed to puncture the lift car and terrify the passengers. She shuddered, all too easily able to imagine the fear of being in the enclosed space with a giant Harridan trying to get at her.

The Harridan didn’t turn away from its target as the group of warriors, vampires, Marshal and shadow-hounds came towards it. Max frowned. That was not normal behaviour. Despite being fearsome predators, Harridans were usually keenly aware of their surroundings. This one should not only have heard and reacted to the death of the other Harridan, it should also have turned on them as they approached. Like a lot of creatures in the Wild, Harridans tended to treat other living beings as either threats or food. Sometimes both.

“Something’s wrong with it,” she told the others, keeping her voice quiet. “It should have turned on us by now.”

“We still need to kill it, though,” Bryce said.

“Yes,” Max agreed, the word heavy in her mouth. There was no other option.

The warriors didn’t hesitate, firing at the creature and drawing its attention away from the lift and its occupants. It hissed, the sibilant sound louder even than the warriors’ gunfire, and lunged forward.

Max flung up her hand, willing her magic to get hold of the creature and hold it in place. A cold wash of dark magic slid past her before she could act, Lord Kolbyr’s spell taking hold of the Harridan and keeping it still for the warriors to finish their job.

When the creature was dead, the lift lobby now full of the Harridan’s corpse and the overpowering stench of its blood, Hop and Osvaldo moved forward to the lift shaft and shone powerful torches inside the lift car. A few whimpers answered them.

“Three people. All alive. Some injuries,” Osvaldo assessed, glancing over his shoulder. “Leave them here or round them up?” he asked Bryce.

“Round them up. The hotel directory said there’s a ballroom somewhere down that way. We can gather the people we find and put them in there until the building’s cleared,” Bryce said. “Hop, stay and give Osvaldo a hand. We’ll clear a path to the room,” he told the others.

Max followed the warriors, letting them take the lead as they swept along the corridor on high alert. She kept in their shadows, her dogs on either side of her, the vampires following. When she had identified the Seacast monkeys, her first instinct had been to call the Marshals, but she had to acknowledge, even just in her own mind, that having the warriors around her felt a lot more secure. There was little chance of anything getting past the warriors’ combined fire power.

The corridor was empty, with no other signs of fighting or damage, and she had a moment’s hope that the Seacast monkeys and Harridans were the only creatures in the hotel.

The hope died when Bryce and Killan, moving together, opened the doors to a large room which boasted not one but several glittering crystal chandeliers hanging from its high ceiling. The chandeliers were lit, giving everyone an excellent view of the several large forms climbing up the heavy fabric drapes on the walls.

“More Seacast monkeys. We’ll need to shoot them. I don’t have any tranquilliser with me,” Max said, stomach turning. As well as dismay at the prospect of more death, anger lit inside her. Someone had brought creatures here, to this hotel. That person was responsible for the damage, the injuries and the deaths. Her fingers tightened on the grip of her gun. She wanted to find whoever had brought the creatures here and make sure they couldn’t do anything like this again.

“I count six,” Killan offered, standing shoulder to shoulder with Bryce just inside the doorway.

“Seven,” Bryce corrected.

An eighth monkey dropped down from the ceiling over their heads, landing on Bryce and sending him to the floor. Max caught a cry in her throat, gathering her magic, watching in horror as the monkey tried to grab hold of Bryce’s head and twist it off. She’d seen Seacast monkeys actually do that before. They were more than strong enough, and larger than most people.

But the Seacast monkey had never tried to behead an Order warrior before. In a smooth series of moves, Bryce freed himself from the monkey’s grip and delivered a solid kick to its head as he scrambled backwards, away from the creature’s grasping hands. Killan shot the monkey in the head and the creature went still at once.

“Good thing you told us to bring the armour piercing rounds, boss,” Killan said. He didn’t look at Bryce, his focus still on the rest of the room and the other monkeys. The other creatures had just watched one of their own be killed. They were motionless and eerily quiet, staring at the warriors with what looked like hate in their eyes. Max had heard all of Raymund’s lectures about not attributing people-feelings to the creatures they hunted, but she had no word other than hate for what she was seeing in the monkeys’ faces. And even Raymund would concede that many of the creatures they hunted were capable of rage. Hatred wasn’t that far away from anger, in Max’s opinion.

Bryce got to his feet, rubbing his neck and grimacing. “Those things are strong,” he commented.

“You alright, boss?” Khari asked, without looking at Bryce. She and her husband, Joshua, were standing just inside the doors, on opposite sides, weapons pointed into the room.

“Bruises only,” Bryce said, a rueful twist to his mouth. “That will remind me to look up from now on,” he added.

The warriors chuckled in response. They were a close-knit team, and Max had an idea that, in time, Bryce wrestling a Seacast monkey would become a joke among them. But for now, their relief that he was unharmed was clear.

“Head shots where possible,” Bryce told the others. “Let’s save our ammunition. We don’t know what else is in the building.”

The others nodded, raising their weapons to the group of Seacast monkeys on the other side of the room. Max had no doubt that the warriors would kill all of them before the monkeys could get close to her. She wanted to look away but forced herself to stay where she was. The sight of the Seacast monkeys falling one by one to the warriors’ bullets fuelled the anger inside her against whoever had brought the creatures here. Most of the monkeys died before they had time to scream, which almost made it worse. The bodies fell onto the carpeted floor with dull thuds, blood seeping into the fibres.

When it was done, all the warriors were wearing tight expressions. They had done what was needed. They hadn’t liked it. Max didn’t blame them. The air was thick with the sharp scent of Seacast monkey blood, making her already uneasy stomach even more unsettled. Killing creatures was a necessary part of the job, and one that no Marshal ever enjoyed.

“I guess we’re not using this room for any civilians we find, then,” Osvaldo said from behind them. He and Hop were standing just outside the door with a group of three humans, who were all visibly trembling. Max had a moment’s sympathy for them. Being trapped in a lift car with a Harridan trying to get inside would be a horrifying experience for anyone. And they’d been rescued, through the foul-smelling remains of the Harridan, only to find themselves faced with dead Seacast monkeys.

“No,” Bryce agreed.

“The next room is about half the size, but should accommodate the, er, civilians,” Kolbyr observed.

“Alright.” Bryce and the warriors headed for the next room, Killan closing the door to the ballroom behind the group.

The next room had been set out with several round tables covered with white, floor-length tablecloths. It looked empty, but Max sent her hounds in to search and make sure there was nothing hiding under the tables or in the heavy drapes along the walls. There was a set of double doors that led into the room they’d just left. The doors were locked when Killan tried them, but Hop and Killan still dragged one of the tables across the door for added security.

Satisfied that the room was free of any predators, and as secure as they could make it, Osvaldo ushered the three humans inside. One looked like a member of the hotel staff, judging by the grey uniform, her face almost the same colour as her uniform. The other two looked like a wealthy couple. Perhaps staying in the hotel for something different to do, Max thought. She was sure this was one visit they would not forget. The couple had minor injuries. The woman had a bruise on the side of her face that might have been caused by slamming against the side of the lift car, and the man was holding one of his hands close to his chest as if it hurt. Nothing life-threatening, in Max’s eyes. They could wait for a while. To her surprise, none of them, not even the wealthy couple, objected to being led to one of the tables in the room and settled in chairs. Osvaldo told them to wait until someone came to tell them it was safe.

With the civilians as secure as they could be, the warriors led the way on a methodical sweep of the hotel’s ground floor. To Max’s relief, there wasn’t that much more to clear, as the private room which had hosted the meeting and the grand room where they had found the Seacast monkeys took up a lot of the floor space. They found another three sets of public doorways, and locked them all.

They ended up outside the private meeting room last of all. The doors were still guarded by Kolbyr’s two vampires, the battered and bloodied Raghavan soldiers and the also bloodied Huntsman clan member. Bryce took a long, assessing look around the corridor, eyes lingering on the dead people and Seacast monkeys, and then turned to Kolbyr.

“Will your companions stay here until we clear the hotel?” he asked the vampire.

“I will instruct them to do so,” Kolbyr said, taking a step towards the door.

“Please advise them that anyone wandering around on other floors, or attempting to leave the hotel, may well be shot on sight,” Bryce added.

Kolbyr went still, the small smile returning to his mouth. “I shall inform them of such,” he said, and went into the room.

Whether by chance or design, Kolbyr didn’t quite close the door behind him. The excellent physical soundproofing was enough to prevent Max from hearing whatever discussion or argument happened. Bryce had far sharper hearing than she did and she saw an amused gleam in his eyes. She lifted a brow.

“Whoever is in there really doesn’t like being told what to do,” Bryce said, amusement deepening.

Max mentally reviewed the powerful men and women that Kolbyr had gathered and agreed. She was surprised that Bryce hadn’t insisted he go into the room to deliver his message himself, but perhaps the warrior had guessed that Kolbyr’s word would have more influence than his.

Kolbyr came out of the room a few moments later, still wearing that smile. As the door opened wide to let him out, Max heard the sounds of a furious argument taking place and had to bite her lip to hide a smile. She couldn’t catch every word, but she understood the tone perfectly well. The people that Kolbyr had gathered were absolutely furious at the restriction of their liberty. Max heard words like incompetent and outrageous before the door shut again, and she couldn’t hear any more.

“They will remain here,” Kolbyr told Bryce. He turned to his vampires, who straightened a fraction under his attention. “See to it that they do remain here. I will be most displeased if anyone leaves.”

“My lord,” the vampires said in unison. Max was sure they both went a shade paler, too. She could only imagine how Lord Kolbyr might express his displeasure. He seemed to like her, for some reason, and she found that difficult enough to deal with. “Where to next?” the vampire asked.

“Kitchens, then we’ll go up,” Max decided. She hadn’t been into many commercial kitchens, but she had a memory of lots of extremely sharp knives and cleavers. Seacast monkeys were more than capable of using such tools, and she wanted to make sure they didn’t have the chance. Dealing with the supernatural creatures with their fangs and claws was bad enough.


Chapter six


Apart from a room full of terrified hotel staff, including the second receptionist, who had hidden together when they heard the gunfire and screaming, there was no one else and no creatures in the hotel’s basement level. Max got several master keys for the rest of the hotel from the staff, sharing them around the warriors. They went back up to the ground floor and Osvaldo directed the frightened people to the safe room.

The group then headed upstairs. The stairs were wide enough that the warriors could have walked in a line across if they had wanted to, but Bryce took the lead along with Hop, with the shadow-hounds just behind them, with Osvaldo and Killan bringing up the rear of the group.

They reached the top of the stairs to find an open area, screened with more large pot plants, and a circular bar in what Max thought might be the centre of the building. The bar was made of highly polished wood that gleamed in the discreet overhead lighting, the many shelves of bottles behind the bar itself backed with mirrors that reflected the light. One glance at the bar and Max realised that the extensive collection in the meeting room was only a fraction of what the hotel had to offer. She could also tell that the drinks would be incredibly expensive, and most likely also delicious. The hotel had that quality feel to it.

Around the bar there were various chairs and low tables set out in small groups, designed to help people feel at ease and settle comfortably into their conversations. It was a welcoming space, and Max could easily imagine it full of the hum of conversation. Today, though, it was still and quiet.

A newly familiar sense of unease crept over Max. There was a demon nearby.

Before she could alert the others, movement drew her attention to one side of the open space where there was a large fireplace, complete with a marble surround and an age-speckled mirror over the mantelpiece. The fire was lit, glowing in the dim lighting. A pair of large, old-fashioned winged armchairs sat on either side of the fire.

On the open expanse of carpet in front of the fire, two people were kneeling, each of them holding what looked like a pool cue. They were wearing dark trousers and white shirts, the shirts ripped and stained with blood. They weren’t the source of Max’s unease, though - even from this distance she could tell that they were human. Something else had disturbed her. She looked past them to the armchairs and saw that one was occupied, with another person standing behind the chair.

The person sitting there looked human, but she knew he was anything but. Queran. For a short time, she had thought he was dead, part of the group that had tried to steal the Codex from the Order’s underground vaults. The demon had somehow come back to life and escaped from the Order. And was now here. His appearance had improved since she had last seen him. He had looked as if he was losing control over his human form, but was now back to looking like some kind of corporate executive, complete with a beautifully tailored suit, grey appearing at his temples and artificially tanned skin. She wondered if the dead people in the bank had helped give him the energy to recover and had to resist the urge to draw her gun and shoot him. She’d emptied a full magazine into the demon before now, but this time her bullets were still coated with light magic. They might actually do some damage.

Queran met Max’s eyes. For a moment, his careful pose stilled. He looked genuinely surprised. Then he looked away from her, his attention apparently moving to the person standing behind him, all true feelings suppressed again, his mouth curving in a false smile.

“Can you make your prisoners do that?” Queran asked. The question was directed at the man just behind his shoulder, but Max had a feeling that it was staged for the benefit of her and her companions. Queran was attempting to show his disdain for them by ignoring them. Her fingers twitched. Perhaps now would be a good time to try out her magic-coated bullets.

The man standing behind the chair wasn’t human, either. Part-demon, Samuel had been the highest-ranked warrior in the Order and Kitris’ trusted second-in-command. Until he had betrayed every oath he had taken and followed the demons. Max’s fingers tightened around her gun and her finger itched to pull the trigger at the sight of him. She imagined that the warriors around her had similar reactions. Samuel had betrayed everything that the Order stood for, and turned his back on warriors he’d trained and fought with for years.

Samuel was quite astonishingly forgettable. Medium height, with a nondescript face and mid-brown hair. He had managed to create some kind of magic which meant that people almost immediately forgot him as soon as he was out of sight. That magic wasn’t working anymore. Not on Max, at least.

“Why would I want to?” Samuel asked. He was speaking to Queran, answering the demon’s question, but the former warrior had his eyes on Bryce and his team. He knew, far better than the demon, just how big a threat they were. Max’s attention snagged on the tone Samuel had used to Queran. It told her that the demon was in charge, and the former warrior didn’t like it one little bit. She wondered what promises had been made to Samuel to secure his help, and his betrayal of the Order, and whether the former warrior had realised that none of those promises would be kept.

Max took a deliberate step forward, forcing Queran to acknowledge her presence. Her approach, along with half a dozen armed warriors, two vampires and two shadow-hounds, didn’t appear to disturb him in the slightest. He tilted his head to Max as she stared at him, a smile pulling his mouth.

“My dear Marshal Max Ortis. What a surprise. I had not expected you,” he said.

“No?” Max asked, an edge to her voice. He had seemed genuinely started to see her earlier, but he was acting now. The falseness of his tone set her teeth on edge. She put her gun away. The warriors were more than capable of dealing with Samuel, and while she really wanted to shoot Queran, she wasn’t sure that even bullets coated with light magic would finish him off.

“Did I tell you to stop?” Queran asked, with no change in his tone or inflection. His eyes flicked away from Max for a moment. The pair of people on the floor twitched. They were middle-aged men who looked like the sorts of well-off people who would discuss business over drinks in this bar, now reduced to Queran’s playthings. They’d lowered their make-shift weapons, but lifted the pool cues at Queran’s attention, taking a half-hearted swipe at each other.

“You can do much better than that,” Queran said, and flicked a finger towards the pair. Max felt a trail of cold magic and saw the people jerk as if they had been hit. A low moan of pain came from one of them. They each lifted their pool cues higher and put more effort into their next strikes against each other. “Not much of an improvement,” Queran said.

“Stop it,” Max said, not sure if she was speaking to the demon or to the two people trying to hit each other. Doubtless getting the kneeling men to beat each other up was Queran’s idea of a game. Something he was doing, in part at least, to show off to Samuel. But she wasn’t amused and didn’t care if Queran knew it.

“How rude of me,” Queran said, lips parting in an almost feral smile that didn’t match the refined image he was trying to present. “Do you want to join in?” he asked.

“No,” Max said. “Let these people go.”

“You’re no fun,” Queran said. But he flicked his hand again. More magic spilled across the space, knocking the two men onto their sides on the floor. He looked at them, his eyes full of the promise of pain. “You can go,” he told them.

The men looked at each other, expressions of disbelief on each face. They dropped the pool cues and scrambled to their feet, heading for the stairs. They could barely walk, and ended up supporting each other. Osvaldo murmured a few words to them as they went past him, most likely letting them know where the others were. Max wanted to follow them, to make sure they got to safety, but she did not dare take her eyes off Queran. He’d been passing the time with the unfortunate humans. He was here for a purpose other than tormenting hotel guests.

“What are you doing here?” Max asked him. She didn’t really expect an answer. She hadn’t had all that many dealings with demons, but they seemed to be absolute masters at not giving straight answers.

“Do you know, this hotel has the best brandy in the city. It’s something I just can’t get at home,” Queran said, with what sounded like genuine regret in his voice.

“You should take that up with your lord and master,” Max suggested, trying to keep her tone civil. She could not imagine that the dark lord would be amused. “Although, if you will insist on bringing Seacast monkeys and Harridans to the hotel, it’s not likely to have brandy for much longer,” she added, her tone sharp.

Queran’s mouth curved in what looked like genuine amusement. “But it was so amusing watching everyone run and scream,” he said. Then he tilted his head. “I shall miss you so, dear Marshal. You provide so much entertainment. You and your colleagues. Or, should I say, departed colleagues?”

A chill ran over Max’s skin. She hadn’t been able to reach Therese, Faddei or Vanko. “What do you mean?” she demanded. “What have you done to the Marshals?”

“Oh, not me. Oh, no. I’ve been busy here. Along with my newest pet,” Queran added, flicking a hand towards Samuel. From the expression that crossed the warrior’s face, Max could easily read the traitor’s contempt for the demon. But he didn’t say anything.

Max clenched her jaw and forced herself to remain still, rather than going over to Queran and trying to shake the answers out of him. “What’s happened to the Marshals?” she demanded.

“Oh, I think I will leave that to your imagination for now,” Queran said, that feral smile back on his face. “Although it was very foolish of you to gather so many creatures all in one little spot.”

Max could feel the colour drain from her face as those implications of those words sank in. The Marshals’ compound quite often housed creatures who were being rehabilitated to go back to the Wild, or those that couldn’t be returned to the Wild. And there was also Raymund’s ongoing project of keeping creatures like crow spiders to milk them for their venom, which could be turned into tranquillisers and other useful products. So the Marshals’ headquarters always had a significant collection of predators of all shapes and sizes. For all his scientific enthusiasm, Raymund was appropriately wary and watchful with the creatures he and his team looked after, so all of them were securely and carefully housed. Normally. Unless a demon decided to intervene. And while Queran was here, there were another two far more powerful demons loose in the city.

The impulse to turn and run, get her pick-up and go to the Marshals’ compound made her take a half-step back before she checked herself. The buildings were at the outer edge of the city. It would take her the better part of an hour - perhaps longer - to drive there, and she couldn’t leave the others to deal with Queran. The warriors around her would be able to handle Samuel, she was quite sure. But no one had yet been able to completely defeat the demon. So she couldn’t leave. Not yet.

While she’d been wrestling with her decision to stay put, Queran’s attention had left her, gone past the warriors and bristling shadow-hounds, and landed on the pair of vampires. A sliver of his power leaked out, cooling the air and raising the hairs on Max’s body. That was a strong reaction from the demon. She wasn’t sure what it meant, yet.

“The vampire Kolbyr, I assume,” Queran said. He didn’t move from the chair, but seemed to loom larger in the room. The hairs on Max’s body lifted. Not only had Queran repaired whatever damage had been done to his human form, he also seemed to have had a boost in power. She couldn’t help remembering the bodies she’d seen earlier, lying in a careless heap on the bank floor. Her earlier anger returned. They had all deserved far better than to be killed by one or more self-serving demons.

“The same,” Kolbyr said. He sounded perfectly calm and in control of himself. Max knew him well enough to know that was a lie. After all, she’d just been in a meeting where Kolbyr had described how very dangerous the demons were. He was not at all calm about being in the same room as one, even if it was the weakest of the three.

She also wondered just what game Queran was playing now. He’d encountered Kolbyr before. At least twice that Max knew of. Once in the Wild, when the vampire had been held prisoner by Queran’s co-conspirators, and then in the city, at the docks, when Queran and Evan Yarwood had been trying to use the Arkus Codex for some foul magic ritual. So there was no need for Queran to call out Kolbyr’s identity. Perhaps he was trying to insult the ancient vampire, pretending not to know him. Max thought it would take a great deal more than that to truly offend Kolbyr. He knew his own worth. Probably down to the last penny.

“Do you know there are tales of you, down below,” Queran said, white teeth showing for a brief second. Max tensed. He was up to something.

“I am flattered,” Kolbyr said. His voice was closer. He’d moved to stand level with her. A trace of warmth at her other side let her know that Audhilde had likewise moved forward to stand with her. The warriors had moved, too, spreading out around them so that they were all facing Queran and Samuel. Everyone had a clear shot at the demon and the traitor.

An unexpected lump formed in Max’s throat. She knew perfectly well that Kolbyr was here for his own reasons and his own ambition. But he was here. And he and Audhilde were both standing beside her in a silent show of support against one of the most dangerous beings that walked their world. That warmed her all the way through, even as the dark magic spreading out from Kolbyr cooled her skin.

“It is said that you are the most knowledgeable magic scholar in this realm,” Queran said. Something about the way he said that caught Max’s full attention. Queran had said he was surprised to see her. Demons seemed to lie as easily as they breathed, but it was possible that, for once, he’d been telling the truth. He hadn’t expected to see her. But it was no accident that the demon was here. He’d brought a pair of Harridan and almost a dozen Seacast monkeys to create havoc in the hotel. He was up to something. And it involved Kolbyr. Queran might be trying to hide it, but she’d sensed something odd in his interaction with the vampire.

“What do you want?” Max asked Queran, before Kolbyr could say anything else.

“Why is she here?” Queran asked Samuel, in a complaining tone.

“How should I know? My job was to track down the vampire for you. I did that,” Samuel said, a hard edge to his voice. “You’re supposed to be her watcher. Shouldn’t you have known where she was?”

“I think I feel insulted,” Max said to Lord Kolbyr. “We’ve clearly been sent the B team.”

Somewhere nearby, she heard a couple of choked laughs. Lord Kolbyr’s mouth twitched in what looked like a genuine smile.

“I share your feelings, Marshal,” he said. “I am not sure whether to applaud the poor theatrics or politely withdraw until they have re-read their scripts and are ready for the audience.”

It was Max’s turn to choke on a laugh.

“You should be careful, Marshal,” Samuel said, his voice carrying the same hard edge as when he had spoken to Queran. “We don’t need you, just the vampire.”

“Now you have my attention,” Kolbyr said. His icy politeness was far more effective than the barely contained rage Samuel had shown. Max wanted to take a step away from the vampire, out of the path of danger, even though he was nominally on her side of this conflict. “What service do you seek from me?”

“We have been sent to get you,” Samuel said.

“Oh, so you do not know for what purpose?” Kolbyr asked.

“I am sure that Donal has a good reason to want you,” Samuel said, his jaw tight. “But he has not chosen to share it with us.”

“Definitely the B team,” Bryce said in a stage whisper loud enough to carry around everyone. Max wasn’t the only one to laugh.

“Enough of this,” Queran said, standing up. Magic was gathering around him, and his eyes gleamed with the promise of pain. “You will come with us.”

“Or what?” Kolbyr asked, sounding genuinely curious.

“What?” Queran asked, blinking in surprise, as if he could not comprehend the question.

“If you want to encourage someone to go with you, something more is needed. Some appeal to my good nature, or a bribe, or threats, perhaps,” Kolbyr said. “Some reward or punishment for my compliance.”

“You are a dark magic master magician,” Queran said, face now as tight as Samuel’s, his fury evident. “You have been summoned to meet with Donal. There should be nothing more required than his word.”

“But I don’t have his word,” Kolbyr said, still in that polite manner. “I just have yours. And I do not trust you.”

Max found she was holding her breath. She had always sensed that Kolbyr walked a fine line between his fascination for dark magic and all it entailed, and the natural follow-on from that, which was allegiance to the dark lord. She had noticed before that Kolbyr did not seem all that keen on the prospect of the dark lord returning to the daylight world. The ancient vampire was unrivalled in his knowledge in this world, and had a significant amount of sheer political and personal power. That was not something he seemed willing to give up to serve Arkus.

And now the vampire was navigating that fine line. Donal was one of the highest-ranked and most powerful demons from the dark lord’s court. To openly defy him would be similar to openly defying Arkus Himself. And Kolbyr had not done that. Rather, he had challenged the authority and honesty of a lesser demon. Still a dangerous demon, and it was still a dangerous path to take. But it was not open defiance of Donal or his master.

“You think I am lying?” Queran asked, seemingly outraged.

“I think you wouldn’t know the truth if it whacked you across the head,” Max said, before Kolbyr could reply. She was sure the vampire had something more elegant to say, but she could feel the build-up of power around Queran. She wanted to distract the demon, possibly trick him into revealing his plan.

Queran stared at her, the bones of his face shifting. She’d seen that happen before, and it was just as nauseating now. She pulled on her magic, calling it to her. Not sure what she was going to do with it - not yet - but it would be ready for whatever Queran might decide to do.

What he did decide to do was flick a hand in her direction, releasing a bolt of dark magic that would have slammed into her and knocked her off her feet if it had reached her.

As it was, Queran’s attack collided with a screen of magic just in front of Max, Kolbyr, and Audhilde. Max realised that while she’d been distracted by Queran’s power, Kolbyr had released a spell of his own to shield them.

“That is nice work,” she complimented the vampire, and then felt heat rising in her face. She had not even a tenth of the skill he had. Perhaps she should have kept her mouth shut. But she could see some of the lines of the spell and it was some of the most elegant magic she’d ever seen. The shield was also holding under the demon’s onslaught.

“Thank you,” Kolbyr said, as if he meant it. “It is a spell of my own devising. I should be happy to show you the basic parts of it.”

“That is a very generous offer. Unfortunately, I don’t do well with formal spells,” Max answered.

“Oh, really?” Kolbyr asked, with apparently sincere interest.

“Are you two quite done with your chit-chatting?” Queran asked. He was still furious, and gathering more magic.

“He really is most unpleasant,” Kolbyr said to Max.

“Indeed,” Max agreed, trying not to shiver in memory. She had first encountered this particular demon many years before when he had been a voice whispering out of the darkness to her in the orphanage. The demon had singled her out for his undivided attention for some time.

“You should take me seriously,” Queran told them, lips peeling back from his blunt, white, human teeth. Demons seemed to like that expression, and Max couldn’t help wonder if they had differently shaped teeth in their natural forms in the underworld.

“Why?” Max asked.

Queran didn’t answer with words. Instead, he threw more magic at her, Kolbyr and Audhilde. She had been right. He had increased his strength. The attack was far more powerful than anything he had managed before, even when he had been furious with her and not holding anything back. The force of the magic that hit Kolbyr’s shield was enough to break through it. The residue of Queran’s attack sent Max staggering back a few paces, feeling as if someone had punched her in the stomach.

Despite having his magic broken by the demon, Kolbyr held his ground, apparently unruffled. He looked on with interest as Samuel moved. The traitor came around the wing chair, a long, slender blade in one hand, and approached Kolbyr.

Shots rang out. The warriors were firing on Samuel. At this distance, none of them missed. But Samuel kept moving, despite bullets tearing through his clothing and body. He raised the hand holding the knife.

Two blurred shapes slammed into the traitor. Cas’ jaw clamped around Samuel’s knife hand and Pol grabbed hold of his leg. The shadow-hounds threw the former warrior off his feet. The traitor fell to the floor, landing on his back with a thump that Max felt vibrate through her.

“Careful. The knife is poisoned,” Kolbyr said, the urgency in his tone cutting through Samuel’s howl of fury.

“Cas, Pol, to me,” Max called. Shadow-hounds were immune to most toxins, but she wasn’t going to take the risk with her hounds. Not when it wasn’t needed.

Her dogs gave the traitor a good shake then let him go, padding back to Max’s side. She put her hands on each of their heads, letting them know they’d done a good job.

Samuel stayed down, eyes wide open and staring up at the sky. After a moment, Max saw why. In his struggle with the hounds, he’d managed to impale himself with the knife. It was sticking out from his biceps. It looked to Max as if only the tip had gone in. But that seemed to be enough.

There was no time to check if Samuel was truly dead, as Queran was lunging for Kolbyr.

The vampire moved, as fast as the demon, avoiding Queran’s grasp, and flung up a hand, sending dark magic of his own slamming into the demon. It was Queran’s turn to stagger back. His face moved, the bones shifting again, rage twisting his features.

Max called the light magic she’d gathered and willed it into a shield between Kolbyr and Queran. She might not know what the demon wanted with the vampire, but she wasn’t going to let Queran win. Not if she could help it.

Queran stopped short of the bright magic and turned to her, rage melting into astonishment on his face. “You. You are one of them, aren’t you? A descendant.” He spat the last word as if it was poison in his mouth. “I thought your kind were all gone.”

“So sorry to disappoint you,” Max said, holding the magic in place. It was technically true that she was a descendant. Not that she minded lying to a demon, but it was always easier to remember the truth.

“I always wondered why I was assigned to you,” Queran said. He sounded almost unnaturally calm, making Max’s attention sharpen. He shouldn’t be that calm. He was up to something. He lunged towards her.

She saw the knife in his hand almost too late, twisting away from him. She’d been expecting a magical assault rather than a physical one.

Cas and Pol leapt forward, knocking Max off her feet, both hounds seizing hold of Queran’s knife arm, dragging the demon to the ground.

Landing on the floor, her fall cushioned by the thick carpet, Max called her dogs off. If Samuel’s blade was poisoned, there was a good chance Queran’s was, too. Her dogs came back at once, standing in front of her, facing Queran, low growls in each of their throats.

The demon scrambled to his feet, knife still held ready. He looked along the row of warriors, vampires and shadow-hounds, his gaze travelling to Max last of all. Then he flicked a hand to Samuel, a jolt of dark magic travelling into the traitor’s body. “I’m not done with you yet,” the demon said.

Samuel got to his feet as if pulled by strings, his movements jerky and uncoordinated. Max’s skin crawled. He had been dead. She was sure of it. Whatever poison had been on his blade, it had stopped his heart. And yet he was moving, and from the expression on his face, he was fully present in his own body and furious with the control that Queran was exerting.

“I will look forward to our next meeting,” Queran said to Max. He pulled something out of a pocket and dropped it onto the ground. White smoke exploded into the air, hiding the demon and traitor from view. There was another surge of dark magic. It was theatre and trickery combined. Just what she should have expected from a demon.

The warriors moved forward at once, disappearing into the smoke, the chemical scent of the cloud scratching the back of Max’s throat. She got to her feet, taking her time. She was quite sure that Queran had somehow disappeared, taking Samuel with him. The demon had fled without his intended prize - Kolbyr. That was a good thing, as far as she was concerned. Queran had also run away, rather than trying to kill her again. She was sure it meant something. Right now, she had more pressing issues. She wanted to go to the Marshals’ headquarters, but there was always a possibility that Queran had left more creatures in the hotel. And it was still her job to hunt down supernatural creatures. She needed to make sure the hotel was clear and the people here were safe.


Chapter seven


After what seemed an eternity, Max was satisfied that Queran and Samuel had confined their mischief-making to the ground and first floors of the hotel. Using Cas and Pol’s sharper senses, her group had cleared the remaining floors, going into every room and suite. Even though Max knew it had not taken all that long, with every floor that was searched her sense of impatience and foreboding grew. While she was here, making sure there were no more creatures or other surprises in The Grand Hotel, something was happening at the Marshals’ headquarters. Having seen what the demons were capable of, her imagination provided her with all sorts of ideas about what her fellow Marshals and their support teams - her friends and people she cared about - might be facing.

With the hotel cleared of any living creatures, she jogged down the several flights of stairs she had so recently climbed, Cas and Pol bounding ahead of her. It was a good thing no one got in her way as she had no attention to spare for anything other than her phone, dialling number after number after number as she made her way down to the ground floor. Every one of them rang out. The network was working. The phones were working. But no one was answering. The knot in her gut tightened. She tried to tell herself that there were dozens of reasons why people might not pick up their phones. It didn’t help. That might work as an explanation for a couple of non-answers. But not for the twenty-three people she tried to call, several more than once. Something was badly wrong with the Marshals’ service.

By the time she reached the ground floor, she was almost running in her impatience to be gone. Her pick-up was just around the corner. The vehicle was built to be sturdy rather than speedy, but if she put her foot down, she could be at the Marshal’s headquarters in an hour. Hopefully less if she broke the speed limit and ignored any red lights and didn’t encounter any traffic. She couldn’t afford any more delays. Her friends and colleagues were in danger.

Her group came out of the stairwell into the reception area to find the human police hammering on the doors, demanding to be let in. The police were in full body armour, a few of them carrying large, clear plastic shields, all of them armed. Even so, with the measures that the warriors had put in place, as well as the magic built into the hotel’s walls, the police hadn’t been able to get inside on their own.

The warriors let the police in and Max had to stand back, almost dancing from foot to foot, as a group of law enforcement officers in full riot gear surged into the building, shoving everyone aside and blocking the doorway.

The senior police officer wasted no time in demanding an explanation and answers for the carnage he could see around him. He was short, stocky and shouty, features hidden by the hard helmet and face shield he wore. Max turned away from him when he started yelling at her, telling her that she should have waited for the police, and didn’t she know where she was?

“I don’t have time for this,” Max said. She’d lost track of Audhilde and Kolbyr, but she was sure they would understand her need to be elsewhere. She started heading around the group of police, aiming for the main doors, her dogs with her. The hotel staff and guests were safe from creatures. Every moment she wasted here meant potentially more danger for the Marshals. Her whole body was tense, frustration balled up in her chest and throat. She needed to go.

Bryce and the other warriors turned to go with her, and the police officer spluttered his fury.

Kolbyr appeared in front of her and she stumbled to a halt, startled.

“I have arranged faster transport for us,” he told her. “We need to go back up to the roof.”

“Roof?” Max repeated.

“The roof,” Kolbyr confirmed. Max swallowed her questions. He’d earned at least a little bit of trust from her. The bigger problem right now, as far as she was concerned, was climbing back up the many flights of stairs between them and the roof. Now that she’d stopped moving, she realised her legs were burning from the effort of searching the hotel and she thought it might be faster for her to drive to the Marshals’ compound rather than climb the stairs again.

“The lifts are working,” Bryce added. “There’s a service lift which should fit all of us.”

“Alright,” Max said, relief that she wouldn’t have to climb the stairs momentarily replacing her impatience.

A tight fit turned out to be a typical Bryce understatement. There was barely enough air for all of them, but they made it up to the top floor and then up the single flight of stairs to the roof. To Max’s surprise, the roof was almost entirely flat, with a helicopter landing pad painted on the surface.

Even as she recognised the symbol, she could hear the faint sound of helicopter blades drawing closer and her mind finally spared some attention away from imagining the horrors that might be happening at the Marshals’ headquarters to realise what Kolbyr had meant by faster transport. She looked at the vampire. “You called for a helicopter?”

“It’s the quickest way,” he said. He glanced around the group. “There will be room for everyone.”

Max realised her mouth was open and shut it with a snap, turning her attention instead to the night sky and the gleaming body of the helicopter moving closer. She frowned as it drew near enough for her to make out the details.

“That looks like the one we, er, borrowed in the Wild,” she commented. The one that Shivangi and Hemang Raghavan had used to transport their co-conspirators and intended victims to their old family holdings. Max and the others had commandeered the helicopter to rescue the victims, taking off just as the ground under them fell apart. She hadn’t given the helicopter’s fate any thought, but would have assumed that the helicopter would be returned to the Raghavan Family. It seemed not.

“It is. I decided it could be useful,” Kolbyr said.

The helicopter had moved close enough that conversation was almost impossible, so Max didn’t reply. She wasn’t sure what she could have said. She’d always known that Kolbyr was wealthy, but the idea that he would just buy a helicopter because it might be useful shocked her.

It seemed to take an eternity for the helicopter to land on the hotel roof, and for everyone - warriors, shadow-hounds, vampires, and Max - to get inside. The warriors insisted on taking the outer seats, closest to the doors, and Max ended up in the centre of the middle row of seats, her hounds cuddling into her. Cas and Pol knew something was wrong. She had no way of explaining it to them, just put her arms around them, accepting the comfort they were offering.

Kolbyr and Audhilde had taken the first row of seats, with a distinct gap between the pair of vampires. As they were taking off, Max could see Kolbyr typing out something on his phone. It was odd seeing the ancient vampire using new technology, but he did it as well as he wielded his magic.

Then they were in the air and Max was leaning forward, willing the machine to go faster. They were going at speeds impossible for her battered pick-up, and it still wasn’t quick enough for her. Her heart was racing, her palms damp, worry constricting her chest, wondering what they would find.

Even her concern for the Marshals couldn’t stop her noticing that there were fires in the city below. The trouble that she’d seen starting earlier had spread. No wonder the police had been harassed and short-tempered. She counted at least three different fire sites, all of which seemed to be spreading to the size of a city block. From the vantage point of the helicopter, she could see the bright orange glow of flames licking through buildings and vehicles, vivid and angry next to the darkness of the nearby buildings that hadn’t yet caught fire. Shock held her still, staring at the scene below. She saw the others looking down, too, expressions grim.

In between the fires, partly lit by the flames, she could see movement. They were too far away for her to make out much detail, but she could see groups of people moving, some of them carrying what looked like makeshift torches. She could also see a thick line of what looked like police in riot gear, the mass of darkness and stillness a sharp contrast to the moving people. As she watched, she saw one of the torches flung forward, the streak of orange and yellow and white flames spiralling through the air, landing in the midst of the police. A cry lodged in her throat, but the fire went out almost as soon as it hit the group of police, smoke rising from the spot where the torch had landed. It looked like there were full-scale riots in progress in the normally quiet and well-behaved layers of the city between its heart and the outskirts. Apart from during the fuel shortages, open unrest in the city was rare. She might expect to find it in one of the poorer areas of the city - like the Barrows, where people struggled to make ends meet - but not in the comfortable districts where most people were able to afford some luxuries, like a car and eating out at the many bars and restaurants in the area.

Then the helicopter started its descent and she had no more attention to spare for the rest of the city. The clouds in the night sky parted and bright moonlight shone down, lighting up the ground. She stared down, sharp pain radiating through her chest. At first glance, it looked like every building that formed the Marshals’ headquarters had been destroyed. There was heavy, dark smoke and trails of flames licking out of the windows of the office building. The science building looked as if a giant creature had trampled over it, collapsing its walls, spilling the building’s contents out into the night, pale smoke or steam rising from various points of the disassembled structure. The network of cages and containment areas that had been attached to the side of the science building had also been destroyed. As they drew closer, she could see buckled walls and torn fences along with broken glass sparkling on the ground. There was no sign of any of the creatures that had lived in those spaces. Her mouth went dry at the thought of so many predators loose on the ground. She could only hope that the creatures had chosen to flee back towards the Wild, rather than stay where they had been held captive.

The pilot lowered them slowly, as requested by Lord Kolbyr, and Max had to contain herself from jumping out onto the ground when it was almost close enough. They were moving slowly for a good reason. They didn’t know what had happened here, or what creatures were still here, ready to attack an unsuspecting Marshal foolish enough to jump on top of them.

The warriors had no such hesitation. As the vehicle descended, they opened the doors, sliding out onto the skids, then dropping onto the ground, automatic weapons held ready, all of them landing lightly on their feet despite their body armour and the backpacks they all wore, even the recently injured Joshua. The warriors fanned out from the helicopter, providing cover for Max, Kolbyr, Audhilde and the hounds as they got out. Kolbyr leant back into the vehicle to give some instructions to the pilot that had him lifting off the ground. A moment later, brilliant lights turned on along the underside of the helicopter, far brighter than the moonlight, throwing the devastation of the Marshals’ compound into sharp relief.

With her feet on the ground, Max took a slow turn around, throat tight, as she took in the damage. It was much worse from this angle. There was a crater in the ground in front of the row of battered vehicles that the Marshals used. The vehicles were twisted and damaged, at least one of them smouldering as if it had been on fire.

“That’s an explosive crater,” Bryce said, voice tight. The warriors had spread out in a loose circle, facing in all directions.

“Explosive?” Max repeated, voice thin.

“A couple of grenades, most likely,” Bryce confirmed.

“Grenades,” Max repeated, voice firming. “So not magic, then,” she said. And probably not a demon. She had an idea that Donal and Finn would prefer to create their own explosions, rather than relying on human-made ordinance.

“I can’t sense any magic trace here,” Kolbyr confirmed. He was not far away, his cool aura spilling into the night.

“I can’t sense the demons,” Max added. Her stomach was in knots, but that was anxiety about what was happening to the Marshals and the other people that worked here, not in response to a demon’s presence.

“You can sense them?” Bryce asked, sounding like he was seeking confirmation rather than challenging her.

“Sometimes, yes,” Max said, realising she hadn’t told anyone that before. “I’m still learning,” she added.

“Let us know if you sense them,” Bryce said.

“Yes,” Max said, eyes travelling back over the row of battered vehicles. She recognised most of them. It looked like almost every Marshal had been in the compound earlier. And yet she couldn’t see a single person. As she counted the pick-ups, one of them moved. She raised her gun, trying to get a look at whatever was behind the mangled metal.

A torrent of fur and teeth and legs poured out from behind the vehicles, high-pitched squeals splitting the night air, the ground trembling as the horde galloped towards Max. She had a moment to see that they were four-legged creatures, with giant, gleaming white tusks before gunfire sounded, and the squeals turned to screams as the creatures died under the warriors’ bullets. One of the bodies slid a few paces, coming to rest not far from where Max was standing. She looked down, having to blink to clear her eyes as the shooting stopped and deafening silence filled the air.

“Striped boars.” She identified the creatures in a hoarse voice that didn’t sound right in her own ears. “There were a half dozen of them. Their parents had died. Raymund had raised them here.” The boars had been noisy and feral, considered a nuisance by most Marshals, attacking more than one of Raymund’s team over the years. Even so, they had not deserved to die like that.

“They have blood on them, and not just from our bullets,” Bryce told her.

She blinked again, wiping tears from her face, and saw that he was right. In the blinding searchlights from the helicopter, she could see the mottled fur and stripes on the boars. There were smears of blood all over them, not just at the sites of the bullet wounds. The boars had been in a fight before they had charged at her group.

She looked up from the dead boars and turned in a slow half-circle, taking in the awful scene in front of her. Being on the ground confirmed what she’d seen from the air, which was that every building had been damaged or destroyed. She didn’t know where to start. Wherever she looked was bad.

Rapid gunfire cut through her growing panic and sharpened her focus.

“Where was that from?” she asked the warriors. With their partly non-human natures, their senses were sharper than hers.

“That way,” Osvaldo pointed to one side, to a building almost as large as the science building. From this distance, Max could see that the huge rolling doors had been ripped off. The inside was dark.

“The garage,” she said, and started in that direction. The warriors were ahead of her, Cas and Pol spreading out to either side.

More gunfire sounded, and a high-pitched scream that made Max want to run ahead. Someone was being hurt. Probably someone she knew. The warriors quickened their pace. They had taken an oblique angle to the building, so that they weren’t in full view of the dark opening as they approached. Bryce and Osvaldo moved to the lead, weapons ready, and stuck their heads around the corner of the open doorway. Max could hear a soft whimpering inside. Someone in pain.

More gunfire and another scream.

The warriors moved in, in a close group, moving as one unit. Max and her dogs kept behind them, the vampires following.

Inside the building she was assaulted by the familiar smells of exhaust fumes, grease and oil as well as the hot rubber smell of tyres. There were new smells, too. Weapons discharge and blood. A lot of blood. It smelled too strong to be human, Max thought.

“Careful, there’s a creature in here somewhere,” she said in a low voice, knowing the warriors would hear her.

“Copy that,” Bryce said.

There were three vehicle bays in the mechanics’ workshop. Max was used to seeing them full, with the Marshals’ vehicles often up on the hydraulic lifts, mechanics working underneath. Tonight the vehicle pits were empty, great dark holes in the ground that the outside moonlight didn’t reach. There was a vehicle on its side on the other side of the garage, the front end and one of its wheels twisted. Max winced. She wasn’t sure that even the Marshals’ mechanics would be able to fix that.

More gunfire sounded. Far closer than before. It sounded like the handguns the Marshals carried. A long, harsh yowl split the night in response, raising the hairs on Max’s body.

“That’s a pathera,” she told the others. “It’s fast and likes to climb,” she added, looking up as if she would see the pathera hanging from the steel rafters.

Even as she turned her attention back to the ground, a giant shadow bolted from the other side of the garage, travelling on four legs, with a long tail held out behind it for balance. It crossed a spill of moonlight, revealing a dappled coat and several wounds in its sides. The injuries didn’t stop it from being one of the fastest things Max had ever seen. It leapt over the fallen vehicle and headed for the front of the building, sprinting out into the night before she could take aim.

“Pathera?” Bryce asked.

“Yes. We only had one here,” Max said. She turned back to the building interior. The whimpering was still there. “Marshals’ service,” she called, as loudly as she could.

“Oh, thank the Lady,” a shaking voice said from the far corner, where the pathera had been. “We need help.”

“On my way,” Max said.

The warriors were still moving ahead of her into the pooled darkness at the back of the building. As they approached, a dim light shone, just enough for her to see Raymund Robart huddled against the wall, looking even more dishevelled than normal, his wispy grey hair standing up in all directions, the rough cloth of his overalls covered in dark stains. There was a woman with short brown hair propped up against him. Both Raymund and the woman had their hands pressed to her abdomen along with what looked like a mechanic’s rag, blood seeping through their fingers.

“Raymund,” Max said. “Is there anyone else here?”

“Just Fergus,” Raymund said, and waved a hand to a limp form on the ground nearby.

“Fergus?” Max repeated, trying to put a face to the name. She pulled out her torch and shone the light on the still form. Rather than the coveralls she’d expected, she saw ragged fur. “You named one of the creatures?” she asked, startled. Then her eyes widened again. “Wait. Is that the cross-breed? Robinsage and Seacast monkey hybrid?” she asked.

“Yes,” Raymund said. “He was protecting us. He really was very gentle,” he added, his grief evident.

“What about her?” Osvaldo asked, kneeling next to the bleeding woman.

“The pathera got her. Tore her stomach,” Raymund said, face grim. “I’ve done what I can. But it’s not much.”

“Let me take a look,” Osvaldo said. Killan moved to stand behind him, shining a torch down at the woman. Max had to look away from the injury. The creature’s claws had ripped into the woman’s organs. From the way Raymund had spoken, he didn’t think she would survive.

“Are you injured?” Max asked the head scientist.

“Not much,” he answered. He slid away from the injured woman to give Osvaldo more room to work and stood up, using the wall to steady himself. He must have been working in the creature enclosures, she realised, as he was wearing coarse cloth overalls. As well as the stains she’d already noticed, there were tears in the fabric, and Max could see traces of blood on one arm. “Where are the others?” he asked Max.

“I don’t know. I just got here. What happened?” she asked.

“It was so sudden. It was quiet. And then.” Raymund had to pause, his voice cracking. As impatient as she was for news, Max waited for him to compose himself a little. He was one of the least emotional people she knew, and he was clearly shaken. “I was in here. There’s been a rattle in the transport van and I wanted Sonia to take a look at it,” he said, naming one of the Marshals’ senior mechanics. “Then something hit the science building,” he continued, voice tight. “There was some kind of explosion. Lots of screams. Then people. Wearing black. Carrying weapons.” He paused, his voice too high when he went on. “I hid. With Frances,” he added, tilting his chin down to the injured woman. “We got into one of the vehicle pits and pulled a tarpaulin over us. It worked until the pathera came.”

“Hiding probably saved your life,” Max told him, keeping her voice gentle.

“Can you tell us more about the armed people?” Bryce asked. “You said wearing black? How many, do you think?”

“A lot,” Raymund said, and put a hand on the wall to steady himself. “I think I need to sit down again.” He slid down the wall, his legs straight out in front of him on the concrete. “Twenty. Perhaps more. A lot,” he repeated. He still sounded shaken. “They had masks. And guns. Automatics.”

“Sounds like the Syndicate,” Joshua said. He and Khari were standing a few paces away, and Max realised that while Osvaldo was working to see if he could save Frances’s life, with Killan holding a light for him, and Bryce was focused on Raymund and the information the scientist could give them, the rest of the warriors were alert and keeping watch on their surroundings.

Bryce agreed with Joshua. “I’d hoped we’d seen the last of them.”

“Me, too,” Max said, a heavy weight in her chest. The Syndicate was made up of heavily armed and well-trained fighters. The Marshals, used to hunting creatures that didn’t have tactical training or automatic weapons, would be no match for them. She had to find her people.

“Where is everyone else?” Max asked, crouching in front of Raymund so she could meet his eyes. He blinked, as if he didn’t understand what she was saying. “There must have been mechanics in this building?”

“I think a few people hid like we did,” he said. His eyes were darting this way and that, as if expecting something else to leap out of the shadows at him. “But some of them tried to run. I heard gunfire. And screaming,” Raymund said, voice harsh. “Then it stopped. And I thought we were safe until the pathera appeared. And Fergus came. He tried to stop the pathera. Tried to save Frances.”

Max glanced aside at the unconscious woman. Osvaldo had put at least a half dozen field dressings onto her abdominal wound, hiding the worst of it, but from the blood soaking through the white dressings, Max could tell that the effort wasn’t going to do much good.

“We heard shooting. Was that you?” Max asked.

“Yes. I was firing at the pathera.” Raymund pointed to the gun on the ground next to him. Max hadn’t even noticed it until then. “We always have extra weapons around the site. Just in case,” he reminded Max.

Max nodded. It was one of many safety measures that Faddei and Raymund had worked on. The head Marshal had said, very clearly and forcefully, that if the science team were going to keep lethal creatures on site, then there needed to be ways of defending against one of them escaping. Raymund had been equally loud and forceful that none of his creatures would escape. Until tonight, his assertion had been correct. However, he’d also acknowledged Faddei’s concerns and so had grudgingly agreed that keeping extra weapons was sensible. And now those precautions had saved his life.

“So the Syndicate didn’t come back when they heard you shooting,” Max said. “That’s something. Did you see which way they went?”

“They were heading towards the offices, I think. That way, anyway,” Raymund said, pointing a shaking hand.

“Alright. We can’t move Frances,” Max said, glancing at the woman again. There was almost no colour left in her skin, and Osvaldo looked grim. “We’ll send help when we can.” She got to her feet.

“Wait. You can’t leave me here,” Raymund said, trying to get to his feet. His legs failed him and he slumped back against the wall.

“Movement,” Khari said.

Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned. Khari had her weapon levelled at one of the vehicle pits in the room. The shadows had contained a tarpaulin that was moving slightly even as Max watched. She got to her feet, gun drawn on instinct.

The tarpaulin peeled back to reveal two pale and familiar faces. A man and a woman, their skin smudged with engine oil.

“Stand down,” Max told the warriors. “They’re mechanics.”

“We heard your voices,” the woman said, her voice high and trembling. “Is it safe to come out?”

“Probably not, but can you come up and keep Raymund and Frances company?” Max asked. “We’ll leave you weapons while we clear the rest of the compound.”

The woman looked like she wanted to refuse, but the man was already climbing up. He put a hand down and helped her out. “We’ll keep an eye out,” he promised, eyes widening as he took in the blood on Frances. “Is she still alive?” he asked as the pair approached.

“For now, yes. We’ll get medical as soon as we can,” Max promised.

“We’ll clear this building,” Bryce said, and headed off, Khari, Joshua and Hop with him. Killan stayed with Osvaldo, who was adding even more field dressings to Frances’s wounds.

“I’m almost out of bullets,” Raymund said. With the appearance of more people, who were going to stay with him, his focus had sharpened.

“Alright,” Max said. She handed over two spare magazines from the supplies at her back. The gun Raymund had was standard Marshal issue, so the magazine would fit. “Use single shots if you can,” she suggested. The ammunition would last longer. Raymund nodded.

“The rest of the building is clear,” Bryce said. “No creatures or intruders. There are a couple of bodies just the other side of the entrance, though. Looks like more mechanics.”

The female mechanic gave a muffled sob. The male mechanic and Raymund looked grim. Max nodded, unable to speak for a moment. She had expected to find dead people here. It still hurt.

“We need to see if the Syndicate are still on site,” she said, voice tight. Her whole body was tight, her stomach turning, but she didn’t think that was in a response to a demon, but rather anticipating what she might find as they made their way through the Marshals’ complex.


Chapter eight


Max made a point of looking at the dead bodies outside the garage, heart sinking further when she recognised both. One of them was Sonia, the mechanic Raymund had been consulting about the scientists’ vehicle. The other was an older man. Everyone had called him Chuck, although Max was sure that wasn’t his true name. She had relied on and liked both of them for years. Mechanics who had kept the Marshals’ vehicles running. They had never been in the field. From the injuries, it looked like they had been shot, and the pathera had also mauled their bodies. She wondered how many other people who she knew were lying dead inside the science building, and elsewhere.

Her body heavy, chest hurting, she moved with the warriors across the open space between the garage and the office building. As they moved, more gunfire sounded, somehow muted. The warriors immediately moved to the front of the group, keeping to the shadows beside the science building. The next building along was the office building and fire had taken hold. There were flames licking out of the windows, powerful heat making Max want to back away. The air was thick with the stench of burning. Not the clean scent of a wood fire. Instead, the smoke smelled like melting plastic, harsh in her throat. If the fire wasn’t contained soon, it could spread to the whole complex. With the trouble across the city, Max very much doubted that the city’s fire department would be available in time to save any of the Marshals’ buildings. Another black mark against whoever had started this trouble.

“Audhilde and I will put the fire out,” Kolbyr said, startling Max enough that she jumped. Caught up in what was happening around her, she’d almost forgotten he was there.

“Copy that,” Bryce said, as more gunfire sounded. It was past the office building, Max realised, and tried to remember what was there. She had thought she knew the Marshals’ compound as well as she knew her own home, but her thoughts kept scattering, wondering how many more bodies they would find.

“There are a couple of temporary buildings,” she said, keeping her voice low, “which should be empty. And then there’s a storage space. It’s an old shipping container. And there’s the library. The library should still be intact,” she added. The library - more specifically the Librarian - kept the library building heavily warded and in one piece.

Bryce nodded, exchanged a few hand gestures with the other warriors, and then they moved forward. They stayed far closer to the burning building than Max was comfortable with. The heat licking against her skin brought back memories of being in the underworld, with her clothes and hair on fire, and she put a hand out, seeking her dogs. The gentle touches of their noses against her skin grounded her. Even with the heat, their noses were cool and damp. She gave them each a scratch behind their ears as they followed the warriors.

There was a body lying just outside the front door of the office building as they passed and Max’s heart twisted as she recognised him. Osip Smolar. One of the Marshals. She hadn’t known him well. He’d joined the service after she had and she’d always felt an odd kinship with him as they’d both been relative newcomers to the group. He’d been shot. A close grouping of shots to his chest. His eyes were still open, staring up at the burning building and the night sky.

She touched two fingers to her forehead in a brief gesture of respect as she went past him, silently promising that he would have a better farewell ceremony as soon as could be arranged.

Weapons fire snapped her attention back to the here and now even as Osvaldo’s hand landed on her shoulder, halting her forward motion.

They’d reached the end of the office building. Bryce was kneeling at the corner, Khari standing above him, both of them with their weapons pointed at something around the corner. Even as Max watched, Bryce and Khari opened fire. Not just aiming at whoever was out there, but also providing covering fire, Max realised, as Hop and Killan darted past them, at a full sprint, heading for the shelter of the next building where they took up similar positions at the corner, taking aim in the same direction as Bryce and Khari, starting to fire.

Even if Max couldn’t see the people that the warriors were shooting at, from the cries of pain and curses, it was clear that the bullets were hitting home. Max felt a savage satisfaction at the damage being inflicted. The intruders had blown up part of the Marshals’ compound and killed three people that she’d seen so far. They deserved to get hurt.

“Those are Order warriors.” The speaker was out of sight, voice high and loud in a panic. “Why are there Order warriors here? It was just supposed to be Marshals.”

“Shut up and do your job.” The second speaker was equally loud, full of anger and authority. The voice was also familiar, although Max couldn’t place it for a moment. Then her eyes widened. The Syndicate was here. Queran had been in the city centre. Which meant that the person in charge here - and the second speaker - was most likely Evan Yarwood. His body had disappeared from the Order along with Queran’s the day before, and although it was disappointing to find out that Evan was still alive, it wasn’t a huge surprise. He seemed very hard to kill.

“That sounds like Evan Yarwood,” she said, keeping her voice low. The warriors around her would hear even a whisper.

“Yes,” Bryce agreed.

Then a wave of dark magic slammed into the corner of the building, sending Bryce and Khari flying, and she tore free of Osvaldo’s grip, rushing forward and calling her own magic as she did so. The dark magic attack had been powerful. Like Queran, it seemed that Evan had got a boost to his abilities recently.

She peered around the corner of the office building, the heat scorching one side of her face, and held still, assessing the scene before she did anything. There was another building ahead, set back from the office and the one Hop and Killan were hiding behind. There were some old crates on the ground in front of it and she could see a few armed intruders behind the make-shift shelter. They appeared to be members of the Syndicate. And she had been right. The man in their midst, red hair highlighted by the fire, was indeed Evan Yarwood. The seemingly human former chief of detectives, in reality a descendant of Arkus and a powerful magician in his own right.

Evan was gathering more magic to him, his gaze on the building corner that Hop and Killan were hiding behind.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Max muttered to herself, her own magic ready and waiting to be used. She imagined a spear in her mind, drawing her magic out and forming the weapon, then throwing it as hard as she could towards the descendant. The magic took hold of the weapon and it soared, flying straight and true towards Evan.

He was so focused on his own planned attack that he didn’t see the spear until the last moment. Max watched as he saw the light coming towards him, shock taking over his face, then he scrambled back. It was too late. The blinding spear that Max had created slammed into him, pinning him to the ground.

“Advance,” Bryce called, and surged forward, past Max and her hounds. She scrambled to keep up, not able to match the warriors’ pace as they ran across the open ground, but determined to stay with them. They didn’t have magic to defend themselves.

A couple of the Syndicate members saw the warriors approaching and opened fire. They were cut down by the warriors’ bullets almost at once.

With the warriors dealing with the Syndicate, Max headed for Evan. He was pinned to the ground by the spear. The weapon had hit him in the chest, and looked to have gone through a lung. She’d missed his heart. If he had one. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the fact he was still alive, his mouth working but no sound coming out. It would be easier if he was dead. Even if she didn’t like killing people, sometimes it was necessary, and every time she encountered Evan, he was in the middle of some awful scheme or another.

Around her the warriors had finished off the members of the Syndicate, but had stayed on full alert, watching for more trouble.

“He’s still alive?” Bryce asked, coming to stand by Max.

“Unfortunately, yes. What were you doing here?” Max asked Evan.

His mouth curved into an unpleasant smile, pink foam at his mouth. “Weak. You’re so weak,” he said.

“The Marshals?” Max asked. Something in the way he had said it suggested he wasn’t talking about her alone. “Why did you attack us?”

“Ask Donal,” Evan said, and coughed, more pink foam at his mouth.

“I’d be happy to. Where is he?” Max asked.

“Won’t tell,” Evan said. His smile faded, replaced by hatred. “You interfere too much.”

That sounded personal. Well, she had managed to stop him from carrying out his plans so far. Max took a half step forward and crouched so she could better see his face and read his expression. Kolbyr’s helicopter had moved overhead, brilliant spotlights casting Evan’s face into stark white and black, the foam at his mouth a pale grey in the harsh light.

“What were you trying to achieve here?” she asked him. It was unlikely that Donal would have shared his entire plan with Evan. But the former chief of detectives would have some idea why he was here.

“Stop the Marshals,” Evan said, surprising her with a clear, straightforward answer.

Max frowned, trying to puzzle that out in her mind. So far this evening, Queran and Samuel had tried to kidnap Kolbyr and now Evan and the Syndicate had attacked the Marshals. She remembered the panicked shout from one of the Syndicate members earlier. They hadn’t expected to find Order warriors here. Just Marshals. And Marshals hunted supernatural creatures, not people. Marshals weren’t used to being shot at and didn’t have the protective armour or training that other law enforcement agencies did. Their buildings weren’t designed to keep people out, but to hold the creatures in, so their perimeter defences were a lot weaker than those around the city police’s buildings and offices. The Syndicate, armed with powerful weapons and trained to use them against people, hadn’t expected to meet any significant resistance by attacking the Marshals. Stopping the Marshals meant taking out one of the city’s law enforcement agencies, putting more pressure on the already overstretched police.

It all made sense, in a twisted sort of way. Exactly the way that a demon like Donal would think. By sending Queran and Samuel to the hotel, and Evan and the Syndicate here, Donal had created chaos. She couldn’t help wondering just how much influence the demon had had in sparking the riots across the city. Not just Donal, of course. She couldn’t overlook Finn, who was extremely dangerous in his own right. A shiver ran across her skin. If her guess about Donal and Finn’s influence on the riots was correct, then the demons were bringing the city to its knees.

Evan twitched, face twisting in pain, pulling her attention back to him.

“You were sent here to kill us,” Max said, her voice flat, trying to damp down her fury and grief.

“Soft target,” Evan said, a small, satisfied smile pulling his mouth. “It was working, too.”

“I’m glad we could disappoint you,” Max said.

Evan’s face twisted into what looked like a combination of fury and pain and the breath hissed out of him. He went still.

Not trusting he truly was dead, Max stood up. She nudged his outstretched arm with her foot. Nothing.

“We got the rest of them,” Bryce told her. “But we should still check the grounds.”

“Yes,” Max agreed, staring down at Evan. The magic spear in his shoulder fizzed and faded away, leaving a gaping wound that immediately filled with blood. “I’m still not convinced he’s gone,” she told Bryce.

“I know what you mean,” Bryce said. He pulled out a handgun from a side holster and shot Evan through the forehead. There was no hesitation in his movement. It was swift and clinical. He put the gun away. Max looked across at him. He’d just shot someone who was most likely already dead. And yet, she didn’t think of him as a cold-blooded killer. She knew he was following his own code. Making sure Evan couldn’t get up to give them more trouble.

“That should do it,” she said.

She looked around at the fallen Syndicate members and her stomach turned. So much violence. So much death. And the dead might well include more people she cared about or counted as friends. They hadn’t found all the dead yet. And all this had been done at Donal’s order. Max had an urge to hunt down the demon and pin him to the wall while Bryce shot him. But now that she had stopped moving, she realised how worn out she was, the weight of the evening’s events pressing her towards the ground. She needed to be at her best before she had a hope of defeating the powerful demon. There was still work to do here, too. “Let’s check the other buildings,” she suggested, and headed away from Evan, towards the few remaining buildings that weren’t destroyed or on fire.


Chapter nine


The last building within the Marshals’ perimeter was a tall building with no windows in its walls. It looked to be undamaged. Max’s heart skipped as she saw it. The library. It was separate from the other buildings, managed and watched over by a creature that they all just called the Librarian. She was almost dizzy with relief to see the building intact and undamaged.

“What’s in there?” Khari asked.

“It’s the library,” Max said.

“Do we think the Syndicate didn’t make it this far?” Osvaldo asked.

“It doesn’t look like it,” Joshua observed. “No bullet holes in the walls. No signs of explosives.”

Movement on the ground outside the building drew their attention. Cas and Pol ran forward before Max could stop them, little yips of distress coming from each of them. As she drew closer, she saw why. The shape on the ground was a woman she knew well. Leonda Parras, the Marshals’ armourer. Her deep brown, cool-toned skin blended into the building’s shadows, but with the light from the helicopter overhead, Max could see that Leonda had several rags tied round one of her thighs, blood seeping through. She was sitting propped up against the building, a weapon in her lap, an open sack of what looked like extra ammunition on the ground beside her. There were other weapons on the ground beside her that looked as if she’d tossed them aside along with spent bullet casings, which suggested she’d been defending her position. And doing it well, if she was still living.

“Leonda,” Max said, waving her dogs away. They backed off a few paces. Leonda was one of their favourite people in the world, and they knew something was wrong, so they wouldn’t go far.

“Max. It’s good to see you,” Leonda said in a breathless voice. Underneath her vibrant pink hair, she looked terrible. Her shoulders moved as she struggled to breathe. Her normally radiant smile was completely gone, and she frowned slightly as she looked up at the group. “With friends, too, I see.”

“Order warriors,” Max said. “What happened to your leg?”

“Stray bullet,” Leonda said, grimacing as she shifted her weight. “I was running with the others. Had to stop. Played dead for a while.” Her voice darkened. “I managed to get a few shots off,” she said, one hand twitching towards the pile of discarded weapons. She sighed, her breath rattling in her throat. “Good that you’re here.”

“Hold on,” Max said. The leg injury was the obvious one, but it was clear Leonda had other wounds. “We’re going to get medical, and get you patched up. Don’t go to sleep.”

“And miss all the fun?” Leonda asked, a glint of her smile appearing.

“Let me have a look,” Osvaldo said, crouching in front of her.

“Well, hello handsome,” Leonda said, then her eyes widened. “Oh. Did I say that out loud?”

Max choked on a laugh and took a step back, pulling out her phone. She frowned at the screen.

“What’s up?” Bryce asked.

“I was going to call for medical, but I don’t have the number. We always send the requests through dispatch,” Max said, turning her head to look at the smouldering office building, where Therese normally worked. Kolbyr and Audhilde had managed to put out the fire, but there had been extensive damage done. She looked back at her phone screen, trying to remember where the Marshals’ medical team was stationed and realising she had no idea. So she called the city’s emergency number.

“Emergency services. What is the nature of your emergency?”

“This is Marshal Max Ortis. I need you to connect me with the Marshals’ medical team right now,” Max said.

“That is not proper procedure, Marshal. Requests go through the Marshals’ dispatcher.”

“The Marshals’ headquarters has been attacked. We don’t have a dispatcher right now. We need medical assistance urgently,” Max said, trying to stay calm.

There was a pause at the other end of the phone, then a click and a new voice spoke. “Marshals’ emergency medical response. Who is this?”

“This is Marshal Max Ortis. The Marshals’ headquarters has been attacked. We need medical assistance.”

“How many injured?” the voice asked, brisk and business-like.

“I don’t know yet. I’ve got one badly injured woman inside the garage. Gut wound. And one with a bullet wound to her leg and other injuries outside the library. So two to start with.”

“We’ll be there as soon as we can,” the crisp voice said, and the line went dead. Max stared at her phone for a moment, wondering if the medical dispatcher was in any way related to Therese. They had a similar dispassionate and efficient tone.

With that dealt with, she turned her attention back to the library. As she’d moved closer to it, she could feel the defensive wards woven into its structure. They were as strong as anything the Order possessed. And all crafted by the Librarian. Nothing else in the Marshals’ service had protections like this.

Leonda had collapsed against the wall not far from the door. She’d said she was running with the others. A little spark of hope lit in Max’s chest. The library was still in one piece. And a good place to hide. Mindful of the prickling wards, Max moved along the wall and then knocked on the door, magic sparking against her skin.

“This is Max,” she called. “Marshal Max Ortis. Is anyone in there?”

Max held her breath, listening with everything she had.

“Max?”

The voice, distorted through the heavy door and the wards, sounded familiar. One of the Marshals. Possibly Faddei.

“Yes,” she called back, voice high with relief. “The Syndicate are dead. It’s safe to come out,” she said, then immediately wondered if that was true. She and the warriors hadn’t done a full sweep of the Marshals’ headquarters. There could be other members of the Syndicate, and other creatures, on the loose.

There was a pause, a murmur of voices too low for her to catch, and then she heard Faddei’s voice, clear and impatient. “We are grateful that you kept us safe, Librarian, but it’s time to let us out now.”

Max’s brows lifted. It sounded as if the Librarian was being difficult. That wasn’t at all unusual, but she’d always assumed the creature obeyed Faddei, at least.

The door lock clicked and a pair of bolts slid home, then the heavy wood and metal slab swung inwards, revealing Faddei. Behind him, in the shadows of the library, Max could see other people moving.

“It really is you,” Faddei said, sounding relieved. He stepped out into the night and drew Max into a brief, hard hug. “I’m so glad to see you in one piece.”

“You, too,” Max said, blinking to clear her eyes. He looked unharmed. That was something. “What about everyone else?” she asked, looking past him into the building.

Faddei’s face darkened, grief shading his eyes. “We lost some people.” He glanced over his shoulder. “We were getting the civilians to safety when the Librarian locked the doors behind us. It refused to let us out before now.”

In the shadows of the building, Max could see the pale form of the Librarian. The creature didn’t always let itself be seen, but it often adopted the small, human form it wore now, as if dressed in a pale cream bodysuit, its face as blank as a shop mannequin. It was standing with its arms crossed, apparently staring back at the head Marshal. The Librarian was notoriously possessive of anything it considered belonged to the library, and Max couldn’t help wonder if it had seen the people inside the building as part of its collection, to be defended. If it had kept the doors locked, that would explain why there had been barely anyone alive outside the library. It would also explain why at least some of her calls had gone unanswered. There was no phone reception in the library.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Max said. “I found Raymund and Frances in the garage. Raymund has a few scratches. Frances is in a bad way. Leonda’s along there.” Max pointed along the wall to where Osvaldo was tending to the fallen armourer. “There’s a medical team on the way,” Max said. “Two of the mechanics - Chuck and Sonia - and one of the Marshals - Osip - are dead. That we’ve found so far, at least.” Her voice cracked and she saw her grief reflected on Faddei’s face. He’d personally recruited everyone in the Marshals’ service since he had become its leader. The loss would be far more personal and painful for him. “We haven’t gone through the rest of the buildings yet. The pathera is on the loose, too,” she added.

“We?” Faddei asked, and looked around, apparently noticing the two vampires and warriors for the first time. He blinked. “I’m glad to see you. I’m sure there’s a good story behind why you’re all here. And is that a helicopter overhead?” he asked, looking up.

“Yes. We’ll tell you all about it when everyone is safe,” Max said.

“You’re sure that the Syndicate is done?” Faddei asked. There was an edge to his tone that Max had never heard before. The attack on the Marshals had shaken her boss to his core.

“All the ones that we saw are dead,” Bryce confirmed. “We will do a full sweep.”

“All the pens and cages are destroyed,” Max said. “So there might be more creatures on the loose.”

“Alright,” Faddei said. He drew a deep breath and nodded, once. “Alright,” he said again, in a stronger voice. He looked back at the Librarian, still standing in the shadows. “Thank you for keeping us safe,” he told it. The Librarian inclined its head and faded back into shadow. It would still be there, somewhere, but it had chosen not to be seen. Faddei nodded, as if satisfied with the response. He took another step out into the night before turning back to face into the building and raising his voice. “We need to do a sweep of the area. Volunteers only. The warriors will take care of any human attackers, but we might have creatures on the loose.”

Max wasn’t surprised when a group of Marshals came forward. Syndicate or not, it was a Marshal’s job to go into places and hunt down creatures most sane people would run away from. With the worst of the attack over, the remaining Marshals were pulling themselves together. Ready to do their jobs.
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Even with the extra Marshals, it took a while to go through all the buildings, and Max was quite sure that everyone else was as heart-sick as she was by the end. They found dead bodies, human and creature, everywhere they went. A pair of Marshals that Max hadn’t known all that well had fallen back-to-back, weapons in their hands. Not far away had been one of Raymund’s team, lying too still, blood pooled around him, his eyes open to the sky overhead, reflecting the spotlight from the helicopter.

By the time they had completed the check of the Marshals’ property, they had a total of fourteen dead people from the Marshals’ service, and many times more that dead creatures. It looked as if the Syndicate had shot a lot of the creatures they had set free. It might have seemed like a good idea to set the creatures loose, to create havoc for the Marshals, but the creatures wouldn’t have been interested in harassing just the Marshals. Max saw a few Syndicate members bearing claw or bite marks and let herself feel a grim satisfaction at the trouble the creatures had caused the attackers - it looked like the pathera had also killed three members of the Syndicate.

There was a cluster of crow spiders huddled together in the ceiling rafters of one of the storage sheds. Faddei made the decision to leave them alone - for now. They could flush them out and recapture them in daylight, he said. When they had managed to rebuild some of the containment pens. For now, there was nowhere else safe to put them and the crow spiders didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so the building was sealed.

Every member of the Syndicate that they found was dead. And Evan was staying dead, too, which was something of a relief.

With the search done, the survivors and walking wounded gathered outside the smouldering ruins of the office building, some sitting on the ground, heads in their hands, some standing, staring at nothing with blank expressions. The first rays of dawn were peeking over the distant horizon and the air was filled with a thick haze of smoke from the office building along with the mechanical sounds of helicopters. Kolbyr had instructed his pilot to take some of the seriously injured to the nearest hospital, and the Marshals’ medical team had already taken Leonda and Frances, the helicopter returning for more. From the pinched expressions on the paramedics’ faces, Max thought they didn’t expect Frances to live. Leonda had a far better chance, which was one tiny spot of hope after an otherwise grim and bleak night.

Satisfied that the Syndicate was truly gone, Audhilde had called the medical examiner’s office, asking for vehicles to take away the bodies. The normally cheerful vampire was pale-faced and grim when she put her phone away.

“There have been riots across the city,” she told Faddei. “The mortuary and its overspill rooms are full. It might take a little while for us to collect your dead, but we will take care of them when we can.”

“Alright,” Faddei said. He looked utterly exhausted and defeated. His eyes scanned the crowd around him. No one else was talking. He scrubbed a hand across his face. “We need to salvage what equipment we can. Set up in the temporary buildings,” he said.

“The land line is down. The mobile antenna was damaged, but we’ve got it back now.” The speaker was a petite woman with pale skin that looked like it had never seen the sun and dark, angry eyes, her head surrounded by short, no-nonsense grey hair. She was wearing dark grey dress trousers and a pale blue shirt that still had a crisp collar, despite the events of the night so far. Max was far more familiar with her voice than she was with her face. Therese. The Marshals’ dispatcher had the beginnings of a fearsome bruise on one side of her face, and one of her hands was bandaged, but she wasn’t letting a little thing like a full-scale assault on the Marshals’ headquarters or her own injuries stop her from doing her job. “Give me a couple of hours and I’ll have a command centre set up,” Therese finished.

Max had no doubt of that at all. She had never known Therese to be anything other than excellent at her job. She was quite sure that the woman could run the entire city, if she put her mind to it. And she saw her certainty reflected in the faces of those around her. Shoulders lifted a fraction. Chins came up. Eyes brightened. The Marshals had been through the worst night of their existence. But they weren’t done yet. Far from it.

“Good,” Faddei said. He looked around his people. “Anyone who wants to go home and see your families, please do so. I know you’ll be worried about them, and they’ll be worried about you, too. If you can, please share vehicles. We only have about five working pick-ups right now.” Faddei took a breath. “Anyone who wants to get some rest, the Librarian has offered the library building as a safe haven for as long as you need it. There are some sleeping bags in the storage room next to the armoury which look to be intact. Oh, and please remember to gather all your belongings including the sleeping bags when you leave. You know how much the Librarian likes keeping things.”

A ripple of laughter went through the group. It was a little bit too loud, and had an edge of hysteria to it, but it was a welcome sound and Max saw a few more sets of shoulders easing a little. Max was not the only one to have lost things to the Librarian’s acquisitive nature over the years.

“I also extend our deepest thanks and gratitude to the Order warriors who are here, to Lord Kolbyr and to Audhilde. Without you being here, this night could have been so much worse.”

“Glad to help,” Bryce said. Brief and sincere. Max wanted to hug him. She didn’t think he would mind, but she also worried that if she started she wouldn’t be able to let him go. She wasn’t sure what would have happened if he hadn’t answered her text for help earlier. His quiet confidence had helped keep her upright and moving. And they had survived. As if sensing her attention, he looked at her and his face softened a little, creases appearing at the corners of his eyes. She dipped her chin, heat rising in her face.

“The Marshals’ service and its people are essential to this city,” Lord Kolbyr said, his gaze travelling around the crowd. Max saw surprise on most faces. The vampire was a legend in the city. He had a fearsome reputation not just for his skill with dark magic but also for his short temper with anyone who irritated him. Even those Marshals who had worked with him in a limited capacity before now had likely never heard the vampire issue a single word of praise. The unexpected warmth in his voice, along with Faddei’s words, had a few more people straightening up, the awful blankness fading from a few faces. Max felt a swell of pride in her fellow Marshals and their support teams as she looked around. They definitely weren’t done yet. With Therese working on setting up a communication and command centre, the rest of the Marshals could turn their attention to making sure their equipment was ready for when the calls started coming back in. The city still needed them. And the Marshals would be ready to respond.

And now that the Marshals and their people were safe, Max could turn her attention to the demons. Her chin lifted in determination. They needed to be stopped.


Chapter ten


With daylight rising, and the crisis over for now, Max was wondering how she was going to get back to the city centre to retrieve her vehicle, when headlights shone along the road. She blinked. It looked like her own battered pick-up on its way towards her, followed by two sleek black Order vehicles and another even more refined town car.

“I hope you don’t mind. I asked my people to retrieve your vehicles,” Kolbyr said, appearing next to her and Bryce. “The helicopter needs to refuel, but we can bring it back if we need to.”

It said something about the events of the night that Max hadn’t even noticed the helicopter was nowhere to be seen. The paramedics had gone, too, having done as much as they could.

“That was very generous of you, thank you,” Max said to the vampire. She watched as the vehicles drew to a halt and vampires got out of the drivers’ seats.

“How did you get into our cars?” Bryce asked. He sounded more curious than annoyed. Marshals’ vehicles were never locked when out on assignment, with the keys left in the ignition, so Max didn’t need to ask how the vampires had got into her vehicle. No self-respecting thief would steal one of the Marshals’ vehicles, though. They were all dented and scraped and often covered with bits of creature. She’d never driven one of the Order vehicles, but she could imagine that the protective wards on them were designed to keep unauthorised people from simply driving them away.

“It was a useful challenge for my people,” Kolbyr said, a faint smile on his mouth. Max was sure that Bryce hadn’t missed the fact that Kolbyr hadn’t answered his question. It was probably as close to an answer as they were going to get from the vampire.

“Let’s restock,” Bryce said to his team. The other warriors headed for their vehicles as they drew to a stop. Bryce stayed beside Max. “We’ll need to head back to the Order soon,” he told her. “But call us if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Max said. “I don’t think I said that before, did I? I am not sure how I would have managed without you. And your team.”

“Glad to help,” Bryce said. It was an echo of his earlier words, but there was more warmth in his voice. He looked out across the city. Even with the growing daylight, it was still obvious that there were fires across the city. He sighed. “I’ve never seen this much trouble before.”

“No,” Max agreed. “I knew people would be nervous after the Order was attacked, but I didn’t expect this.” She waved a hand at the city they could see, a chill running over her as she remembered Audhilde telling them that the mortuary was full. Max had never heard of that happening before. The city had seen far too much death overnight. “I hope whoever started this has had enough violence for a while and things can calm down.”

“I second that,” Bryce said. He took a final look around, his gaze sharp, not missing anything. “Call me if you need anything,” he repeated, his voice softer than it had been. She had another impulse to hug him, but held herself back, mindful of their audience.

“I will,” Max said, and watched him head towards the Order vehicles. As he drew away, she realised that the morning air was bitterly cold and her fingers and nose were growing numb. Or perhaps that was the effect of Bryce leaving. It wasn’t just his skill with weapons that she appreciated. He had a quiet sense of calm self assurance that she wanted to wrap around herself and draw inside. Selfishly, she wished he could stay. But she had called him away from his duties to the Order, and with the Order and its people still recovering from the demon attack, he would be needed there.

She turned away from the sight of the warriors getting into the Order vehicles to drive back to the city to find Faddei and Kolbyr in close conversation, with Audhilde nearby. The medical examiner had her arms wrapped around her waist, expression tight. Curious, Max crossed over to the small group.

“The warriors are heading back?” Faddei asked.

“Yes. Bryce said to call him if we need anything,” Max said. It wasn’t quite true, but she had a feeling he might answer a call from the Marshals as well as a call from her. “What’s up?” she asked, looking around the serious faces.

“The pathera is still on the loose. Vanko and Zoya are leading a team to capture it,” Faddei said. Max nodded. The creature was lethal, as it had proved time and again over the course of the night, and Vanko and Zoya were two highly experienced Marshals. Their pursuit of a dangerous predator didn’t explain the pinched look on Faddei’s face.

“That irritating little man, Evan Yarwood, has disappeared again,” Audhilde said, the bitterness in her voice startling Max before her brain caught up with her words.

“What? I stabbed him with magic and Bryce shot him point-blank in the head,” Max said, her voice rising in pitch. She was somehow both astonished and not surprised. Evan was proving very difficult to get rid of.

“Well, apparently it wasn’t enough. His body has gone,” Audhilde said, hugging herself more tightly. She looked at Max. “I’m getting tired of things that should be dead getting back to their feet.”

“Agreed,” Max said.

“Lord Kolbyr was telling me that we may need to perform a ritual to keep him dead,” Faddei said.

And if Kolbyr was providing the information, it was more likely than not that the ritual was one of dark magic, Max thought. Which explained Faddei’s troubled expression.

“It is not corrupt magic,” Kolbyr assured Faddei, as if reading his mind. “And as far as I know, it is the only way of making sure something made of dark magic stays dead.”

“Well, we definitely need that,” Max said. “I mean, Queran just pulled Samuel back to life, and now Evan’s gone, too. They should have the decency to stay dead.”

“Queran? Samuel?” Faddei asked, brows lifting.

“A long story,” Max said.

“I want to hear it,” Faddei said stubbornly.

Max yawned in response, her jaw cracking, the weight of the night’s events arriving on top of her all at once. It had been a busy few days, thanks to the new demons in the city.

“I took the liberty of asking my people to bring refreshments with them,” Kolbyr said.

“Coffee?” Faddei asked hopefully.

“And some food, yes,” Kolbyr said.

Max turned as if pulled by an invisible cord, only then realising that the vampires who had driven the vehicles here were unloading what looked like over a dozen cardboard boxes and paper bags from the back of her pick-up. As she watched, the slightest scent of fried food drifted towards her in the morning air, cutting through the smoke from the building fire, and her stomach growled.

“Marshal Lobanov,” the leading vampire said, managing to convey absolute respect and deference while laden with boxes of food. “Where would you like us to set up?”

“There should be a table or two in that building there,” Faddei pointed to the one that Therese had been going to use for her makeshift command post. The door of the building was ajar, lights on inside, and Max caught a glimpse of Therese carrying a box across the room. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before Therese had everything organised to her satisfaction.

The vampire nodded, and he and his companions continued on to the building. Max followed, that invisible cord keeping her within striking distance of the food.

As the smells saturated the air, replacing the stench of smoke and the metallic tang of blood, more and more of the Marshals and the rest of the people left on site drifted closer so that by the time the vampires had brought two tables out of the building and set out the bags and boxes of food and coffee, there was a long line of exhausted people waiting.

“That was extremely thoughtful of you,” Max said to Kolbyr. She’d managed to stop herself from diving head first into the pile, letting others go first.

“Thank you,” Kolbyr said. He sounded abstracted, as if the better part of his attention was elsewhere. She looked across to find him frowning at the long line of people. “It seemed an appropriate response,” he said. “I find my energy surprisingly drained after the events of the past few days.”

“We have been busy.” Max took it as an exceptional sign of trust that the vampire would admit to any weakness in front of her. Next to Kolbyr, Audhilde made a rude sound.

“Busy? Is that what you call it? I would be quite happy going back to a quiet life,” Audhilde said.

“Me, too,” Max agreed. “But I don’t think we’re going to get that until Donal and Finn are defeated for good. Will you teach me the ritual to keep the dead from rising?” she asked Lord Kolbyr.

“We will prepare some such spells for you to use, rather,” Kolbyr said. He was frowning slightly and inclined his head to her. “Forgive me. I do not mean to be rude. But the ritual spells are complicated magic.”

“Ah,” Max said, confusion clearing. “I have no talent for that sort of magic.”

“No,” Kolbyr agreed, with no edge to his tone. “Your skills lie in other directions.”

Max braced herself on instinct for the internal feeling of shame. In the past, when she couldn’t do some piece of magic or another, she had faced harsh criticism. Stupid girl. You’re not even trying. A three-year-old could do this. The litany of words lay ahead of her and she quashed the old voices with an effort. Those and other words spoken often enough over a long enough period of time had become the lash of a whip inside her, cutting open old wounds. Today, though, the old shame didn’t rise, and there was no sting to Kolbyr’s words. The ancient vampire had simply been stating a fact. There had been no criticism in his words. And she was able to accept the plain facts. She couldn’t work magic like the Order or rituals required. But she could do other things.

“Very well. I will be glad to have whatever you can provide for me,” Max said. Her stomach growled and heat rose in her face. “Will you excuse me? I think I need something to eat.”

“Of course,” Kolbyr said.

By the time Max had gathered a plate of food and one of the few remaining coffees, Kolbyr’s vampires had somehow set up a group of chairs for him, Audhilde and Faddei, along with a few spares. Faddei waved Max over. As she approached, she noticed that both Kolbyr and Audhilde looked revived, and wondered if the sleek black vehicle had also contained supplies for the vampires. She decided she didn’t want to think about it.

“Right, now we’re all here, apart from Bryce, you can tell me what happened,” Faddei said.

Max stared down at the plate on her knee, her appetite vanishing. She took a drink of coffee and began to update Faddei on the events of the evening at The Grand Hotel.
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Max talked herself hoarse, describing what had happened and then answering Faddei’s many questions as the sun rose higher. At some point, Vanko and Zoya returned, covered in cobwebs and dirt, but grimly satisfied that the pathera was dead. With the other Marshals joining the group, Max had to repeat some of her information, watching Vanko and Zoya’s satisfaction fade into concern. Max wished she had better news for them, but had a suspicion that it was going to be a while before there was any good news.

The group finally broke up when Audhilde’s people arrived, in four mortuary vehicles. Max felt like a coward, but she didn’t want to watch the bodies of people she had worked with being put into black bags before being loaded into the vans and driven away. She headed for the science building, wondering if she could help with any repairs or clearing up.

Seen in the bright light of day, the devastation was every bit as awful as it had looked at night, under the helicopter spotlights. There was one important difference, though. All around the compound she could see small teams of people working. Picking up debris. Saving what they could. Setting aside what could be repaired. The Marshals and their teams were not giving up. Max’s heart swelled, looking around. The people here had been terrorised by the Syndicate and Evan Yarwood, and they weren’t giving up. Instead, they were trying to rebuild.

There was a team working on the perimeter fence, cobbling it back together with fragments of wire and panels that Max thought might have come from the creature area behind the science building. In front of the garage, a pair of mechanics were working on one of the less battered vehicles, doubtless trying to make it road-worthy. There was even a pair of people sifting through the debris around the office building, pulling a trolley with them which held a variety of bits and pieces Max couldn’t identify, but which she assumed were things the pair thought could be salvaged.

Max kept going past them. The main equipment that Marshals used was in the science building, with the armoury and store rooms. She wanted to see what the Syndicate had left them, and what she could do to help. Faddei stopped her before she reached the open door. He was putting his phone away as he came up to her.

“Some good news. Leonda is going to be fine. She’ll have to be careful on the leg for a few weeks, but she should make a full recovery.”

“That is good news,” Max said, a glimmer of relief making her knees weak. Leonda Parras was as critical to the smooth operation of the Marshals’ services as Therese and Faddei, and universally loved. The armourer was always cheerful, and truly excellent at her craft. She should have been safe, within the Marshals’ compound. All the workers here should have been. “Any word on the others?” she asked, apprehension coiling through her.

“Apart from Frances, they should all pull through. Some long rehab ahead for a few people,” Faddei said, and Max grimaced in sympathy. She still wasn’t fully recovered from the injuries she’d sustained a few weeks before. The wounds had all healed, but she wasn’t back to her normal fitness. “Frances is in intensive care. The doctors won’t say one way or the other,” he added.

“She’s in the right place,” Max said quietly. It was no comfort to either of them, it was just something to say in the awkward silence. Faddei nodded.

“I’m sending some people home for a break,” he said. By the direct, hard look he was giving her, Max realised she was on his list. She opened her mouth to protest. “Don’t argue,” he said, a sharpness to his tone that she rarely heard. “We’ve lost too many people. Trying to keep going without a rest isn’t going to help anyone.”

Max shut her mouth with a snap. He was right. He usually was. And she didn’t want to make his job any harder by arguing with him. Besides, now that he’d raised the possibility of some rest with her, she wondered if she would make it home without falling asleep at the wheel. “You’re taking a break, too, right?” she asked instead. Faddei had a habit of pushing himself even harder than his people.

A glimmer of a smile crossed his face. “Vanko and Zoya are taking a break just now, and Vanko will take over when he’s back. He threatened to get Raymund to drug me if I don’t get some sleep.”

“Good,” Max said. The answering smile on her face felt stiff, but it was also good to smile after the awful night. She could easily imagine Vanko saying that to his boss. And meaning it, too.

“I don’t want you back here until tonight,” Faddei told her. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a busy night.”

Max wished she could argue. But she suspected he was right. As usual. Taking time to rest would give the demons more opportunities to create chaos and more death across the city. But she wouldn’t be able to stop them if she was falling over her own feet through tiredness when she did eventually catch up to them. A bit of rest, and she promised herself that she would make finding the demons her highest priority.


Chapter eleven


Max. Miscellandreax. Come. Talk to me.

She woke in a panic, heart in her throat, gun in her hand. Cas and Pol surged to their feet, sliding into their attack forms as they looked for the threat that had dragged her from the first dreamless sleep she’d had for weeks.

Nothing.

There was nobody else in her bedroom. Just her, almost breathless with panic, and her shadow-hounds, looking for whatever had frightened her. She got out of bed, the voice still sliding through her mind, and went through the house, the floor cold and real under her bare feet. There was no one else in the rest of the house, either. Her breathing took a long time to slow, her body still trembling as she stopped in the middle of the living room.

Cas and Pol slid back into their everyday forms, reassuring her that she hadn’t missed anything, like an invisible-to-her intruder. They were the only living things in the house. Her dogs pressed against her, warm and solid and real. She scrubbed her hands across her face, chasing the last remnants of sleep away. It was early evening. The sky outside was dark. She’d slept the remaining daylight hours, which was something, at least. Satisfied that there was no threat nearby, and knowing she was too keyed up to get any more sleep, she headed for a shower and change of clothes, adding a long-sleeved thermal top under her long-sleeved t-shirt before putting on her jacket. She had a feeling she was going to be working outside for most of the night, and it was cold.

Back in her kitchen, she poured a glass of water and drank standing beside the sink, staring out at the night. She frowned, putting the glass down. There was the faintest gleam of light in her garden. Where the small altar was. The moon- and sunlight often reflected from the water in the dish, but the sky overhead was shrouded in clouds. There shouldn’t be a light there.

Making sure she had her weapons, she headed out of the house and through the garden, Cas and Pol with her, silent shadows in the night air. They stayed in their everyday forms. Whatever was happening didn’t feel like a threat to them. It should have reassured her, but the memory of that disembodied voice ringing in her mind was too fresh and clear for her to relax.

There was a light. She hadn’t imagined it. In the air above the water dish was a slender thread of flame, like the ones that were in every temple across the city. But her altar had never had a flame. Like most of the city’s residents, she couldn’t master the spells needed to create it. So the altar here was simple, consisting of a shallow metal dish with water set on an old wooden stool.

Not tonight. Even as she watched, the slender flame expanded, growing into something complex enough for one of the temples. She stopped a few paces away, close enough to notice, as she always did in the temples, that there was no heat from the flames. She could sense magic in the air around the heat-less flames, although it wasn’t any spell that she recognised.

As she watched, the flames deepened, more and more colours swirling together until she swore she could see a face in the dancing magic. Then the lips of the face parted and Max almost fell backwards in shock.

“Daughter. It is good to see you again.”

This voice held the roar of a burning inferno and the delicate flicker of a candle’s tiny flame. It held immense power, more than enough to crush her. And she knew that voice. It was the one that had echoed through her sleeping mind, dragging her wide awake. The first time she had heard the voice it had been coming from the lips of an elderly priest, who had agreed to let the Lady use his body for a while. The old priest had died as his reward for his generosity. The flames, the face and the voice all belonged to the Lady.

Max frowned at the flames. “You woke me up,” she said. She’d slept long enough to feel almost normal, but she could have had an extra hour, perhaps more. If the Lady hadn’t turned up. “What do you want?” she asked. It was a blunt, rude question, whether addressed to a powerful goddess or to her mother.

Even in her own mind, the word mother seemed strange. Along with the other orphans, growing up, Max had often wondered what her parents were like, and why they had left her at the temple rather than raising her as their own. Discovering that she was a creation of the Lady Herself and Kitris had been a shock. More than a shock. Max still wasn’t sure how she felt about it. But she did know that not in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined that she was the daughter of the Lady. There had been no time to think through what that meant, not yet. And perhaps she never would fully understand. For now, she faced the Lady, waiting for Her response.

“Direct as ever, I see.” The lips made of flames curved up in what looked like a genuine smile. “You were not happy with me the last time for using the old priest’s body. So I thought this may be an acceptable method to communicate. It took a while to get your attention, though.” That last was in a sharp tone, the Lady’s displeasure clear. Max refused to feel guilty about not obeying the summons earlier. She hadn’t recognised the voice that had woken her up, and there had been no sign of the Lady or the flame when she’d searched the house.

“If you could have done this all along, why didn’t you?” Max asked.

“Questions. Always questions,” the Lady said.

Even through the roaring silence of the flames, Max could hear the disapproval and disappointment. It stung. Max had dealt with those feelings directed at her all of her life. The teachers at the orphanage. The priests and priestesses who had first tried to teach her magic. Her instructors at the Order, and her old mentor, Orshiasa. She had a long mental parade of names and faces of people who had been disappointed with her. And this was the Lady. Her goddess, who was supposed to love all of Her creations and every creature. Max resisted the urge to apologise, to seek forgiveness. Instead she stayed quiet, folding her arms over her stomach and waiting. The Lady had a purpose, she was quite sure. And now that Max had stilled her temper, she was curious as to what the Lady wanted.

The Lady sighed, a breath of magic and a trace of heat washing over Max, making her realise she was cold, standing in the night air. “It is more effort to hold this form, to anchor myself to your world like this.”

Max absorbed that information, frown gathering. It didn’t sound like a good enough reason, in her view, for the Lady to have taken over the priest’s body. But she also knew that the Lady would not listen to her. The Lady might have claimed Max as Her daughter, but She was still a goddess.

“The barriers between the worlds grow thin, my daughter,” the Lady said, the words heavy in the air. “You must defend your world.”

“I am doing that,” Max said, jaw tight. She’d spent far too much time over the past few days hunting and fighting demons.

“It is not enough,” the Lady said. The flames drifted apart for a moment. When they reformed, the Lady was wearing a frown to match Max’s own. “The demons are gaining a foothold. You must defend against them.”

“We are running low on resources,” Max said bluntly, remembering the devastation and chaos at the Marshals’ compound. The Marshals and their teams had still been searching when she left, but she suspected that they would have lost a lot of valuable equipment, some of which might not be replaceable. And dealing with the demons and the creatures they had raised - the dark dogs and the cuchara - had taken a huge amount of fire power from the Order warriors. The Marshals, and the Order, would recycle and reuse what they could, but every encounter further reduced their supplies. “The city doesn’t have that much.”

“Nonsense,” the Lady said, dismissing Max’s words. “When I settled the island, I made sure its people had all they needed.”

“Wait, what?” Max asked, shocked again, glad that Cas and Pol had moved to stand beside her and prop her up if needed. “What do you mean you settled the island? You put people here?”

“Not quite. That would have been a direct interference, and my brother and I agreed that we would not do that. I merely planted some suggestions for people to settle here.” The Lady looked and sounded almost coy. If such a word could be applied to a powerful goddess.

“So, are you responsible for the fog and the Wild?” Max demanded.

The Lady hesitated. Max wanted to grab her and shake Her, but was sure that trying to put her hands into the flames was not a good idea. There might not be any obvious heat, but the fire could still burn her. Besides, the Lady Herself wasn’t here. This was just a projection of some kind, with magic used to manipulate the flames.

“Haven Island sits on a fault line. The distance to my brother’s realm is shorter there,” the Lady said at length. “It was necessary to protect the world.”

Max was forcibly reminded of talking to a demon. The Lady wasn’t giving her straight answers, skirting around the issues and what Max really wanted to know.

“So, you cut us off from the rest of the world with the fog,” Max concluded, her voice hard and bitter. She remembered the map in Kitris’ office. An enormous world was out there. Beyond the fog. Beyond the city’s reach. And it seemed the Lady had created that barrier. “And you left us here to be sacrificed if your brother ever succeeds in getting loose.” Max’s flat tone made it a statement.

“That is unlikely,” the Lady said.

“It’s happened before,” Max pointed out. “It took your effort to put the dark lord back in His realm,” she added, something telling her that she should at least give the Lady credit for Her actions in creating the Grey Gates in the first place. “And now we have demons in this world, too.”

“They are weaker there,” the Lady said.

“So are we. The Wild has swallowed most of the fertile land and cut us off from resources,” Max fired back. “The city is hemmed in on all sides.” She had to stop as her voice cracked, then voiced the harsh truth that no one ever wanted to say out loud. “Our time is limited.” Perhaps not in Max’s own lifetime, but she could see, and was quite sure that the wiser people around the city could see, too, that the city would not survive for much longer. It would only take one or two more surges of the Wild to overrun the areas where people could live. And then they would be in a fight for their survival against the creatures that lived in the Wild. Creatures didn’t require farms and houses and processing plants and a thousand other manufactured things to survive. The creatures that lived in the Wild survived on what they could find, their armour and weaponry built into their forms. If the Wild overran the city, humans wouldn’t survive for long.

The face made of flames was still for so long that Max wondered if the Lady was still present. Then the features changed, a frown gathering. “Why was this not brought to my attention sooner?” the Lady demanded.

“How were we supposed to know that was something we could do?” Max asked, incredulous. “Almost no one in the city even knows that there’s anything else in the world apart from the city and the Wild and the fog. That was your doing, too, I take it?” she asked, a hard edge to her voice.

“No one in this city should be aware of the outside world,” the Lady said, her voice deeper and bigger than it had been, hurting Max’s ears with the vast power and anger she could hear. “How did you learn of this?”

“I got pulled into the Vault and saw that there was more to the world with my own eyes,” Max said, her own anger rising. The Lady had all but admitted that she had set up the barriers that prevented the people in the city from knowing about the rest of the world. “I spoke to the Armourer in the Vault. A magician called Cira. She told me that the world was called Lumina. She didn’t seem to know anything about us, either.” As she finished speaking, Max remembered something else, too. When she’d first been pulled into the Vault, she’d felt something else at work. The Lady had had a hand in Max ending up in the Vault, even if She wasn’t admitting to it just now.

“That was how it was supposed to be,” the Lady said, Her irritation sharp and grating in Max’s ears.

Max kept her mouth shut against a torrent of words. She didn’t want to tell the Lady that Kitris had also known about the wider world - Lumina. In fact, the former head of the Order had possessed a detailed map showing Lumina in a great spread of several different continents, seas and islands. The map had been hidden during his life by illusion spells, but now he was dead it was visible to anyone who came into his office and several other people now knew that the city wasn’t alone in the world with just the Wild and the fog.

“You are displeased, daughter,” the Lady said, Her tone fractionally softer.

“You cut us off from everyone else,” Max said, trying to choose her words carefully and not just lose her temper with the goddess. From the limited interaction Max had had with Her, the Lady would not tolerate being questioned, a trait which forcibly reminded Max of the High Priestess. “Our land and resources have been shrinking over the years.”

“It was necessary to protect the world and the people here,” the Lady said, no doubt in Her tone. She was quite certain that the choices She had made were the right ones.

“But you didn’t leave us any clues or instructions about what to do,” Max pointed out, struggling to keep her voice neutral. The Lady had done what She thought was best.

The Lady did not answer immediately. Max had the impression that Her attention was elsewhere, confirmed when the Lady did speak.

“I can sense my brother’s presence in this space you call the Wild,” the Lady said. A soft laugh sounded, carrying the merry sound of a shower of sparks from a log fire. “He is clever. He must have realised what I was doing, and worked his own influence.”

“That’s all well and good,” Max said, “but it doesn’t change the fact that the city is dying. We’re doing our best to hold out against the demons and the dark lord. But one of the dark lord’s descendants found the Arkus Codex, and the demons have already tried to get their hands on it once. I’m sure they will try again. The entire city is on edge.” She couldn’t help but look towards the city at the trails of smoke rising lazily into the air, the evidence of the destruction and rioting from the night before. The last reports she’d heard from the police had been that the streets were quiet. But there had been extensive damage to city buildings. And more injuries and deaths in one night than at any time in the city’s memory. The city functioned on the slimmest of margins at the best of times, most of its citizens trying to ignore the Wild and focus on living their own lives, adopting a shared pretence that everything was fine. If that shared illusion was stripped away, the whole city could spiral into chaos worse than the disturbances Max had caught glimpses of the night before.

There were not enough law enforcement officers to keep the city calm. And now a good part of the city knew it.

It was only a matter of time before the demons took advantage of that, Max knew. As single-minded as they were, the demons were also cunning and manipulative. They would have seen how difficult it was for the city’s police to deal with even one riot the night before, let alone the several spots of unrest. Anything on a larger scale would not have been contained by morning.

The Lady’s stillness caught Max’s attention. The flames that made up Her face were frozen, as if Her attention had been caught by something else.

“You were right,” the Lady said. The face of flames was still frozen, Her voice sounding in the air around Max. “My brother’s children are trying to reach the Codex.”

Max swore under her breath. “I need to go and see if there’s something I can do,” she told the Lady, taking a step back from the altar, urgency taking hold of her. Finally, Max knew where the demons were.

“You will be too late,” the Lady said. Her fiery eyes blinked. “Let me show you.”

A tendril of flame snaked towards Max and circled her head, too fast for her to avoid. She raised a hand on instinct to push away, but froze, mid-gesture, as the scene around her dissolved and changed, the colours and textures melting together in a way that made her want to be sick until they cleared and she was standing in the middle of the main corridor in the Order building. She would recognise the carpet and wood panelling anywhere, and had stood in that same spot the day before. She tried to move forward and only then realised she wasn’t at ground level, but a little higher, as if she were floating in mid-air. She tried to turn, to brace herself for a fall, but her body didn’t cooperate and her point of view didn’t change.

“We are here to observe only,” the Lady’s voice said in her ear, in an almost gentle tone. “Your body is still in your garden. I am letting you see what I can see. Watch.”

Max opened her mouth to ask the dozen or so questions that had crowded her mind, staying silent when movement ahead of her drew her attention. There was a group of five people coming along the corridor towards her, and she knew all of them. Donal and Finn, wearing the bodies of Oliver Forster and Hemang Raghavan, along with Queran, Evan Yarwood and the traitor Samuel. She couldn’t help notice that both Evan and Samuel looked paler than normal, and as they drew closer, she could see that Samuel’s eyes burned with unspoken rage and Evan’s jaw was set as if holding in anger. They had both received fatal wounds, but were still moving. And neither of them seemed happy about that.

A group of Order warriors, led by a heavy set man that Max didn’t recognise, came running along the corridor behind the demons’ group and opened fire. Max flinched on instinct, seeing the muzzle flares and knowing she had nothing to protect her from bullets. But nothing hit her. And she realised that she couldn’t hear anything. Not the running feet or the gunfire. The Lady had said they were here to watch, and it seemed She had meant that literally.

Donal half-turned towards the warriors and lifted a hand. The warriors all flew backwards long the corridor, thumping into the wall near the ceiling before sliding down to the floor, all of them grasping at their necks as if they were struggling to breathe.

Donal turned back to the others and they kept walking. Only then did Max realise that the demon was carrying a large, black-wrapped bundle under one arm. The Codex. It had to be. There was nothing else that Donal would have considered worth his time in the Order.

Max watched, unable to do anything, as the demons encountered more warriors of the Order and at least one Guardian. Surrounded by warriors, Max couldn’t get a clear view of the Guardian to see who it was. Whatever ritual that Donal and the others had performed on the victims in the bank, they seemed to have acquired a considerable boost of power. Working together, Donal and Finn pummelled the warriors and Guardian with magic. Even the Guardian had no defence against them, flinching back in apparent terror as the Order warriors fell around him before the demons turned their attention to the Guardian.

Max found herself yelling, wanting to intervene, struggling against the hold that the Lady had put around her. All the Order’s defenders were dead or dying. The demons hadn’t been stopped.

The scene in the Order faded, the nauseating swirl of colours settling, returning Max back to her garden and the low whines of her dogs, who were pressed into her sides, sensing something wrong.

“There was nothing you could have done, daughter,” the Lady said.

Max’s mind might believe it, but her body didn’t. She was tense, her heart thumping, wanting to move. To do something. The demons had invaded the Order again and got what they wanted this time, rather than the decoy that Kitris and Orshiasa had created. And the Order had not been able to stop them.

“So, they have the Codex,” Max said, wrapping her arms around herself, feeling cold seep into her bones. “What now?”

“They will try to take the Codex to my brother.”

Max forgot about the city riots, the death, destruction, the burning buildings, and turned back to the Lady, ice sliding across her whole body. “That sounds like a very bad thing,” Max said, mouth dry. She believed the Lady. A tremor ran through her. The Codex was potent in the daylight world. Max didn’t want to imagine what it would be like in the underworld, where everything was steeped in foul magic and the dark lord’s ambitions. And that was before the demons put the Arkus Codex into the hands of the dark lord Himself, who was the most powerful thing in the whole of the underworld.

“As you say,” the Lady said. Her face stilled, the flames slowing their restless movement. Max had the fleeting impression of a face she almost knew before the fire swirled again. “You must stop the Codex from reaching my brother. If He uses the book, He will be able to leave His realm.”

Max couldn’t breathe. Terror closed her throat. The underworld. Grey smoke. Flames. Screams that she’d never heard anywhere else but which still woke her up, drenched in sweat.

“I can’t,” Max said, lips stiff. She couldn’t. She just couldn’t. Her whole body was locked in place at even the thought of the underworld, let alone willingly going into it again.

“You are the only one who can,” the Lady said. Max thought she heard a hint of sadness in the goddess’ voice, but that might have been her imagination. “I created a champion for this world, daughter. That is you. You must do what needs to be done.”

“I’ve never had a choice, have I?” Max asked, bitterness sour in her mouth. She’d saved the world once already. Once should be enough - more than enough - for any one person in any one lifetime.

“There are choices,” the Lady told her, a hint of the earlier disapproval in Her voice. “You can watch the world end. Or you can do something about it.”

“I don’t even know where to look,” Max said, her voice full of bitterness. Even though it was the truth, it was also a distraction.

“Look for the Grey Gates,” the Lady said. To Max’s ears, Her voice sounded full of forced patience. “They are not in this realm at the moment,” the Lady added, as if trying to be helpful.

“They move,” Max said, her voice harsh. “Perhaps you didn’t know that? They don’t appear in the same place every time.” If the Grey Gates had a permanent anchor in the daylight world, the Order’s mission would be so much easier. They could keep watch on the location. As it was, the Guardians needed to wait until the Grey Gates appeared to know where to send their people.

“Even though you are my daughter and made of light, you will still be able to feel the dark,” the Lady said.

Max half-opened her mouth, not sure what she wanted to say. It was a trite and obvious statement, which spiked her temper. And yet the Lady was right. Of course She was. Max could feel and recognise dark magic if she got close enough to it. That didn’t help much with searching the city for the demons, though. It was a vast space and although the demons had just left the Order, if they had access to vehicles, they could have travelled far before she caught up to them.

“I’ll consider what you’ve said. Did you want anything else?” Max asked, shoving her hands into her pockets to hide their trembling. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. And that didn’t matter one bit.

“You are strong, daughter. I hope you are strong enough to make the right choice,” the Lady said.

The face in the flames faded away and the flame followed until Max was staring at the still surface of the water on her own, simple altar. She barely noticed Cas and Pol huddling into her, too busy turning over the implications of the Lady’s words. If the dark lord got hold of the Codex, He could escape His realm. He could destroy this world. And the Lady wanted Max to stop Him.


Chapter twelve


Asurge of light in the sky over the city snapped her attention away from the altar and back to the here and now. It looked like someone had released fireworks. It seemed an odd choice, but then the firework exploded, and Max could hear the explosion, despite being far out of the city centre. So someone was making a noise. She wondered if there were more riots and turned back to her house and her television, wondering what had made the news.

Halfway back to the house, she changed direction, realising how foolish it was to stay here and turn on the television. The demons had taken the Codex from the Order. Watching the news wasn’t going to help anyone. She needed to find the demons, and she needed to move, to be doing something. So she headed for her pick-up instead, Cas and Pol bounding alongside her.

As she got behind the wheel, she put her phone in the cradle on the dashboard and checked for messages. Nothing. Bryce hadn’t tried to call her, or even sent her a text to let her know what was happening.

The stab of hurt that ran through her surprised her with its depth and intensity. Bryce hadn’t been in touch while the Order was under attack. She might have been able to help, but he hadn’t asked. And somehow that hurt far worse than the Lady’s stinging disappointment and disapproval.

She stared at the screen for a moment, hesitating before dialling Bryce. He might not have wanted to speak to her, but she wanted to know what had happened.

The phone was answered after a few rings by a tense female voice.

“Max. It’s Khari. Not a good time.” There was shouting and loud bangs in the background at Khari’s end of the call.

“Are you alright?” Max asked. “What’s happening?”

“We’re trying to stop idiots getting into the council building,” Khari answered. Max’s brows lifted. The city council’s building was a few blocks from the Order, but not normally something the Order would try to protect. A bang sounded at Khari’s end of the line, loud enough to make Max jump. “Idiots,” Khari muttered. “Look, we’re a bit busy. We’re all in one piece. I’ll ask Bryce to call you back.”

The line went dead. Max stared at the screen, mouth open, dragging her mind away from the demons and the Codex. Bryce and his team were trying to protect the council building? They weren’t at the Order?

She dialled Faddei’s number. He had been due to take some rest, too, but if she knew her boss, he was most likely back on site. And he would want to know what was happening.

“Max. What’s up?” Faddei answered. He sounded tense.

“I’ve been told that the demons have taken the Arkus Codex from the Order,” Max said.

“How did you find that out? I’ve only just learned that the Order was attacked again,” Faddei said, surprise clear.

“That’s a long story. But I believe it,” Max said.

Faddei swore. “Where are you?”

“Just leaving home now. Where do you need me to go?” Max asked.

“Don’t come here,” Faddei said. In the background, Max could hear thumps that sounded like doors closing, and the sound of voices. “We’re moving to Malik’s. Meet us there.”

“Alright,” Max said, frowning, wondering just what she had missed while she slept the day away. The demons had been into the Order and removed the Codex. Bryce and his team were trying to protect the city council buildings. And the Marshals were leaving their compound.

Malik had been next on her list to call. If anyone would know what was happening around the city, and know where she might find the demons or the Grey Gates, it was him. And now she had an excuse to visit him in person, rather than simply calling. After the shocks of the last few days, seeing one of her few, true friends would be welcome.

As she drove away from her house, she had a good view across a large part of the city. It looked as if most of it was on fire. The troubles that she’d seen the night before had spread, far and fast. A sick feeling twisted her stomach. She couldn’t understand the impulse some people apparently had to destroy the city. It was the only place that the residents had. The only safe space for them. The rest of the land around them had been claimed by the Wild.

Driving into the city, she found the streets in the outskirts were deserted as night fell. Almost every house or building she could see had its curtains drawn, doors shut. There was almost no light peeking out from windows. It looked as if either people weren’t home or they were hiding.

She turned on the ancient radio in the pick-up. It was already tuned to the main news station, and a serious voice came across the airwaves, filling the passenger cabin.

“… curfew now in effect. Anyone out on the streets may be subject to arrest and detention. The city council’s statement says that keeping the streets clear will allow emergency services to get the fires under control.” The announcer paused. Max had chills across her skin from what he’d already said, but it sounded like worse was to come. “From tomorrow morning, the council has designated the city headquarters and the area around it as a secure zone. No one apart from the council and its staff are permitted within the marked area. The council is also working with law enforcement to set up a safe zone in the three blocks running from Constitution Way to Hobart Street.” Max’s brain immediately gave her an image of the blocks of tall office buildings that were usually bustling with corporate activity during the day and all but deserted at night. “Temporary shelters are being created within the office buildings there and they are expected to be ready by first light tomorrow. Any citizen who does not feel safe in their own home, or whose homes have been destroyed, may use the temporary shelters. Any citizen wishing to do so will be subject to search as no weapons will be permitted in the safe zone.” There was another pause, then the announcer said, in a much more human tone, “This is a sad day for our city.”

Another voice came through the radio. “It certainly is, Jim.” The female co-host of the news broadcast sounded shaken, her voice pitched far higher than her normal tones. Max couldn’t blame her. “The council and law enforcement are also promising harsh punishments for anyone caught in the middle of the riots or looting abandoned buildings.”

Max let out a disgusted sound. The outer districts of the city had plenty of abandoned buildings that had been stripped clean of all useful items, and the council and law enforcement had turned a blind eye. The outer districts didn’t matter. That was where the poor people lived. The ones who couldn’t afford the eye-watering prices or sky-high rents that were charged in the inner city. But now that the inner parts of the city were being raided, now that the troubles had come to the council members’ doorsteps, now they were paying attention.

She turned off the radio as the two presenters brought in a guest to discuss the implications of what the council had announced. Max didn’t need an expert to tell her the consequences. The city would be full of terrified people. Even during the unrest as a result of the fuel shortages, there had never been a curfew imposed on the city’s residents. And the idea of a safe zone - that one was even needed - turned her stomach into one giant, writhing knot. She hadn’t expected to see the end of the city for several decades yet, assuming the Wild didn’t take over, but tonight it felt like the entire city was crumbling around her.
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Max managed to make it through the outskirts of the city without running into any riots or fighting, although she did see a gang of people running down one of the main streets in defiance of the council’s curfew. There wasn’t a single marked law enforcement vehicle in sight. She wondered if they were all too busy patrolling the secure zone around the council’s building, or setting up barriers around the temporary shelters that the council was putting in place.

No law enforcement also meant that there was no one to see her, or stop her. She kept driving until she reached the familiar cracked concrete parking lot outside the Hunter’s Tooth. With the shocking announcements from the council ringing in her ears, she’d been trying to focus on her surroundings and not think too much about the city falling apart or what the demons might be up to. As she parked her vehicle, close to the building and with its nose pointed outward, Max felt a little bit of calm stealing over her, smoothing out the anxiety that had her fingers tight around the steering wheel.

With the little bit of calm, her mind filled up again. She couldn’t do anything about the city. Not right now. The Lady had appeared to her directly, and had given her extraordinary information along with the command to go after the Codex. Max set aside the Codex for the moment. If she was lucky, she might catch the demons before they got into the underworld. She held onto that hope. She didn’t want to think about the underworld or the dark lord. Not now. Not ever.

But she’d learned more from her conversation with the Lady that had shaken everything she knew, holding her still in her seat. The Lady had encouraged people to settle on this island, and had created the fog that formed one border of the city’s world. The Lady had isolated this island. Somewhere close to Her brother’s realm, or so the Lady had said. She’d cut the island and its people off from the rest of the world. Max also assumed that She had added in the magic that made people forget there was even a wider world, or to question the existence of the fog. It was a far more powerful but similar magic to that which had been around Samuel, making people forget his name almost as soon as he was out of sight.

Max shook her head, rubbing her forehead, wishing she could erase the memory of Samuel’s dead body getting up at Queran’s command. The more she learned about the demons, the less she liked them and the more terrifying they became. She hoped that Kolbyr would be able to provide her with a prepared spell or something she could use to make sure any more dead part-demons or descendants would stay dead. She had a feeling she was going to need it.

The spell and its preparation were in Lord Kolbyr’s hands, and so far he’d proved reliable when he’d given his word. One less thing to think about just now.

Max blew out a breath. So. The Lady had separated off the island and had populated it with resources. But She hadn’t kept an eye on Her people, Max thought, aware of the bitterness in her mind and not caring. The Lady had set up the island and then left the city and its people more or less alone while the Wild pressed in on the available land, while resources ran scarce, and while the city was faced with its own destruction. In some ways, Max was glad that she hadn’t heard the council’s orders before she had spoken to the Lady. There was a vivid hot rage burning inside her that the Lady had left the island and its people to fend for themselves, in ignorance of the wider world and their place in it.

With the anger warming her all the way through, Max frowned into the night through her pick-up windscreen. Even if she did what the Lady asked - followed the demons into the underworld if necessary and dragged the Codex away from the demons and the dark lord Himself, not to mention all the other horrors in the underworld - there was no guarantee that the city would be safe. None at all. The Lady hadn’t seemed to know about the Wild or the dwindling resources that the population relied on. The Lady hadn’t cared enough to keep Her people safe. Not in the city, at least. From what She had said, and not said, it seemed that the Lady had been more concerned with containing Her brother. Which made Max wonder. If the dark lord was safely kept behind the Grey Gates, would the Lady care about the city and its people at all? Or would She leave the city isolated and alone? Without some serious intervention, the city’s residents might well be tearing the whole place apart right now, leaving the only refuge they had in ruins.

Max shook her head, putting a hand on the door knob, needing to move, as if she could out-run the dark thoughts and speculation. All her life she’d been taught that the Lady was all that was good and light and kind and loving. That perfect, divine being didn’t match with the irritable, enormously powerful goddess who had talked to Max directly. A goddess who’d set things up to suit Herself, and then left well alone.

Max got out of the vehicle into the sharp cold of a late autumn night, breath clouding in front of her. Despite the fires burning across the city, it was definitely nearly winter.

The parking lot outside the bar was deserted, which was hardly surprising, given the council’s orders. The pick-up had a badge in the window, letting everyone know it was a Marshal’s vehicle. She assumed that Marshals would still be allowed to do their work. But there was no sign of the other Marshals’ vehicles yet. She paused next to her vehicle, wondering if she should call Faddei again. The most direct route from the Marshals’ headquarters to the Hunter’s Tooth went through some built-up areas where there might well be riots.

Before she could decide whether to phone her boss or just head into the bar, movement nearby drew her attention. Rapid movement which was a blur in the poor light. A group of men raced across the open space from the building across the street, reaching her before she’d had time to get her gun.

Cas and Pol leapt out of the back of the pick-up, low snarls in their throats, shifting into their attack forms mid-flight even as a burly male body slammed into Max, sending her off her feet, backwards onto the concrete.

Breath rushed out of her. Pain stabbed her ribs. The magazines and spare gun she carried pressed into the small of her back. A fist blurred towards her face. She managed to get an arm up, blocking the punch, then tried to wriggle away. Her attacker was too heavy, a solid weight over her that she couldn’t get free of.

A high-pitched scream sliced through the night. It cut off and disappeared into a wet gurgle that meant one of her dogs had torn out someone’s throat. She could be sick later. Right now, a muscled, angry man was glaring down at her, his knee on her chest. He had a square face with heavy brows and close-cropped, dark hair. And she had no idea who he was.

“Think you’re so smart, don’t you?” he asked, white teeth gleaming in the night.

Max was about to answer when she spotted the tattoo on his neck. Huntsman.

“What do you want?” she asked, voice croaking. She’d lost her breath when she’d been knocked over, and it was difficult to get air in with him pressing on her chest.

“Boss said you were asking about our hunts,” the man said, teeth glinting again. Blunt, human teeth. They shouldn’t be frightening, but Max felt a chill every time she saw them. He might wear a human shape, but this thing pressing her to the ground was a predator through and through. He had more other in him than most of the Huntsman clan.

“Hunts?” Max repeated, sounding stupid in her own ears. Her eyes widened, realising what he meant. She’d challenged the head of the Huntsman clan what seemed a lifetime ago, in the refined space of The Grand Hotel. “The people you killed?”

He grinned, and straightened to his feet. Before she could gather herself to get away, he reached down and grabbed her underneath one of her arms, pulling her up. He was a little shorter than she was, but still managed to hold her a few inches off the ground as if she weighed nothing. Her feet swung in the air, unable to find something to land on.

Max’s eyes stung at the pain of his grip. She fought to get enough air into her lungs. She was light-headed, the world threatening to spin around her. She needed to stay awake.

Just past her captor’s shoulder, she could see Cas and Pol engaged in what looked like a game of tug-of-war with another Huntsman clan member. A third lay on the ground nearby. He wasn’t going anywhere. There was a meaty mess where his throat should be and a vast pool of blood around him.

So that was three. Max struggled to get more air into her lungs. She was sure she’d seen more than three shapes heading towards her.

As she thought that, a hard blow caught her from behind, slamming into the small of her back, jamming the magazines and spare gun into the already-tender flesh there. Four. There were at least four.

Held up by her captor, her body swung in the air from the force of the blow.

“She doesn’t look like much.” The male voice came from behind her.

“Boss says we can do what we like with her,” Max’s captor said. He had a scar that ran from just above his eyebrow down to his chin. Scar was a good enough nickname.

“Is that so?” the second voice said. Max twisted, trying to get a look at him. She didn’t recognise the voice, but there was a savage note in it that she didn’t like one bit.

“I’m a Marshal,” Max managed to say, voice barely above a whisper, trying to reach for her gun. But her captor had grabbed her under her dominant arm, twisting her shoulder, and she couldn’t get to her thigh holster. Struggling in his hold, trying to get free, or reach for one of the knives she carried, just made her swung mid-air, a helpless puppet.

Scar grinned at her, the enjoyment in his face sending chills across her skin. He was looking forward to hurting her.

A high-pitched yelp sounded from somewhere behind her. One of her dogs. Someone had hurt one of her dogs. Fury burned through her, and magic rose in its wake, almost blinding her. She reached across with her free hand and grabbed hold of Scar’s arm, lightning pouring out of her palm into him.

He cried out, dropping her, stumbling back.

Max landed awkwardly, not quick enough to get her feet under her, stumbling and falling to her knees. The magic was still there, though. Along with her anger. “Cas, Pol, to me,” she called. Her vision was still blurred with magic. Dark blots of shadow to either side let her know that her dogs had heard and obeyed. There were other dark shapes closing in all around them. There had been more than four attackers. She put her palms onto the rough concrete and sent all her magic down and out, past her dogs, thudding into the would-be attackers.

Her sight cleared in time to see all the Huntsman clan members tumble to the ground, writhing as brilliant white magic coated them, holding them still. They cried out in pain and for the space of two breaths, Max didn’t care. There was a part of her that was glad they were hurting. She’d seen what the Huntsman clan was capable of. They deserved some of that turned back on them. A soft whine from one of her dogs reminded her that Cas or Pol was hurt. Her sight blurred again, and she was tempted to pour more magic into the Huntsman members. Cause them real pain.

She stopped herself, stomach twisting. Hurting people for the sake of it wasn’t right. Instead, she pulled back a little of the magic, leaving enough to hold the clan members where they were, and turned to her dogs. Cas was holding one of his back legs off the ground, his head low, tail between his legs. He flattened his ears and stirred the end of his tail when she looked at him. The hurt and fury inside of her sharpened into concern that cut more painfully than anything the Huntsman men had done to her. She put a hand on Cas’ head, as gently as she could, and wished that she could heal him. A trail of magic left her skin, sliding across the powerful, furred body and he made a low, surprised sound, then put his paw back on the ground, his tail and head lifting.

“Did I heal you?” Max whispered, astonished. “I didn’t know I could do that. But I’m glad.” The pain in her chest eased. Her dogs were alright. They would be alright. She gave Cas a hug, and then Pol, too, hiding her face in their fur, breathing in their familiar scent. In their attack forms, the scent was darker, but it was still them. A low, angry sound from the men trapped on the ground under her magic drew her attention back to them. She wasn’t going to be able to hold them here forever, and it wasn’t up to the Marshals to deal with the Huntsman clan. There was someone she could call, though. She pulled out her phone, dialling a familiar number.

“This better be important.” The voice that answered sounded far more stressed than Max was used to hearing. Ruutti Passila was usually as charming as she was well-dressed. It seemed that even the detective was being affected by the unrest around the city.

“Some Huntsman clan members just tried to kill me,” Max said, in a falsely bright, conversational tone. “We’re outside the Hunter’s Tooth.” That ought to get Ruutti’s attention, if nothing else. Having introduced Ruutti and the bar owner not that long ago, the pair now seemed inseparable.

A muttered curse sounded through the phone. “I’m on my way,” Ruutti said, and the line went dead.

One of the clan members was trying to get up. Max frowned at him and sent a little more magic in his direction, holding him still. Now that she had time to notice, she realised that keeping the men on the ground wasn’t taking a great deal of power. Not like holding a dark dog, which had been exhausting. And she’d healed Cas. That small miracle made her smile, and hug her dog again. They faced danger every day, but seeing her dogs hurt was far worse than being hurt herself.

She’d also managed to work two bits of magic at the same time. Which made her wonder just what else she might be able to do, given enough time and practice. And how that might be useful in tracking down and stopping the demons.


Chapter thirteen


Max stayed where she was on the concrete, keeping an eye on the Huntsman clan members, her dogs cuddled into her. She didn’t have to wait long. Ruutti’s sleek city car, complete with red-and-blue flashing lights, arrived at the same time as a large police van and several vehicles Max recognised from the Marshals’ service. Max was glad she’d managed to subdue the Huntsman clan members before the Marshals had got there. None of them were equipped to deal with the powerful, angry thugs. But she had. Cas and Pol had more than done their share of work. And the magic she was just beginning to learn to use had done the rest. She drew in a deep breath, a little spark of hope filling her, and then gasped as the simple act of breathing set off pain in her back from where she carried her spare ammunition.

Ruutti was out of the car first, striding across the concrete. Even with the city burning around them, the detective was still immaculate from her short blonde hair and flawless complexion to the polished toes of her boots.

“My, you have been having fun,” Ruutti said, stopping just outside the reach of the nearest clan member. Her lips twitched in what might have been a smile at the sight of all the men held on the ground, sparks from Max’s magic spilling over them. Then the detective’s eyes travelled around the scene and her good humour vanished into a frown. “You didn’t tell me one of them was dead.”

“They were trying to kill me,” Max pointed out, staying where she was. “My dogs were protecting me.”

“I can see that,” Ruutti said, and sighed. “Any idea what you did to deserve this?” she asked.

“I had words with the clan leader, William, last night,” Max said.

Ruutti sighed again, even more dramatically than before, and took out her notebook, flipping to a particular page. “Would this be when you told him that the Huntsman clan was responsible for deaths around the city?” she asked, looking up from the page to Max and lifting a brow. “Yes, Taina told me. We’re cousins. Apparently, as well as wondering why you were in the room, she wasn’t sure whether to be impressed with your bravery or appalled at your stupidity.”

Max grinned. She couldn’t help it. Ruutti sounded frustrated. Something had happened that the detective had not been involved in, where she wasn’t the centre of attention. And although Taina seemed to have told Ruutti some things that had happened, Max would bet that the more senior member of the Passila Family hadn’t told her cousin everything. Ruutti was feeling left out.

“You say the nicest things,” Max said, getting to her feet. Maintaining the magic hold was more difficult when she had less contact with the ground, but she kept it going. “This one here referred to the kills as hunts,” she told Ruutti, pointing to Scar.

Ruutti grimaced, but didn’t seem surprised. “Idiots,” she muttered, looking around the group. “You know that the old ways are a myth, right?” she asked them. “No one ever really hunted people for sport as a regular thing.”

“You knew about this?” Max asked, astonished. The control she had over her magic slipped a bit as her attention diverted, and she had to turn and redouble her efforts when the Huntsman clan members tried to escape. When she looked back at Ruutti, the detective wore a hard expression that she’d only seen on the siren’s face a few times.

“Not specifically, no,” Ruutti denied. But she didn’t meet Max’s eyes. The detective gave a one-shouldered shrug. “The Five Families have a pretty dark and unpleasant history,” Ruutti said, voice clipped. She turned away, waving to the officers standing outside the police van. “We’ll take them to holding for now.”

Max released the magic on each man in turn as the police officers approached them, securely handcuffing each clan member before taking them to the van. She had noticed that Ruutti hadn’t referred to sending the men to jail. She knew why. Members of the Five Families rarely spent any time in the common jail. And the Huntsman clan were particularly good at getting their people out. Particularly on a night like this one, when she suspected that the city’s jails would be full of rioters.

Max watched the police van leave with a heavy heart. She’d stopped the clan members for now. But they would most likely be back at some point. Worse than that, it seemed that their hunting activities were known about in some circles around the city. Among some of the Five Families, at least. Anger spiked. Huntsman clan members were running down residents of the city and killing them for sport, and the powers in the city had turned a blind eye to it. Max wanted to do a little hunting of her own.

“With any luck, they’ll fight each other to death without bothering the rest of us,” Ruutti said, as the van disappeared. The detective sounded as if she was quite hoping for that result. Max’s anger spiked again. The detective seemed to have had some idea of what had been going on. And she hadn’t tried to stop it, as far as Max could tell. It was easy to forget, sometimes, that despite her job and despite her undeniable skill and dedication to her work, Ruutti was still a member of the Five Families and with that came a huge amount of privilege. It was just one reason why Max had always been wary of the detective. “I’ll call the mortuary to collect the other one,” Ruutti said, pulling her phone out. “Are you staying?” she asked, before she dialled the number.

“I’ve only just got here, so I think I’ll be here for a bit, yes,” Max said, her voice cool.

“Alright. I’ll see you inside,” Ruutti said, and headed back to her car.

Her place was taken by Faddei, Vanko and Zoya, all of them looking grim as they stared at the corpse.

“Busy night,” Faddei said, and looked across at Max. “Are you hurt?”

“Not badly. Some bruises,” Max said. She wasn’t sure when she’d decided to be so honest with her boss, but it was easier to tell the truth. Besides, he wouldn’t believe her if she said she was fine. She had tangled with members of the Huntsman clan, after all. “You?” she asked, looking around the group. Now that the danger of the Huntsman clan was over, she wanted to get moving, to get on with finding the demons, but these were her friends and people she cared about. She wanted to make sure that they were alright. Or as alright as they could be after the attack the night before.

“The power kept going out at headquarters,” Vanko said. He looked exhausted, and Max wondered if he’d actually got any rest at all since the night before. “Luckily, Malik agreed to let us set up here.”

“The power’s going off and on across the whole city,” Faddei added. “Some idiots decided it was a good idea to damage one of the sub-stations. I think that was the final straw for the council. They put out the curfew order almost immediately after that.”

“Idiots,” Max agreed, trying to imagine what kind of fool would do something like that. The city’s residents all needed electricity for their daily lives, and everyone knew that resources were scarce.

“The whole city is coming apart,” Zoya said, shivering. She wrapped her arms around her middle, expression bleak. “The Order got attacked again and everyone is panicking.”

Max had an impulse to give Zoya a hug. The woman was as tough as any other Marshal, but tonight she looked fragile. Too much was happening too quickly.

“I tried calling Bryce. His team is at the council offices,” Max said, turning back to Faddei. Her boss looked as grim as she’d ever seen him.

“Someone organised a riot just outside. The deputy chief called in as many people as he could get hold of. The council’s emergency order doesn’t seem to have made much of a difference,” Faddei told her.

Max shook her head. The council liked to believe that they were in charge. But they never really had been. Most city residents believed that the real power rested with the Five Families, but tonight she thought that the real power in the city was with the rioters. They’d managed to bring the city to a standstill.

Faddei glanced over his shoulder as more people started getting out of the vehicles. Max saw the familiar figure of Raymund in the middle, helping other members of his team unload what looked like large, heavy pieces of scientific equipment from the back of one of the trucks. “It’s bad,” Faddei said, as if speaking to himself.

“It’s going to get worse,” Max said, watching as the Marshals and the science team unloaded more equipment from the trucks, heading into the bar.

“The Codex. I know. Let’s talk inside,” Faddei said, and headed for the bar.

Max took a final look around. There were no more threats out here. The dead man wasn’t getting up, which was something, at least. There had been far too many walking corpses in her life lately. At least he was one less obstacle in her way now.


Chapter fourteen


The bar was full of movement, noise and people when she went inside. Instead of the bubble of conversation, the clink of glassware and scent of alcohol that she was used to, the bar felt more like a combination between an office and a laboratory. Raymund was directing his team to set up the equipment he’d brought near the back wall, not far from the door that led to the bathrooms. Max thought the machines were the ones he and his team used to make the tranquillisers that went into the Marshals’ shotgun cartridges. One of the science team was running what looked like a hose underneath the door, doubtless connecting it to one of the bathroom taps. Therese and some of the other Marshals were setting up laptops on tables in the area normally occupied by pool players, the green-covered tables shoved to one side to make room for the new office. One of the Marshals was kneeling on the floor under the tables, connecting power cables together. As computer screens flickered to life, another Marshal lifted a printer out of a large plastic crate.

The absence of the drinkers and pool-players that she was used to seeing added to Max’s sense of wrongness and displacement about the night. Her eyes landed on Malik, and she felt a little bit of calm work its way through her. He was behind the curved length of the bar, dressed in his usual t-shirt and jeans. At least something was familiar and unchanged. She headed across the room, Cas and Pol bounding ahead of her, putting their paws up on the polished wooden surface. She couldn’t help but laugh, the unease she carried finding a bit of relief. Some things definitely hadn’t changed.

“Cas, Pol, get down, will you?” Malik said, affection in his voice. He looked up at Max and smiled, and the world settled a little more. This was the one place in the city where she knew she would always be welcome. Everyone was. As a male siren, Malik couldn’t leave his territory. He drew people to him instead. He was one of the most beautiful people she’d ever met, from his lithe, athletic build to his mid-brown skin and dark, curling hair. He gave her a warm smile that had once sent butterflies stirring in her stomach, but which now just drew an answering smile to her face as she greeted a dear friend. She met him halfway as he leant over the bar to kiss her cheek.

His smile faded as he straightened. “You look like you could use a drink.”

“I could,” Max admitted, “but I’m not sure I should. I may not be able to stop.”

“That bad?” Malik asked.

Max took a seat on one of the bar stools. She tilted her head towards the Marshals and scientists setting up their equipment. “It’s that bad,” she confirmed.

He looked around, expression serious. “I’ve been watching the news,” he admitted. The curfew wouldn’t affect Malik, as he didn’t leave his territory. But the rest of it was grave enough to put a frown on his face. “The Order was attacked twice in two days?”

“Demons,” Max confirmed. “They got the Codex,” she added.

Malik had been pouring a mug of coffee and stilled, looking across at her. “The Arkus Codex. The one that the descendant got from the Vault?” he asked. It wasn’t really a question. She perfectly understood the need to be sure.

“The same.”

Malik set a mug down in front of her, half-full of his thick, dark coffee, along with a milk jug.

Rather than heading back to the coffee pot for his own drink, he grabbed a shot glass from under the bar and poured himself a measure of a fragrant amber liquid, tossing the drink back in one swallow. Max stared. Even though he owned and operated a bar, surrounded by an amazing variety of alcohol, Malik rarely drank. He refilled the glass and held it between his long, finely made fingers. “It’s bad,” he echoed her words, staring at the liquid for the space of a single breath before he swallowed that one, too.

“I think we could all use one of those,” Faddei said, taking the bar stool next to Max. She topped up her mug with milk and sat back a little, away from the temptation of the drink. She’d never fallen into a bottle like some people around the city had, but tonight she could feel the draw of it. It would be so very easy to have a few glasses and numb herself to the reality of what was going on. But, as she’d told Malik, there was a real danger that once she’d started, she wouldn’t be able to stop. And she needed a clear head.

Malik didn’t say anything in response to the head Marshal, just set out a dozen shot glasses on the bar and filled them all. When the first bottle emptied, he got another bottle from under the bar and left it out next to the glasses. Faddei downed his glass and refilled it. Once he’d had a second drink, he turned to Max, one brow lifting as he saw her cradling her coffee. “That’s probably wise,” Faddei said, putting his glass bottom-up on the bar surface, and moving his hand away as if he was battling the temptation to have more. “You have more coffee, Malik?” he asked.

“Always,” Malik answered, and headed back to the pot, bringing Faddei a full mug. No room for milk for her boss, Max noted. “Shall we go and sit?” Malik suggested, tilting his chin to one of the larger tables that wasn’t currently being used.

Max didn’t move right away. “Have you heard of any disturbances in the city?” she asked Malik. He lifted a brow and she shook her head with a rueful smile. “Sorry. No, not the riots. Magic, I mean. Particularly dark magic.”

“My normal contacts are being very quiet,” Malik said, his eyes taking on a distant look as if he was reviewing his memory. “No one wants to venture out into the chaos. I’ve had no reports of anything beyond the riots.”

Max nodded. It made sense, even if it was disappointing. If Malik and his contacts couldn’t give her a place to start looking for the demons, she was going to have to do it the old-fashioned way and scour the city. It could take an age.

“Come. Sit. I think there’s much we need to discuss,” Malik said, moving around the bar.

Max wanted to say no. She wanted to be moving, to be out and hunting the demons. But she didn’t know where to start, and she knew it was sensible to take a pause now and then. Rushing in might make things worse, if that was possible. And both her boss and Malik deserved some of her time and attention. At least, that’s what she told herself. A little voice deep down told her the truth. She didn’t want to face the demons, or the possibility of the underworld, and she was putting it off as long as she could. It wasn’t sensible. It wasn’t brave. She pushed the little voice to one side and moved away from the bar.

As Max settled at the table, letting the warmth of the coffee seep into her fingers, other Marshals headed for the bar, taking the shots Malik had left. Her chest hurt as she watched them. They had been attacked. Their colleagues and friends were injured or dead. And they had had to leave their headquarters. Marshals faced danger every day. But it was danger they understood and were generally prepared for. This was different. They were all grieving. All unsettled. All wondering what would happen next.

“Evan Yarwood and the Syndicate attacked the Marshals headquarters,” she told Malik. He probably already knew that from Faddei, but she needed to say it aloud, to hear and feel the truth of it again. “We lost people,” she said, and had to stop as her throat closed up. Malik put a warm hand on hers, squeezing lightly.

“I’m sorry,” he said. Simple, direct and sincere. The lump in Max’s throat grew larger.

She nodded, and took a drink. Coffee was definitely the only thing she should be drinking right now.

“Bryce was with me. I got Evan with magic, and Bryce shot him in the head, and he still got up and walked away,” she told Malik, the bitterness in her voice making the coffee sour in her mouth.

“That’s not good,” Malik said. Something had shifted in his face, reminding her that he was much older than he appeared to be, and powerful in his own right.

“And now the demons have the Codex,” Faddei added. He glanced up as Vanko and Zoya joined them. The other senior Marshals had full shot glasses with them, setting them on the table as they took their seats. “We’re low on resources,” Faddei added.

“You can stay here as long as you want. The power and water have a back-up system if the city grids fail. And I’ve got some supplies. Not just alcohol.” With Malik’s quiet, sincere assurance, Max could sense the power around him, saturating every bit of the building. This was his territory. It was not surprising that he’d already taken measures to make sure it would function independently of the city. He would do everything he could to protect it, and the people in it. This was probably the safest place in the city right now. And that included the council’s so-called safe zone.

“Did you see much trouble on your way over?” Max asked the Marshals.

“No,” Zoya said, voice clipped. “Seems like most people are staying home and obeying the curfew.”

“Or they’re already out in the riots,” Vanko added. Max’s chest hurt again at the sight of the normally cheerful Vanko so serious. If there was ever humour to be found in any situation, Vanko would find it, or create it. Not tonight, though. Tonight he looked tired, purple smudges under his eyes, his blond hair standing in all directions as if he’d been running his hands through it.

Max looked away before he caught her staring. She had no idea what she might say to him. Or anyone else. She couldn’t think of a single piece of good news or a single piece of comfort to offer.

She opened her mouth to tell the group about the visit from the Lady, and stopped, skin prickling. The information and command that the Lady had given her loomed large in her mind. Saying it aloud would make it real. And she had to make a decision about what she was going to do.

The harsh ring of a phone spared her from the decision just then. She pulled her phone out, brows lifting. “It’s Bryce,” she said, and got up, moving away from the table as she answered.

“Where are you?” Bryce asked. He sounded tense.

“At the Hunter’s Tooth. The Marshals are here, too,” Max said, brows lifting. Something was wrong.

“Good. Someone tried to kidnap Lord Kolbyr again. We’re on our way.”

The phone cut off before Max could ask any of the dozen or so questions buzzing around her mind. Last she’d heard, Bryce was at the council offices and she could not imagine what business Lord Kolbyr might have had there. She turned back to the table. “Bryce is on his way. Lord Kolbyr’s had some trouble.” Saying it aloud didn’t make it any less confusing.

“Kolbyr?” Malik asked, brows lifting.

“Queran and Samuel tried to kidnap him last night,” Max said, taking her seat again.

Malik’s brows soared. “I had not heard that.”

“Sorry,” Max said, scrubbing a hand through her hair. She probably looked as tousled as Vanko. She gave Malik the briefest of summaries about the events at The Grand Hotel from the night before.

The Marshals had already heard the story, and Malik was quiet as she finished. There was short, unhappy silence.

“I had a visit from the Lady,” Max said into the silence. She hadn’t meant to tell them, and not so abruptly.

Every pair of eyes turned to her, most of them wide-eyed with astonishment. Then the door opened and everyone turned to look at the newcomers instead. Ruutti came inside, Bryce and his team following. Max’s heart lifted at the sight of Bryce. The cut he’d got on his forehead during the demons’ first invasion of the Order had opened again, blood trailing down the side of his face, and there was a new bandage around one of his forearms, but he was walking. The rest of his team also bore what looked like minor scratches. But they were all walking. And all wearing grim expressions.

As they cleared the doorway, two more people came in and Max’s mouth opened. Audhilde and Kolbyr. With an escort behind them. Four vampires, dressed in similar, exquisitely tailored black suits. A pair of the vampires stayed by the door, one to either side, and the other pair kept a respectful distance, following Kolbyr across the floor.

“I am sorry to intrude,” Kolbyr said, coming to a stop a few paces from the table. He was paler than usual, and Max thought she saw the hint of a bruise on one cheek. “My home was violated this morning, and I come to offer my services and support in defence of the city.”

“Violated?” Max repeated.

“Apparently the demons were serious about getting hold of Kolbyr,” Audhilde said. She was dressed in the most ordinary clothes Max had ever seen her wear. A pair of blue jeans that fit her petite frame and an oversized emerald green sweater. The casual outfit made the old vampire look even younger than Max. The weight of Audhilde’s age showed as she glanced at Kolbyr, her normal warmth absent. She looked concerned, Max realised. The pair of old vampires had a long history that Max knew nothing about, but that frowning expression suggested that, whatever else was in their past, Audhilde cared about Kolbyr’s well-being.

“My people are safe,” Kolbyr said, “but it seemed prudent for me to be, er, elsewhere, for a while. I am grateful to the warriors for their escort through the city,” he added, inclining his head to Bryce. Max’s brows lifted. The vampire didn’t give thanks lightly. If he had left his home, the attack must have been serious. “Before we left, we did manage to prepare the spells for you,” Kolbyr added, reaching into his jacket and producing a half dozen small fabric pouches.

“Spells?” Max asked, accepting the pouches Kolbyr held out.

“To keep someone rightfully dead,” Kolbyr clarified. “I have those for you, and a few more prepared besides. It is a fine powder. Just sprinkle it on the body.”

“Oh,” Max’s confusion cleared. She could feel the faintest trace of dark magic through the fabric in her hands. “These will be very useful, thank you,” she told the ancient vampire. Anything that could stop Samuel or Evan or anyone else coming back to life was worthwhile, in her view, even if it was dark magic.

Kolbyr nodded, and made a minor adjustment to his suit jacket, smoothing out an invisible crease. “So, Marshal, tell me what else I may do to assist?”

With a shock, Max realised he was talking to her, and not to Faddei.

“We haven’t quite got to the planning stage yet,” Max answered, voice faint.

Malik got up, waved the warriors and Ruutti to the table with Max and the others, and then headed behind the bar.

Bryce took a seat next to Max. She wanted to hug him. The depth of that longing surprised her. She wanted something solid and real. She settled for holding out a hand and he took it, fingers rough and warm around hers. “You look like you’ve been in a fight,” she said.

“Idiot rioters,” Bryce said, and frowned at her. “Ruutti said you’re responsible for the corpse outside?”

“Well, the dogs are, yes,” Max said, feeling heat in her face. “I’m alright,” she added, before he could ask. Now that she was sitting in a chair with a back to it, the bruises in the small of her back were waking up, reminding her that she’d been thumped into concrete not that long ago.

Malik came back to the table carrying a large tray with a pile of home baking, coffee mugs and shot glasses, which he handed around the warriors.

Osvaldo swallowed the amber liquid in one go and lifted his brows. “You’ve got the good stuff out. Is the world really ending?”

No one laughed.

Faddei, Zoya and Vanko all looked at Max. She tried not to look away. In Kolbyr and the warrior’s arrival, they hadn’t forgotten that she’d mentioned the Lady.

Bryce and the other warriors followed the Marshals’ gazes, and Bryce lifted his brows. “What’s up?”

“Apparently the Lady paid Max a visit,” Faddei said, an edge to his voice.

“What, again?” Bryce asked.

“What do you mean, again?” Faddei asked.

“The demons got the Arkus Codex,” Max said. She was trying to find the words for everything else that the Lady had shown her and told her. She needed to tell them. The demons were moving while she was sitting here. She was almost ready to say the words. But not quite. Not quite ready to make it real. The nightmares from the underworld were just there, at the edges of her sight, and she was struggling to hold them at bay.

“So we heard,” Osvaldo commented. “We got there after the demons left,” he added, voice soft, weighted with grief. Max realised that he and the others were pale, shadows under their eyes. They had lost people, too, she realised.

“We were out on patrol,” Joshua said, voice soft. “Got back too late.”

“From the sounds of it, it was Donal and Finn who caused the most damage,” Bryce said. “They just came in the same way as before.”

“They had Queran, Evan and Samuel with them,” Max said, voice flat. She saw flickers of surprise from the others, and a few silent questions about how she knew that, and then Bryce and Faddei’s confusion cleared and they mouthed the Lady to each other, as if that explained everything. Max was caught up in surprise of her own. “They got in the same way?” she asked. The Order should have been on a high alert, after the demons and Syndicate had attacked not even two full days ago. And even though they had been betrayed by one of their own, the Order contained highly trained warriors and powerful magicians. The group of demons, descendant and traitor should have had far more difficulty in getting inside.

“They set the place on fire,” Osvaldo said, and Max could hear the grief catch in his voice. “Most of the main building has gone.”

“Orshiasa and the others hadn’t managed to reset all the wards,” Bryce added, voice flat. “We had extra warriors out on patrol.”

Max pressed her lips together to stop a hasty retort, reading a world of unspoken things into Bryce’s bare account. It would have been completely typical of the Guardians to demand that the warriors stretch themselves thin so that the magicians could rest and recover. So rather than pushing themselves to repair the building’s protective wards, the Guardians had simply added more warm bodies to the patrols. And the demons had come back. Warriors didn’t have magic of their own. They provided the military might, protecting the magicians. And in return, the magicians were supposed to deal with the magical threats. It seemed that hadn’t worked. Again.

The bitter knowledge of her own failure rushed over her. She’d been sent out with nine warriors of the Order and they had all died. Every single one. She had failed to protect them.

“Did anyone make it out?” Max asked, her voice hoarse.

“About half,” Khari said, voice weighted with exhaustion and sadness. “Including all the Guardians.”

“Naturally,” Max said, voice sharp, then shut her mouth again. She had seen the demons attack a Guardian in the vision that the Lady had showed her. She should be relieved that he was alive, instead of irritated that the Guardians had survived at the expense of the warriors. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she managed to say, with complete truth. Her words were echoed by the others.

“The demons just upped and left,” Bryce said. “It didn’t take long to work out that they’d got what they wanted.”

“I’ve never seen Orshiasa actually lose his temper,” Khari added. She and the other warriors had taken seats behind Bryce, so they weren’t actually around the table but could still hear and take part in the discussion. Khari was settled close to her husband, their hands intertwined. She shook her head. “I didn’t even realise he could shout.”

Max’s jaw hurt as she tried to hold in angry words. Orshiasa was one of the finest magicians she had ever met, but he had the typical Guardian blind spot when it came to the Order warriors. He had been far more concerned with the loss of the Codex than the terrible loss of life among the warriors.

“So, the demons have the Codex,” Faddei said. He looked at Kolbyr. “That does not seem like good news.”

“It is not,” Kolbyr confirmed. He was holding onto his composure, but it looked to Max as if the effort was costing him.

“Where is the Order now?” Faddei asked.

“Heading for the main temple,” Bryce answered.

Max wanted to protest. The Order had no business hiding while the city was on fire and crumbling around them. She kept silent with an effort. It didn’t matter what she thought. The head of the Order - first Kitris and now Orshiasa - would do as they saw fit. And there was a certain sense in them heading for the temples. The Order and temples both existed in service to the Lady. And confused, frightened people might well seek refuge in the temples. Having warriors and Guardians to help the priests and priestesses keep the city residents safe was better than nothing.

“There’s more, though,” Bryce said, eyes on Max’s face. He was naturally quiet, and it was easy, sometimes, to forget just how much he saw. And he seemed to have an insight into her that made her heart do silly things and her stomach flutter.

The door to the bar opened again and an entirely unexpected figure walked through. Jagannath Raghavan. On his own. With no bodyguards or other escort.

Malik rose and went to meet the newest head within the Five Families, bringing him across to the table after the briefest of discussions.

“Good evening to you all,” Jagannath said, putting his hand on his heart and inclining his head. Max had a moment of displacement, seeing his resemblance to Shivangi and Hemang in his striking bone structure. They had been cousins, she thought. He might favour plainer clothing, but Jagannath had the same mid-brown, warm-toned skin and silky black hair, even if his was cut short in a practical style. “The city has suffered a terrible night, and I fear worse is to come. I am here to learn and to see what House Raghavan might do to help.”

Max could see and feel the ripple of surprise course around the table. Apart from her, Kolbyr and Audhilde, no one knew about the secret meeting in The Grand Hotel, and no one had been given the opportunity of properly meeting Jagannath in his role as head of the Raghavan Family.

“You are welcome here,” Malik said. “Come, sit.”

The youngest head of the Five Families took a seat between Ruutti and Faddei. Ruutti was, naturally, sitting next to Malik. That put Jagannath opposite Kolbyr.

Malik had somehow, as if by magic, produced more coffee, baking, and full shot glasses. She hadn’t even seen him move.

Looking around the table, another stab of pain ran through Max. The set-up reminded her of another meeting in this bar when she and Bryce had returned from the Vault. Only that time, Kitris had been there, along with Samuel in his role as Kitris’ trusted second-in-command. She was sure she wasn’t the only one noticing Kitris’ absence, or surprised by how much she missed him. She hadn’t spent a great deal of time with the former head of the Order, and since he had sent her to close the Grey Gates, believing that she would die in the process, she hadn’t wanted to see him. But she’d always known he was there. Somewhere in the city. And now he wasn’t, and the loss kept hitting her at the strangest times.

He wasn’t the only one missing from their previous gathering. The table didn’t have Orshiasa or the High Priestess, either, but they were both still alive, presumably in the city’s main temple. Max, for one, certainly didn’t miss Emmeline.

“The so-called safe zone isn’t going to hold for long,” Audhilde said. The statement was unexpected, not just from Audhilde, but it also didn’t seem to have anything to do with the conversation so far. Then Max saw the way Audhilde was looking at Jagannath. The Raghavan territory was at the edge of the city. The only people who had been desperate enough to go there, outside the Family, had been homeless people with nowhere else to go. It might be a reasonable place to set up a refuge. The former soldier inclined his head, but didn’t answer aloud, from which Max gathered that he’d already considered that. She couldn’t help wondering what instructions he’d given to his people before making the journey here.

“The Five Families have mostly retreated into their territories,” Ruutti said, bitterness in her voice. Max wondered if Ruutti had been ordered back to her own Family. If so, the detective was not complying. The siren lifted her chin and looked at Jagannath. “With an honourable exception.”

“I am here to learn how House Raghavan can help,” Jagannath said again. He was a soldier through and through. His watchful calm reminded Max in some ways of Bryce. And she suspected that, like the Order warriors, Jagannath could sense that there was something awful ahead of them. He wanted to be prepared.

“We were in the middle of a remarkable conversation when you got here,” Faddei said, turning his eyes to Max. “Let’s finish that,” he suggested. From the determined set of his jaw, Max knew her boss would not stop until he had answers.

“I’ve been told that the demons will try to take the Codex to Arkus,” Max said. She didn’t say where the information had come from, but saw the understanding on Faddei’s face as he worked it out.

She saw puzzled frowns from Vanko and Zoya, grim expressions on the warriors’ faces, and Kolbyr grew even paler than he normally was.

“They must be stopped,” Kolbyr said, his voice tightly controlled. The ancient vampire was trying to hide his fear, Max realised. A chill ran over her. She had an idea that there wasn’t much that truly worried the dark magic master. “If the dark lord gets the Codex, He can break into this world.”

“What does that mean?” Jagannath asked. The question surprised Max. She’d grown up with tales of what the dark lord could do if he got free. But then, she’d been raised in a temple orphanage and the Order. Perhaps the old history wasn’t widely taught.

“The dark lord walked in the daylight world briefly many years ago,” Kolbyr told the younger man, no hint of impatience in his voice. “In the time He was here, the world was nearly destroyed. Almost everyone was killed.”

“The histories tell us that the Lady Herself crafted the Grey Gates to keep Him locked below,” Faddei finished.

“So, the dark lord getting loose into this world would be a bad thing,” Jagannath concluded. He looked shaken but determined. “How do we stop this?” he asked, looking at Kolbyr.

The vampire was the logical person to ask, Max knew. He was a renowned expert on dark magic. But Kolbyr shook his head.

“I cannot stop it. The only way to stop it is for someone to hunt down the demons and get the Codex back,” Kolbyr said.

“But what if they have taken it into the underworld?” Jagannath asked, a puzzled frown on his face. “Isn’t that out of reach?”

“No.” Kolbyr didn’t look at Max as he said the flat contradiction.

There was a short, sharp intake of breath from almost everyone around the table.

“It’s impossible,” Ruutti said. “The Grey Gates are closed.”

“Not impossible,” Kolbyr said, “but it is extremely dangerous and the chances of success are low.”

Max felt Bryce’s eyes on her and looked up. He lifted a brow, asking a silent question. He was ahead of everyone else, she realised. But then, he was one of the few people in the world who knew the truth about what had happened eight years before.

“The Lady asked me to get the Codex,” she told him, voice soft, confirming his unspoken guess. With all that implied. That Max would chase the demons as far as she needed to in order to get the Codex back, even into the world below. She hadn’t made the decision, she told herself. She hadn’t chosen. Not yet.

“I will come with you,” Bryce said. He spoke as if they were the only two people in the room. She wished that were so. There was no hesitation in him. She wanted to hug him, to see if she could draw some of his quiet calm and certainty into her.

Shock held her still and silent for a moment. Her first impulse was outright rejection. The demons were far ahead of her. With Donal’s skill with magic and the Arkus Codex in their possession, they might even be through the Grey Gates already. Despite her own fear, she hadn’t meant to delay so long. Just long enough to gather some much-needed courage to face what she had to. But her hesitation had given the demons more time to act.

Max had approached the Grey Gates surrounded by Order warriors before. Nine highly trained fighters, their leader a quiet, competent woman called Naomi. None of their training, or Naomi’s competence, had done them any good. The warriors had all died horrible, painful deaths. She hadn’t been able to protect them. She didn’t want the responsibility for anyone else’s death on her shoulders. Particularly not Bryce. If she had to follow Donal to his master, she might not come back from the underworld this time, but it would be some comfort to know that he was here, in this world, helping to defend it.

“What should we pack?” Osvaldo asked, breaking the moment.

Max blinked and twisted in her chair, looking around at each of the warriors. They all looked back at her with calm determination.

“Come on, you don’t think we’re going to let you have all the fun, do you?” Khari said, a gleam of humour in her eyes.

“It’s not fun,” Max said, her voice sharp and harsh. She shook her head, a silent apology to Khari. The warrior was trying to make an awful situation a little better. But Max’s mind was full of the horrors of the underworld. Things she’d hoped never to experience again.

“Wait, you’ve been to the underworld?” Ruutti asked, astonished. Trust the detective to pick up on that detail before the others, Max thought.

“Who do you think stopped the dark lord the last time He tried to get out?” Audhilde asked. She smiled when Max stared at her. “No need to look so surprised, my dear. It took me a while to work it out. Kitris’ story about closing the Grey Gates never rang quite true for me.”

“All this time,” Ruutti said, looking at Max as if she was a laboratory specimen. “You were the one. You never said anything.”

“I did what was needed,” Max said, avoiding everyone’s eyes.

“Are the demons definitely in the underworld?” Bryce asked. A clear, practical question.

“Not definitely,” Max said, forcing the words out, her face stiff. “The Lady just said they were taking the Codex to their master, not that they were already there.”

“Alright. Let’s gear up. We’ll need as much ammunition as we can carry,” Bryce said to his fellow warriors. “Did we bring the rocket launcher and grenades with us?”

“We did,” Killan confirmed.

“Alright,” Bryce said, and turned back to Max. “We’ll be ready when you are,” he told her.

She had never felt as small as she did at that moment. Six highly trained warriors of the Order were ready to follow her on a demon hunt and then into the underworld with absolutely no hesitation. Even knowing her sad history with Order warriors.

“I can’t,” Max said, voice tight, words torn out of her. “Not after last time.”

“Last time you were an apprentice in the Order,” Bryce said, voice soft, eyes on her face. “This time, you’re a Marshal. And the Lady’s own daughter.”

The silence in the room was profound. Even more deafening than the pause that had followed Kolbyr’s pronouncement.

Max’s eyes were hot. Bryce believed in her. He believed she could do this thing. Go into the underworld, get the Codex, and come back. He believed in her so much he was willing to put his life on the line. And so was every member of his team. She blinked, tears falling down her face.

He was right. She wasn’t the same person she had been eight years before. She was no longer a disappointingly awful student, who could barely manage the simplest of spells. Now she had an entirely different way of looking at and of using her magic. She’d barely begun to explore the possibilities.

The tiniest sliver of hope crept into the hurt she was holding inside. She tried to ignore it. Tried to push it aside. Hope was dangerous. Hope led to longing for things that weren’t hers and never would be. There was no chance of a normal life for her. No prospect of peace. She’d been fooling herself for the last eight years. Living a lie. Trying to pretend she could blend in like everyone else. But it wasn’t possible.

She didn’t need hope, she told herself. She knew what was required. She lifted her chin, tears drying. “Let’s get supplies, and then we’ll go.”


Chapter fifteen


Of course, it wasn’t as easy as just getting up and walking out. Faddei had questions. And so did everyone else. They talked in circles and loops, and in the midst of it started forming plans of their own. If Max and the warriors were going to focus on finding the demons, and possibly hunting them in the world below, then someone had to look after the city, Faddei pointed out. With his past experience and training, it didn’t take long for Jagannath to start offering practical suggestions, and from there it was mere moments until the group had a map of the city spread out on the table, the conversation turning to defensive positions and safety points.

Max sat silently and let the conversation turn over her head, pain in her chest. Apart from the warriors, everyone around her was moving on. Planning for what they would do without her. She told herself she was glad. She didn’t want them to rely on her. She didn’t want that responsibility. And there were thousands upon thousands of people in the city who needed all the help that the Marshals, and the others gathered here, could offer them.

When the plans were being formed and the map was being drawn on, she turned to look at Bryce. He met her eyes, his own expression calm and determined.

“Ready?” he asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she told him. She might not have to go through the Grey Gates again, she told herself, but the words rang hollow and insincere even in her own mind. Donal had the Codex. He might not need anything else to open the gates.

Bryce stood up, Max following, the other warriors gathering around them, and headed out of the bar. Cas and Pol kept pace with Max. She stopped halfway to the door, her chest cracking with agony as she looked down at her dogs. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. She had accepted the danger for herself. The warriors had made their decisions. But her dogs didn’t know what was ahead of them. And she couldn’t make that decision for them.

She lifted her head, looking for Malik, trying to form the words to ask him for the greatest of favours. Keep her dogs safe.

He was standing a few paces away, and for the first time, he was wearing all of his power around him. It ran far deeper and was far stronger than she’d ever imagined. And she knew that, for as long as he was breathing, there would be a place of safety here. A refuge for anyone who might need it.

“They will not forgive you if you leave them,” Malik told her quietly.

Max couldn’t speak, the lump in her throat enormous. She knew he was right. Malik usually was. She nodded, once, and put a hand on each of her dogs’ heads, stroking their soft, silky ears. “Come on, then,” she said to them.

Despite the horrors in front of her, with her hounds to either side and the warriors around her, her steps lightened as she left the Hunter’s Tooth for what she expected to be the last time. The whole bar was full of activity from Therese settled at her new, makeshift command post, to the science team working with the equipment they had brought, to the Marshals checking over the weapons they had, to the group gathered around the maps. The city was going to be well looked after. And she had the best company she could possibly ask for to venture into the world below.

The cold night air took her breath, sharpening her senses more effectively than even Malik’s coffee. She looked around the parking lot and saw that Jagannath had in fact brought some people with him. They were keeping watch, along with another quartet of vampires.

“Where to?” Bryce asked.

“I’m still thinking about that. I should be able to sense the demons if we get close enough,” Max said.

“Is there a place we should head to?” Osvaldo asked. Practical as ever.

“There’s not really one fixed place,” Max told him. The Grey Gates had been located down a perfectly anonymous side street the last time she’d gone through them. There hadn’t appeared to be anything remarkable about the side street, apart from the portal to the underworld that had opened up. She’d walked along that street several times in the years since and felt nothing. Not even the tiniest spark of magic. As she’d told the Lady, the gates moved. Max would be able to feel the darkness if she got close enough, but that still left a large amount of territory to cover. And she still had no good idea of where to start looking.

“Get the gear,” Bryce told the others. He stayed with Max. She looked at him.

“I’m not going to try and run away,” she told him, dark humour pulling her mouth into a smile.

“Good. I’d find you,” Bryce said. His voice was calm, but his eyes burned as he looked at her. He meant every word. It warmed her all the way through.

There was no time for more conversation, or anything else, as the other warriors were back, all of them burdened with large packs, including a pair of large, flat cases carried by Hop and Killan, which Max suspected carried a rocket launcher and the heavy gun she’d seen the warriors use before. She hoped that they might do some good against the horrors in the underworld. She hadn’t even had a gun the last time she’d been there. Now she had her shadow-hounds, her own weapons, and six determined warriors.

That tiny little bit of hope threatened to surface again and this time she let it. She might need to go into the underworld again. She needed something to help her take the first step, to move forward, to fully commit to what was ahead.

“Where to?” Bryce asked.

She was about to say she wasn’t sure where to start, when an answer came to her. “Ley lines,” she said, and turned towards her pick-up. “All the rituals that Donal and Finn have been involved in have been on ley lines,” she explained. “I made a map of some of the intersections. It’s still in my pick-up.” The map had been made when she’d been trying to catch a serial killer using blood magic rituals to try to connect with the underworld. She had been sceptical about ley lines before then, as was almost every magician in the city. But that experience had taught her not to dismiss the ancient knowledge as simply outdated superstition. As she headed away from Malik’s bar, away from the calming influence of his magic, a little closer to the chaos of the city, she opened her senses. There was at least one major ley line intersection not far from here. She might be able to catch a trace of the demons if they were near it. When she’d felt the demons before, it had been an uneasy sensation and an itch across her skin. If they weren’t here, then she would need to venture out into the city. Not on her own, she reminded herself. With her shadow-hounds and the warriors. Not alone.

And not without direction, she added, her back straightening. There weren’t that many ley line intersections in the city. It would be far easier to search those specific points rather than the whole city.

Between one footfall and the next the ground slid away and the world went black and red and orange and vivid, eye-watering lime green, then faded to darkest grey. There was a sound so immense and so profound that she lost all her hearing, and all her other senses, too. She couldn’t feel or hear or taste or see anything.

Her chest was burning, her head thumping in concert with her pulse. There was air around her. She could feel movement against her face. The smallest of breezes. She forced a breath in and then out, then in again, the pounding in her head lessening.

Then the sound that had held her in its grip faded and she was back in the daylight world, all her senses wide open, everything too loud and too sharp, an acrid taste in her mouth.

She was on her hands and knees on the road outside the Hunter’s Tooth, ears ringing with the aftershock of the noise and the concussive shock of magic. She looked up, shocked to see that everything looked almost normal. The ground was still level, the vehicles still parked, the night sky dark overhead. She blinked to clear her eyes and saw the warriors around her also on the ground, although they’d all managed to fall into a kneeling position, weapons ready. Cas and Pol were on either side of her, both of them in their attack forms, the whites of their eyes showing. They knew that something was very, very wrong.

The faintest trace of smoke met her nose and she huddled closer to the ground for a moment. She knew that scent. Its presence here, out in the open, could mean only one thing.

The Grey Gates were here.


Chapter sixteen


Max made it to her feet and started walking. Now that the first shock had passed, her skin was itching with the presence of demons close by. Within a block of their location. At the ley line intersection she’d remembered. Too close to Malik’s bar and the Marshals’ temporary offices for her liking. Far too close. While she’d been wondering how she was going to find the demons in the vast sprawl of the city, they had been far closer than she had imagined.

As she narrowed the gap to the Grey Gates, she tried to ignore the cold that ran over her skin and her trembling fingers. There was no time for her to be frightened or to think about running away. She wasn’t just hunting the demons now. The Grey Gates had arrived in the daylight world. Newly formed, the gates likely hadn’t got to the stage where something with a presence as enormous as the dark lord could come through to the daylight world. Not yet, anyway. But there were other dangerous things in the underworld.

She rounded the next corner and her steps faltered until she stopped in the middle of the street. This had been an ordinary street, with two-storey buildings to either side where the ground floor had been a business of some kind and the upper level had been people’s homes. Now it was host to the Grey Gates.

None of the street lights were working. The whole scene ahead of her should have been too dark to see any detail. But she’d always been able to see in the underworld, and here was no different. So she could clearly see the impossibly black halo that now took up most of the width of the street. And the thing at the centre of the halo that hurt her eyes to look at. Drawing a sharp breath in filled her lungs with the scent of grey smoke. She couldn’t see the smoke yet, but the smell of the underworld was all around her.

“Wow. There really are gates,” Khari said.

“And they really are grey,” Osvaldo added.

The warriors had stopped with her, spreading around her in a loose semi-circle, staring ahead of them at the gates. Max remembered them so well. They looked like old-fashioned, wrought-iron gates, except that they were twined with ancient magic. Legends said that the Lady Herself had created the Grey Gates, and looking at them now with her new knowledge and magic inside her, Max could sense the trace of light magic in the iron. It had been all but smothered by the foulness emanating from the underworld, coating every part of the metal gates.

As she stared at the gates she’d never wanted to see again in her life, she realised something very important. They were closed. There was not one crack at the mid-line of the gates, the heavy latch still in place.

Which meant that there was still time. Still time to keep them closed. To stop the demons going into the underworld. To save the city.

Max was moving forward, her body knowing what it needed to do before her mind had caught up with it. Somewhere nearby there was a demon and the Arkus Codex. If she could stop Donal, she might be able to stop the gates from opening.

The inky halo around the gates was so intense that she couldn’t see anything moving in its depths until she was within the shadow of the gates. Then she saw a tall, slender figure with a square package tucked under one arm. Donal. And the Codex. Or, rather, something that was wrapped in a nullification pouch, but she couldn’t think of anything other than the Codex that the demon would be holding onto so tightly.

Cas and Pol surged past her, heading for the demon. She opened her mouth to call them off, but Donal had seen their approach. He flicked his free hand in their direction and the shadow-hounds were thrown into the air. They flipped mid-air, landing on their feet, sure-footed as cats, and stalked forward again, undeterred.

“You again,” Donal said. His face was all wrong. The human suit he’d taken from the mortuary was wearing thin, hints of something made of bone and sharper angles poking through. His lips peeled back from his teeth and Max saw that they were no longer blunt and human but uneven, the ends sharper. “You’re too late.”

“Not yet. Not quite,” Max muttered, mostly to herself, gathering her magic. Even held inside her body, her power felt light and clean set against the unrelenting darkness surrounding the gates.

Donal moved, so fast he was almost a blur, and put his hand on the latch. Max threw magic at him, panic choking her. The latch was such a simple lock. It wouldn’t take much to disturb it.

Her attack hadn’t been enough. The demon stayed where he was, fist closed around the latch. He was perfectly, unnaturally still.

“What’s this I sense?” His voice was deeper, larger than it had been before, full of scorching heat and fury. He turned to glare at her over his shoulder and she saw the hint of bony protrusions under his suit jacket. “It was you. You closed the gates the last time.” His voice was deeper still, grating against the bones in Max’s head. She’d left her blood and probably some skin from her hands on the gates eight years before. It shouldn’t surprise her that he could sense that.

She didn’t bother answering him, gathering more magic. Her last attack had been wild, uncoordinated. The next one needed to be better.

Donal still had his hand on the latch, though. The slightest push and it would open. She couldn’t risk an assault on him.

Not him, no. But he was still holding the Codex. She shaped her magic in her mind into a small, hard ball, gathered it into the palm of her hand, and threw it across the distance.

The ball hit the Codex, knocking the book loose from the demon’s grip. The black-shrouded package fell to the ground. The demon turned away from the gate, spinning towards the fallen book even as Cas and Pol, with no orders from Max, surged forwards, heading for the Codex.

With inhuman speed and agility, Donal put one hand on the ground, spun and kicked his legs out at the shadow-hounds, fending them off from the package while he reached for it with the other hand. Max threw another ball of magic at him as he headed back towards the gates. Her magic thumped into his back, powerful enough to knock him off balance. He kept going, reaching for the latch and as Max watched, horrified, lifted it out of its keeper.

Cas and Pol returned to Max’s sides, both of them bristling with frustration. They very rarely missed when they were hunting. And never twice in a row.

Max didn’t have any time or attention to spare to reassure her dogs. The latch was gone. The Grey Gates were opening. Just the barest fraction. Just enough to let a trail of molten heat and grey smoke into the world, making her want to turn and run away.

The gates swung open a little more, the glacial pace reminding Max of her first sight of the gates eight years ago. When she’d arrived at the site, the gates had been in the daylight world for some time, but they had barely been half open when she’d reached them. Then, when she’d closed the gates, they had swung easily under her hand. It looked like something was resisting the gates right now, stopping them from opening. They weren’t wide enough yet for the dark lord to get through.

Even as she searched for whatever it was that was holding back the gates, a long-fingered hand appeared at the opening, reddish pink skin a colour not found anywhere in the daylight world. The bulbous fingertips were finished by long, savage claws. The hand was followed by a narrow head, little more than two great eyes and holes for a nose over a lipless mouth, serrated teeth showing. The creature forced its way through the narrow gap, and Max could see more movement behind it. The creatures of the underworld had spotted the opening.

“Come on, my friends,” Donal said. His voice was still bigger and deeper than anything a human could produce, but the glee was obvious. “Come and play. Make room for our master.”

The pink-skinned creature shoved its way out of the darkness through the sliver of opening in the gates. It was hunched over, barely as tall as Donal’s waist, its arms and legs too long for its skinny body. It was followed by another of its kind, and a sinuous shape that reminded Max of a Harridan.

She stood her ground, pouring magic into her hands.

“Light burns,” one of the creatures said, its words distorted and barely comprehensible.

“Then make it dark,” Donal told it. He took a step towards the gates and paused, looking back at Max, a savage smile on his face. “I will see you soon. But my cousins will keep you company until then.”

Max threw magic at him. Everything she had, in a last attempt to stop him. The gates were open now. The situation couldn’t get any worse.

Then Donal disappeared into the grey space between the gates, the Codex under his arm and she realised that the situation could indeed get worse.

There were four of the pink-skinned creatures now, all heading towards her, along with a pair of the sinuous, dark-skinned creatures.

Before she could say anything, bullets started flying. The warriors weren’t waiting for her suggestions.

The bullets slammed into the creatures, raising ear-splitting screams, and more creatures poured out of the gates. A blot of dark magic flew from the opening, heading for the warriors. Max turned, pushing her magic out, willing it to form a shield protecting the warriors. To her surprise, it worked. The light magic sparked where the black magic struck, but her shield held.

As more creatures came out of the gates, the ground shook again. Max held her position, but only just. The shaking continued, like the earthquake that had announced the arrival of the Grey Gates into the daylight world. Dismay clutched her stomach as she wondered if Donal had somehow managed to raise another set of gates. Another access point from the daylight world to the dark realm. It shouldn’t be possible. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. And if anyone could do it, it would be Donal. He’d had centuries to perfect his skills.

There was a blinding flash of light not far away. In the direction of the Hunter’s Tooth, followed by car alarms going off and a round of shouting that Max couldn’t hear. It didn’t sound like more demons, so she kept her focus on the creatures and the Grey Gates. There didn’t seem to be any more dark magic nearby, but the presence of the gates was enormous, flooding her senses.

The warriors’ bullets didn’t seem to have done much to stop the creatures pouring out of the gap in the gates, but the creatures had stopped moving forward. They were huddled in a great mass of arms and legs and snake-like bodies around the gates. Max wasn’t sure if they were guarding the opening, or co-ordinating another attack. The warriors stopped firing, but maintained their ready position. The silence after the gunfire and screaming was almost deafening in Max’s ears.

“These things just don’t die,” Osvaldo complained. “Any ideas, boss?”

“We could try grenades,” Bryce said, clearly reluctant, “but I don’t want to waste ammunition right now. I think it’s going to be worse when we go in. Right?” he asked Max.

She couldn’t speak, so she just nodded. It was going to be far, far worse. And he hadn’t been asking whether they needed to go in. Donal had escaped with the Codex. They had no choice.

A surge of heat from the underworld behind the creatures snapped her attention back to the small army of underworld residents that had gathered. She remembered that surge of heat from the last time she had stood before the gates. Memories rose up and Max froze, hands lifted in front of her. Nine warriors had died. They had put themselves between her and the molten heat and dark magic that had poured out of the underworld. The warriors had all died, and she hadn’t been able to do a thing about it. She couldn’t breathe, throat closing in the remembrance.

A trail of grey smoke slid out of the gap, drifting closer to the warriors. As it came into contact with Max’s magic, it paused, sizzling against the bright light.

She couldn’t keep the barrier up forever, Max realised. The contact with the grey smoke was draining her. But she had to protect the warriors somehow. She had managed to survive the heat and the smoke. Probably because she was the Lady’s own daughter. But there had to be something she could do to protect the warriors.

Mind turning over possibilities in a panic, she sank to her knees at the drain on her power. Her eyes snagged on the gun at her thigh. She’d managed to coat the bullets in light magic, and it hadn’t taken any effort to maintain that cover. Could she do the same for the warriors?

She struggled back to her feet and held a hand out towards Bryce. “I want to try something,” she told him.

He nodded, attention on the creatures. Like the rest of the warriors, he was using single shots, not automatic fire. Conserving ammunition, but also keeping the creatures at bay for now.

She put her hand on his shoulder, careful to stay out of his line of sight, and willed some of her magic across his body. Light slid from her hand, across his back, then covering every part of him. Bryce lifted a brow, glancing down quickly.

“Did that hurt?” she asked, concerned.

“No. It just feels odd,” he told her, not elaborating.

“I’m hoping it will protect you against the smoke,” Max told him.

“Was that what killed the warriors before?” he asked. There was no blame in his voice. He was just asking for information. She still had to take a moment to swallow the lump in her throat before she answered.

“The heat and the smoke, yes,” she said.

“Only one way to test it,” he told her, and looked at her.

The barrier she had set up, and the smoke she was trying to hold back were close. Too close. He wanted her to lower her magic, to let the smoke get to him. She wanted to protest. She had only a theory. And she’d seen far too many people die. But there was no time. And if she didn’t do as he asked, she was quite sure he was capable of walking through her barrier and into the smoke on his own.

So she pulled the barrier back, letting the smoke drift closer to them. Bryce put his hand out, letting the smoke cover his fingers and then his whole arm. The smell of it, so close to her, made the hair on Max’s body rise. Nothing else smelled quite like the underworld smoke.

“It’s warm, but nothing more than that,” Bryce said.

“Alright,” Max said, feeling as if she could breathe again. “Alright,” she said again, her knees weak as she turned to the other warriors, intending to ask them if she could spread her magic across them, too. They were already lined up behind her, waiting.

With all the warriors coated in light magic, Max dropped the barrier entirely and staggered sideways at the release of the pressure and weight.

“Are you alright?” Bryce asked.

“Yes. Fine. Keeping the barrier up was a lot of effort,” she explained.

“What about keeping the magic on us?” Khari asked, frowning.

“It’s a bit like breathing,” Max said, shaking her head. “If I think about it, I have to make an effort, but otherwise it just happens.”

“Let us know if that changes,” Bryce said, frowning slightly. Max nodded, her attention mostly on the creatures huddled around the gate. They still hadn’t moved, which made her increasingly nervous, wondering what they were waiting for.

The Grey Gates were still open the merest fraction. The gap looked too narrow for Donal to have slipped through with the Codex, and too narrow for her to get through, with or without her dogs and the warriors. Somehow, though, the demon had gone back into the underworld. And she needed to follow him.

Her whole body was tense, sweat gathering under her clothes. She didn’t want to go. She didn’t want to experience the underworld again. The gathered creatures, the smoke and the molten heat were far from the worst things that the underworld had to offer. She didn’t want to find out that the nightmares she had were watered-down memories and the reality was so much worse. She didn’t want to put her dogs in danger. Or the warriors. But she had to go. Donal needed to be stopped.

She took a step forward, not surprised when Cas, Pol and the warriors came with her. She hadn’t thought it was going to be easy to leave them behind. And wasn’t sure she wanted to.

The creatures at the gates twitched in a collective movement that spun Max’s stomach. It was so, so wrong. Then the creatures began moving forward again. Max drew her magic up, part of her not wanting to use too much because they weren’t even in the underworld yet, and part of her not wanting to leave a single one of the creatures standing. They hadn’t fallen to the warriors’ bullets. It was going to take a lot of power to defeat them. She couldn’t leave them running loose in the city.

Rapid footsteps behind her snapped her attention round. There were two other demons loose in the city, and the remains of the Syndicate. They might well be assigned to guard the Grey Gates while Donal took the Codex to their master.

But it wasn’t demons or the Syndicate that were running towards the gates. Instead, it was an odd collection of people that made no sense to her eyes at first. There were Marshals, shotguns ready, and about a dozen people wearing dark blue robes, silver stitching catching the available light, including one familiar figure. A short, stocky woman with bright orange-red hair and a ferocious scowl.

“Cira?” Max asked, voice rising, as the group came to a halt a few paces away. “Not that it’s not good to see you, but-”

“No time for that now,” the Vault’s Armourer said, cutting through Max’s question. Cira’s attention was behind Max, on the creatures and the Grey Gates. “Lady’s light, they are even more ugly in person,” she added, mostly to herself. She lifted the great war hammer that Max remembered from the Vault and looked to one side then the other, checking that her people were with her. Cira need not have worried. The Vault’s Wardens were standing with her, much as the Order warriors and shadow-hounds had stood with Max. The Wardens were carrying a variety of traditional weapons like Cira’s own, ranging from smaller war hammers to battle axes, a few crossbows and Max saw at least a few sword hilts hung from silver cords at the Wardens’ waists. They hadn’t had any automatic weapons to defend against the Syndicate when Evan Yarwood and Queran had invaded the Vault looking for the Codex, and it seemed that they hadn’t updated their weaponry since then, either. But they weren’t facing the Syndicate now, and Max wondered if the blunt and bladed weapons might be more effective than the guns the Order warriors carried.

Movement behind her snapped Max’s attention back to the mass of creatures outside the gates. They were swarming forward. The Order warriors fired, their bullets having little effect. Then the Armourer and Wardens raised magic so powerful that it almost lifted Max off her feet. The magic surged forward, into the creatures, and the mass of them stopped mid-air, squealing in rage and frustration. Max glanced aside and saw a grim, determined expression on Cira’s face. The Armourer made a twisting gesture with one hand and the creatures fell to the ground, necks and other bones snapping in a staccato rhythm that made Max wish she could have stopped up her ears. As it was, her mouth went dry and she had to fight to breathe against nausea.

The creatures crumpled onto the ground, all life gone. From all of them.

“That was impressive,” Faddei said quietly from somewhere behind Max.

“Time for questions now,” Cira said briskly. Max turned to her. “So, what am I doing here? Well, I had a visit from our Lady earlier. She was none too pleased,” Cira said, a certain tightness to her mouth suggesting that was an understatement. “At least, at first. Then She said you might need some back-up, and asked if I would be willing.”

Max snapped her mouth shut, trying to make sense of what Cira was saying or not saying.

“The Armourer and her people arrived just outside the Hunter’s Tooth a few minutes ago,” Faddei said. His attention kept straying past Max and the warriors to the Grey Gates and the mass of creatures. “We offered to provide support. I think we brought the wrong weapons, though,” he said, glancing at the shotgun he was holding and then at the pile of dead creatures. Max couldn’t help but notice that the Wardens still had their eyes on the gates. They had destroyed the first wave of creatures, but there would be more. The underworld had an endless supply of all manner of creatures.

“The Lady came to see you?” Max asked Cira, dragging her attention away from the gates and to the Armourer. It was the one bit of the story that almost made sense. Perhaps.

“Indeed.” Cira was cradling her great war hammer in her arms, as if needing the comfort. “The Lady has a powerful presence,” the Armourer said, almost to herself. Max remembered Cira saying that she hadn’t always been the Armourer, and from what the woman had said - and not said - guessed that she’d spent some time in the Lady’s service. Coming face to face with her goddess must have been a shock. Max could sympathise. Cira blinked and fixed her blue eyes on Max’s face. “I think the Lady wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to blabber to anyone about you and your people. Then when She learned that the watcher demon and descendant had found the Vault and taken the Codex, She asked for my help. We used the old portal in your Vault to get here,” Cira said, then clamped her mouth shut.

Max guessed that there was a lot more to the story than those plain, bare words. But the Armourer wasn’t going to tell her anything else. And the Wardens were all looking more than a bit shaken, whether from the news that their leader had spoken to the Lady Herself, the journey here, the reality of the Grey Gates or the mass of dead creatures in front of them, Max wasn’t sure. Any one of those things would be enough to shake up most people, and while the Wardens were highly trained magicians, they’d been through a lot in a very short space of time.

“So, those are the Grey Gates,” Cira said, turning the subject. “They feel foul.”

“They are,” Max agreed.

“And they’re open, unless I’m mistaken,” Faddei said, his voice terse. “What’s to stop the dark lord from coming through?”

“They aren’t fully open,” Max said reluctantly. “I don’t think that He would fit through just now.” With the Grey Gates so close, she found she didn’t want to say the dark lord’s name out loud.

“The Codex?” Faddei asked, looking as if he already knew the answer.

“Donal took it with him,” Max confirmed. She glanced at the Order warriors, standing nearby. “We were just about to go in after him,” she said.

There was a sharp intake of breath. The Wardens, Max thought. Cira just nodded. The Armourer’s face was paler than it had been.

“We’ll keep watch here,” Cira said. It didn’t sound like a question, more like a statement. Or an order. After all, Cira was used to being in charge of one of the most secure locations in the wider world.

“We’ll help if we can,” Faddei offered.

Cira inclined her head in a gracious acceptance. She turned to Max, blue eyes serious. “I’ve read the histories. I know what happens if the dark lord gets free. We need to stop that at all costs.”

Max silently agreed. Without another word, without letting herself think too much, she walked forward, picking her way through the dead creatures, the warriors, Cas and Pol following her.

The Grey Gates loomed larger and larger the closer she got to them until they were all that she could see, the darkness swallowing up everything around her. Her feet didn’t want to keep moving, but she forced them to take one step after another.

The gates were only open the tiniest fraction, but the heat pouring out raised sweat across her body and threatened to burn her skin. Her hair and clothes had burned away the last time she’d been in the underworld, even as she’d kept going. With the new knowledge that she had, she wondered if her true nature could keep her clothes and hair intact this time. It would be useful to keep her weapons, if nothing else.

At the threshold, looking at the narrow gap, she felt two cold noses press into her palms. Cas and Pol were there. Not backing away. Willing to follow her into the underworld itself. She scratched both of them behind their ears, and cast a little bit of her magic across them, too. They hadn’t seemed to be badly affected by the heat so far, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Not with her dogs.

As ready as she could ever be, she put a hand out and pushed the nearest gate open a fraction, stepping inside.


Chapter seventeen


The world spun, gravity abandoning her. Her feet kicked, seeking something to grip on, finding nothing, her head travelling towards where she thought the ground should be. There was nothing there. Empty space. She spun again, disoriented and nauseous. She reached out, blind, and her fingers brushed against something solid. It slithered against her skin, the corruption foul to the touch. She didn’t need to see it to know what it was. Even after eight years, she recognised the sensation. Metal covered by decades of unclean magic. The Grey Gates. Despite her skin crawling in reaction, she closed her hand around the bar, using it to orient herself. To find a place for her feet to go. To stop turning so that her stomach could settle. And to blink, clearing her eyes.

The world righted itself to a sense of up and down, her feet on a solid surface. Before her sight cleared, she knew where she was. The scorching heat that drew sweat to her skin, the smoke that filled her lungs and the darkness everywhere. Despite the lack of light, she could still see, although not far as there was grey smoke curling through the air, blurring everything more than a few paces away from her. The heat was also causing ripples in the air. She automatically flinched back, trying to get away from the heat, waiting for it to set her hair on fire and strip her clothes, sear down into her lungs. None of that happened. She could feel the heat, she knew it was there, but her clothes and hair and lungs remained intact. Frowning, she realised that she could feel her magic along her skin, covering every part of her in the same way as she had coated the warriors. It was the thinnest of layers, but somehow enough to keep the underworld from incinerating her.

Through the shimmering heat, she could see all the warriors, all on their feet and seemingly uninjured. Like her, they hadn’t burned in the heat. Cas and Pol were standing in front of her, the whites of their eyes showing, but also seemingly unharmed. A tightness she hadn’t been aware of left her chest, realising that her companions were still in one piece.

With that immediate worry settled, she had some more attention to spare for other things. Turning, she looked at the gate she was holding. Through the opening she could see the daylight world, the Wardens and Marshals lined up, their focus on the Grey Gates, their determination clear. They were prepared to stop anything and everything that tried to get through into the daylight world. Max admired their bravery, but she didn’t think that even Cira and her Wardens would be able to stand against a full onslaught of the underworld. Max moved, pushing the gate closed. Now that the gates were solid and real in the daylight world, it wouldn’t stop everything from getting through, but putting the gates back side by side should slow a lot of things down. Particularly the creatures and beings in the underworld that didn’t have hands or equivalents to pull open the gates.

“There’s no latch on this side,” Bryce noted. “We can’t seal it shut from here.”

“No,” Max agreed. When the Lady had forged the gates, Max assumed that She had been focused on keeping Her brother inside His realm and hadn’t wanted to give Him anything so easy as a simple lock to pick. Max remembered Kitris’ insistence that she had to go into the underworld to stop the dark lord escaping, that there was no other way. Miscellandreax had been willing to do whatever it took to ensure that the dark lord did not escape His realm, and it hadn’t occurred to her to question Kitris’ orders.

Now, though, Max knew that all she had really needed to do eight years ago was close and latch the Grey Gates in the daylight world. She hadn’t needed to go into the dark lord’s realm. No one had. The initial hurt and anger and sense of betrayal at that realisation had faded over time, but still stung. She wondered if Kitris had known that his orders were not necessary. It was just one of many questions that she wanted to ask him but would never be able to. Not now.

She let go of the metal and turned her palm up, looking at her unblemished skin. She could still remember the agony of burning when she’d closed the gates on her way out before. It had taken weeks for her skin to heal. And now there wasn’t even a mark. She remembered Bryce’s words from the Hunter’s Tooth and felt the truth of them to her bones. She wasn’t the same person who had been here before.

“This feels too quiet,” Osvaldo observed. Like the other warriors, his attention was on their surroundings. The warriors had sharper senses than she did, and Max wondered if they could see or hear anything in the smoke that she couldn’t. All she was aware of was the dense grey smoke drifting around them, trails of it covering the ground so she couldn’t see where her feet were.

“Yes. Almost like it’s empty,” Hop agreed. He had his weapon ready at his shoulder.

Before anyone else could speak, a thick, vivid blue tentacle shot out of the smoke and slammed into Killan, sending the warrior off his feet. Killan twisted, rolling on the ground in the smoke, faster than Max would have thought possible. It wasn’t fast enough. The tentacle followed him, twisting with him, giving Max a glimpse of large, pink suckers on the underside. Before she or any of the other warriors could react, the tentacle slapped down on the warrior, covering him head to toe, curling around him and whipping him away into the smoke.

Max was running after the tentacle and its captive before she had time to think. The other warriors were ahead of her, Hop pausing where Killan had fallen, feeling around through the smoke close to the ground and coming up with Killan’s backpack, one strap ripped apart. Max hadn’t even realised that the warrior had lost the pack. Hop looped the remaining strap around his arm and ran on with the others.

“What was that?” Bryce asked over his shoulder. He was a few paces ahead of her.

“I don’t have a name for it. They come in all shapes and sizes,” Max said, already out of breath from running. “They are usually mostly tentacles and teeth.” She hadn’t seen any teeth on the part that had taken Killan, but that didn’t mean much.

“Where’s its brain?” Bryce asked. A practical question.

“I don’t know,” Max said honestly. The last one of the creatures she’d seen in the underworld had possessed six tentacled legs and although they had all grown out of a central point, there had been nothing to suggest that the centre of the beast had anything like a brain.

The smoke was clearing as they ran. Max was disoriented and lost, but the warriors were all moving with purpose. She didn’t pause to ask how the warriors knew which direction to follow, just tried to keep pace with them. Her hounds were staying with her, even though they would easily out-pace her and the warriors. They were just out of touching distance and her throat closed in panic at the thought of losing them in the smoke and not being able to find them. She wanted to speak to them, to tell them they were doing a good job by staying with her, but couldn’t get enough breath.

Her foot caught in something under the trailing smoke and she fell forward, crying out in surprise, throwing her hands in front of her just in time to stop herself from landing face-first.

As she hit the ground, memories surged up. She’d been tripped up several times on her last visit to the underworld. The one that gave her the most nightmares had been a thing made of long, ragged teeth and whip-like antennae that it had used to trap her before trying to make a meal of her. She choked on a scream, fright drying her mouth, her pulse racing. She didn’t see any teeth. Not just now. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t something waiting to eat her. She twisted, trying to get up, and whatever it was that had tripped her up tightened its grip on her ankle, dragging her across rough ground. She reached for her gun, and something else grabbed her wrist. A thin tentacle that was deep purple on the top with vivid yellow suckers underneath. The same thing had hold of her leg. No teeth. Not yet. She yelled in frustration, kicking with her free leg. The thing pulled harder, enough that she half-flipped on the hard ground, scraping her face against what felt like rocks. She put her free hand out and something hard and smooth slid away from her, sending her back to the ground. Looking down, she found a skull on the ground beside her, empty sockets staring back at her. It looked like it had once been human. A very long time ago. There were other bones around her, all smooth and picked clean. The creatures in the underworld were thorough when it came to stripping corpses. Before the Grey Gates, a lot of humans had been seduced into the underworld. And since then, occasional fools had managed to access the dark lord’s realm by opening portals. They doubtless thought that they were on a path to power and glory, until they encountered the underworld’s residents. Creatures who didn’t always wait until their victims were dead before starting their meal, Max remembered, mouth dry. She redoubled her efforts to get away, trying to reach the knife sheathed in her boot. Cutting through the tentacle should work. She hoped.

Two dark shapes came out of the smoke, one going to her wrist, the other her leg, and Cas and Pol bit down, hard, on the tentacles that had hold of her. The creature let her go at once, tentacles whipping away back into the smoke in eerie silence. Max stumbled back to her feet, pulling out her knife in case the creature came back. She looked around for the warriors and found Bryce running towards her, weapon ready. He stumbled to a halt, seeing her on her feet. The others were nowhere in sight.

“This way,” Bryce said. He didn’t ask if she was alright, which she was grateful for. She was fairly sure if she tried to speak, she would just cry. The tentacle hadn’t been all that frightening, not compared to what else was here, but it had taken her right back to eight years before when all of this had been new and terrifying and she had been absolutely certain - without any shadow of a doubt - that she was going to die in agony somewhere in this realm. Keeping her mouth shut meant older Max could preserve some dignity while her heart was still thudding in her chest and her body was shaking. She’d forgotten so much. The speed of the creatures. How the smoke got into every pore, and every breath drew the scent in as if for the first time. The terror of not knowing what might be lurking in the molten dark.

She was here now, though. And she had a job to do. Trying to calm herself, she followed Bryce through the smoke, turning her wrist over and seeing the vivid red marks from the suckers. Luckily, most of the tentacles didn’t have any teeth or sharp edges, but she knew her skin would sting for a while.

It was only when she lowered her wrist that she realised Bryce was walking, not running.

“What’s happened?” she asked. “Is Killan alright?”

“Not sure yet. The others have stopped not far ahead,” Bryce said, voice grim. He looked across at her, and she could see the faint trace of her magic that was still coating his skin and clothes, protecting him from the heat that she could feel trying to melt her bones. “Can you run for a bit?” he asked.

“A little bit, yes,” Max said honestly. She’d never match his strength or stamina, but she wasn’t ready to give up just yet.

Bryce took her at her word and picked up the pace to what, for him, was probably an easy jog, but for Max was almost a full run. She stretched her legs, determined not to hold him back. One of his team was in danger. She had a vague idea that she shouldn’t be trying to run while carrying a knife, but didn’t want to let it go. There was a leather loop at the handle that she secured around her wrist, and kept going. If another tentacle got hold of her, she wanted to be able to at least try to fight back.

She was so focused on keeping up with Bryce that she almost ran into Osvaldo’s back. He and the other warriors were standing in a line, weapons raised, looking at something ahead of them. She had a moment of relief that the others were safe before apprehension took over, wondering what they were all looking at.

The grey smoke was thinner here, showing what looked like a rocky surface and the vivid blue tentacle that had snatched Killan. It seemed to be just one great, long sinuous form that would probably be the length of a city block if it ever straightened out. It was coiled on the ground, circled protectively around a long, person-sized lump that was covered in what looked like spider silk. A cocoon of sorts, about the size and shape of Killan. Impossible to tell if he was alive, or how badly hurt he was.

“We tried shooting it,” Osvaldo said as Bryce came up beside him, “but it didn’t even react.”

Max looked over the length of the creature and saw a few marks which might have been bullet strikes. The creature didn’t have any eyes or ears that she could see, and yet she was sure that it was both watching and listening to them. She could also sense a pulse of dark magic through it. Dark magic that should react badly to light magic.

“Can I try something?” She phrased it as a question, as it was one of the warriors’ team in danger.

Bryce nodded. She put her knife away, not wanting to risk injuring either of them if her experiment went wrong, then placed the palm of her hand on the heel of his gun, taking care not to put any pressure on the weapon to throw off his aim, and sending out a bit more of her magic through plastic and metal construction, making sure the whole thing was coated. When that was done, she took a step back, out of his way.

“I’ve coated your gun in light magic. It should hold when you switch magazines. Try shooting it now,” she said.

Bryce didn’t ask questions or hesitate. He put three rounds into the blue tentacles.

The creature’s reaction was immediate and violent. The tentacle whipped back and around, slicing through the air towards the warriors. The warriors ducked to avoid it, Osvaldo and Khari both grabbing hold of Max and tugging her down towards the ground as if it had been a pre-planned move. Max ended up on her knees on the hard ground, the warriors on either side, Cas and Pol growling in front of her.

“It didn’t make a sound,” Bryce said. He’d ducked and then straightened, standing ready to fire again. “Are the bullets still coated with magic?” he asked Max.

With a start, she realised that - of course - he couldn’t see the sparks dancing across the surface of his gun the way she could. He didn’t have any magic sensitivity, after all.

“Yes,” she confirmed. Bryce fired at the creature again. Another close cluster of three shots. The creature reacted again, this time hurling itself back and away from the long, still form on the ground.

“Cover me best you can,” Bryce ordered the others, heading for the form that was now lying in the middle of empty space. He shouldered his weapon and pulled out a long, heavy knife as he moved.

“I can coat everyone else’s guns, too,” Max offered, getting to her feet and turning to the others. They all held their guns out at once and she had a surreal moment of putting her palms on gun after gun, sending her magic across the metal surfaces, seeing the weapons light up. As she gave them each a nod, to confirm that their weapons were treated, the warriors turned away, forming a loose circle with Bryce at the centre.

Max headed for Bryce, Cas and Pol following her.

He was kneeling next to the too-still form, attempting to slice through the web-like substance. It was yielding, slowly and reluctantly, and Max caught a glimpse of what looked like a human hand and then a shoulder and chin as Bryce methodically made his way along the side of the cocoon. She crouched on the other side of the form and watched for a moment, trying to see if there was any magic in the webbing. Then realised it was impossible to tell. The very air around them was saturated with dark magic. She put her hand out onto the end of the cocoon and sent a trail of magic into it. The webbing peeled back, moving away from her magic as rapidly as the tentacle-creature had from Bryce’s second round of bullets, until it was a puddle on the rocky ground. It had been covering Killan. He was lying on his back, hugging his main weapon to his chest. There was a trail of blood down one side of his head, but Max couldn’t remember if he’d had that wound before he’d been grabbed up. The warriors had all been a bit battered before they’d arrived in the Hunter’s Tooth, let alone the underworld.

As she watched, heart in her mouth, wondering if the warrior was still alive, she saw him twitch. His mouth opened and he drew a deep, gasping breath before opening his eyes. He was still lying perfectly still, but his eyes moved, straining to see his surroundings.

“Good to have you back,” Bryce said, wiping his blade on his trousers before sheathing it along his thigh. He put a hand out to Killan’s shoulder. A brief touch. Letting the other warrior know he was there. “Can you move?” he asked.

Killan blinked. His fingers twitched, but nothing else.

“Alright. Take a moment,” Bryce said.

“How did you know where he was?” Max asked Bryce. She stayed where she was, crouched at Killan’s feet. She wasn’t sure what, if anything, she could do, but she didn’t want to leave him alone.

“What do you mean?” Bryce asked, brow creasing in apparent puzzlement.

“You all headed straight after Killan. No hesitation,” Max explained.

“Oh, that,” Bryce said, brow clearing. Then he frowned again. “I am not sure. I could just tell where he was. Everything is sharper here. Sounds, smells, everything.”

Max glanced up at the other warriors and saw them nodding in agreement, then all of them frowned, as if struck by unpleasant thoughts. They were all part-demon, she remembered. And demons all originally came from the underworld. The ones who had survived in the daylight world, taking the time to build homes and families, had shed their darkness over the years until their descendants were just left with the advantages of their ancestors, like sharper senses and extra strength, and none of the darker parts. They were a sharp contrast to demons like Queran, who had lived in the daylight world for a long time yet never attempted to create a life, instead continuing to serve his master.

“That’s handy,” Max said, “because all I can sense right now is heat and smoke.”

“We’re not going to go dark, are we, boss?” Hop asked. He was still carrying both his own pack and Killan’s, a weight that Max knew she would not be able to lift, and yet he sounded far too young, asking for reassurance.

“No,” Bryce said firmly. “We’re here to protect Max, to help her find that demon, Donal, and get the Codex off him. That’s the mission.” He sounded utterly certain, utterly sure of himself and his people. Max believed him, her back straightening a bit under the effect.

“Right you are, boss,” Hop said, sounding far more confident.

“Can Killan move yet?” Joshua asked. “Only, I can sense movement in this direction.”

“Is Mister Tentacle back?” Osvaldo asked. “I want to try out my new bullets.”

A ripple of agreement went around the group and Max found herself smiling even as she got to her feet, wondering what was on its way to them.

“Killan needs a couple more minutes, I reckon,” Bryce said. He sounded almost unnaturally calm, and Max’s smile faded as she turned back to him and the prone warrior. Killan’s face was set in a determined grimace. He was trying to move, Max realised, seeing his fingers twitch again.

“There must have been a paralysing agent in that webbing,” she realised, feeling stupid for not having thought of it before. “Do you have any counter-agent?” she asked Bryce.

“Not really. We’ve got a shot of adrenaline each. That might help,” Bryce said, although he didn’t sound certain.

“I’ve got two anti-venom injectors,” Max said, pulling one out of her thigh pocket. “Some of the creatures that we hunt have a paralysing effect,” she explained. She held the injector out to Bryce. Killan was his team member, not hers. “It should help. It can go anywhere, but nearest the heart or wound site is usually best.”

Bryce hesitated before taking it from her with a curt nod. She wasn’t sure why he’d paused, but once he’d taken the injector he lost no time in putting the plunger into the exposed skin of Killan’s collar bone.

The warrior’s whole body jerked, his back arching in a violent spasm, and Max took a step back, giving him room, heart thumping as she wondered if she’d actually hurt him rather than helped. Killan collapsed back on the ground, letting out another shuddering breath, then sat up, rubbing the back of his neck and rotating his head.

“Thanks, boss,” he said. “Max,” he added.

“I’m glad it helped,” Max said.

“For the record, I never want to do that again,” Killan said. He got to his feet with far less coordination and grace than he usually had, but he did get to his feet. He stood for a moment, wobbling, then bent and put his hands on his knees, breathing hard. “Pretty sure that thing was going to turn me into soup,” he added.

“Let’s try and avoid that,” Osvaldo said. “I can’t imagine you would taste very good.”

The warriors laughed, the tension in the air releasing a little. Max smiled with them, amazed at their resilience. They’d only been in the underworld a few minutes and one of their number had almost been eaten and they were laughing.

“Movement,” Joshua said, snapping back to attention.

The laughter died at once, everyone turning to face the same direction, even Killan, who brought his main weapon up, ready to fire along with the others. Max realised his was the only gun she hadn’t coated in magic and stepped up next to him, putting her palm up and sending her magic into the weapon. She caught a sweet, sickly scent around him and realised his skin was covered in a thin coat of slime. He’d been cocooned, and she hadn’t seen any teeth on that creature. So he might be covered in digestive acid. His guess about the creature trying to turn him into soup might be accurate. Her own stomach turned at the thought. She pulled out a cleansing spell and put it onto his shoulder, breathing more easily as the slime disappeared. She watched carefully to make sure that he was still covered by the magic she’d used on all the warriors, not wanting to have him rescued from the cocoon only to be burned alive. He nodded a silent thank you and she stepped back, turning to face the same way as the others.

It was a few more moments before Max could sense or see anything in the smoke. There had always been a gap between her capabilities and theirs, but it had been widened to an extraordinary extent here.

“Well, it’s not Mister Tentacle,” Khari muttered.

“What is it? Can you tell?” Max asked.

“No. It feels like … people. But what would people be doing here?” Joshua asked, frowning along the length of his gun.

Max didn’t have an answer for him, tension growing across her neck and shoulders as the signs of movement in the smoke grew more and more clear until she could see individual forms moving. No, not quite forms. They were more substantial than the smoke, but not as solid or real as the warriors and her dogs.

Then the smoke cleared a little more and her jaw dropped as she realised who and what was on its way to them through the underworld smoke.

“Kitris?” she asked, her voice rising.


Chapter eighteen


The group of nearly a dozen shapes halted a few paces from the nearest warrior, Joshua. They weren’t touching the ground, Max saw, all of them hovering in the air, even though they were all moving their insubstantial bodies as if they were flesh and blood. All the shapes were made up of ragged patches of various shades of grey, not a bit of colour anywhere on them. Some were in a worse state than others, with barely the suggestion of a human form.

The one in the middle was the most complete of all of them, and even without his reddish-brown hair, Max knew that face. It was Kitris.

Her eyes travelled around the rest of the group and a lump formed in her throat. Even made of torn fragments, she knew all the faces in front of her. Apart from Kitris, there were nine other forms. The warriors who had been sent to protect her eight years ago. In their midst, closest to Kitris, was a face she knew well. The cool, deep black skin and tightly curled black hair were gone, faded to grey, but Max would know that face anywhere. It had haunted her dreams for years.

“Naomi,” Max whispered, forcing the word out through the lump in her throat and the grief that threatened to send her to her knees. Naomi had died like all the others, in screaming agony, when the trails of smoke and molten heat had spiralled out from the Grey Gates. And Max hadn’t been able to do anything about it. Not one single thing. She had survived. It hadn’t seemed fair. And still didn’t. It had been a waste of nine good warriors. But Kitris had insisted that she had an escort while she closed the gates. She was almost sure that he hadn’t expected them to die so quickly and so brutally. Almost sure. But she also knew that even if he had suspected the warriors would die, he would still have sent them. Protecting the Guardians and their apprentices was the warriors’ role in the Order. And they were all there to serve Kitris’ will. Or they had been.

“Miscellandreax.” The voice was wispy, fractured, with odd spaces between the syllables as if the speaker was trying to remember how to form words. To Max’s further shock, Naomi’s face split into a smile. “It’s good to see you, little one.”

“How can you say that?” Max asked, the words pulled out from her. “I’m the reason you’re here.”

“We’re not here. Not really,” Naomi answered. She drifted closer to Max. Bryce and his team tensed, weapons lifting. “Peace, brothers, sister, I mean her no harm,” Naomi said, lifting her hands, palms out. She barely had any fingers, and Max could see through gaps in her hands.

“Miscellandreax,” Kitris said. Even in the underworld, even as what Max could only think of as a ghost, he still sounded dissatisfied with her. “This is not acceptable. Get me out of here.”

“She didn’t put you here, old man,” Naomi said, a hint of sharpness in her tone that reminded Max of the tough, seasoned warrior she had been in life.

Max looked from Naomi’s face to Kitris and back again. The former head of the Order looked furious. The warrior took a quick step back, as if Kitris had said or done something to her that Max couldn’t sense. Punishing Naomi for her sharp words. Kitris had always demanded respect, but he had rarely shown it for those around him who he considered inferior. It was one of his least favourable qualities, as far as Max was concerned.

“Why are you with him?” Max asked the warrior.

“It is our duty to protect the Guardians,” Naomi said simply, her tone allowing no room for argument. It was the sort of answer that Max expected from the Order warriors. Loyal ones, anyway, she amended, remembering Samuel. As far as she knew, he was the only traitor that the Order had ever had among its ranks of warriors.

“I demand that you get me out of here,” Kitris said, turning to Max. He took a step forward, or tried to, wobbling slightly as his foot didn’t meet the ground. Max could almost feel his frustration. He hadn’t been dead that long. Although the warriors around him were far less coherent in their forms, they moved a lot better. They’d had eight years of practice, after all.

“I don’t know how,” Max told Kitris. “I mean, you’re dead. I saw you die. So, I have no idea what you actually are right now or how you came to be here. I didn’t know the warriors were here,” she added, her eyes travelling over the group. Naomi’s team were in varying stages of decomposition, a few of them little more than torn grey rags hanging together in a vaguely human shape. Guilt stabbed through Max. She hadn’t known that the remains of the warriors would be here, trapped in the underworld. She had thought of them and their deaths often in the years between, but not what might have happened to them afterwards.

“We weren’t here at first,” Naomi said, and Max had the impression that she was frowning, trying to remember. “There was the burning. And the screaming. And then there was … quiet.” Something in the way that she said that word made Max’s chest tighten again. Naomi sounded at peace with just that one word.

There was a ripple around the other grey-formed warriors, the word repeated. Quiet.

“It’s not quiet here?” Max asked.

“No. Not ever. There’s always the screaming and the shouting and the pulse,” Naomi said. “Can’t you hear it?”

Max was about to say no when a cacophony of noise assaulted her, sending her to her knees again, hands over her ears in an effort to cut out the noise. The screams. Shrieks of pain. Cries of agony. Grief. Fury. Loss. Sorrow that pulled answering tears to her eyes. A tangle of voices, all of them pitched far too loudly, to match the screaming. And underneath it all, the steady thump-thump-thump of a heartbeat too large for any creature Max had ever encountered.

Large, heavy bodies pressed into her from either side. Cas and Pol, knowing something was wrong. She looked up at them, eyes streaming, but dared not take her hands away from her ears in case that made the sound worse. Then Bryce was there, crouching in front of her, putting his own hands over hers, covering her ears. The noise level didn’t change. It was still too loud and she wanted to add screams of her own in response. Too much. Far too much. Bryce’s lips moved. Saying something. She couldn’t hear him, couldn’t understand what he wanted.

He leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. The slightest touch.

And the sound faded. Everything faded until she was just Max, alone in her head, with her hounds pressed to either side and Bryce’s hands over hers, warm and real. She lowered her hands and he took his back, still crouched in front of her. He was frowning.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know. As soon as Naomi mentioned the noise, I could hear it. It was like every voice of everyone in this place all at once,” Max said. She brushed tears from her face and got to her feet, still unsteady. “Is that what you hear?” she asked Naomi.

The warrior nodded, her form blurring as if she had lost control of it for a moment before it settled back together again. “We can’t not listen. But we can choose to ignore it for the most part, or listen to part of it only,” the warrior said.

“That makes sense,” Max said, realising that Bryce’s kiss had snapped her back into her own body, into her own reality, reminding her of her solid form. If she listened, she could still hear the screams and the shouting and the steady, unending pulse. But if she stayed where she was, in the moment, she could push it out.

“It’s unacceptable,” Kitris said. He was furious and hurting all at the same time, Max thought. He’d been head of the Order, used to being in control of everything and everyone around him, for a very long time. It must be unsettling to have had all that authority stripped away. “The noise doesn’t stop. It should stop.”

“Do you want Bryce to kiss you, too?” Osvaldo asked, drawing laughter from the rest of Bryce’s team, including a rueful smile from Bryce. “Only, I don’t think he likes you like that,” Osvaldo added, drawing another round of smiles.

“He shouldn’t be touching her,” Kitris said, hissing.

Max rolled her eyes. She couldn’t help it. It seemed that dead Kitris was even more arrogant and concerned with hierarchy than living Kitris had been. And in his words she heard the absolute confidence that he had the right to dictate how she behaved and who she spent her time with. That sort of paternal attitude might have been funny if he hadn’t hidden the truth from her for so long, and had used her as a tool rather than seeing her as a person.

“You aren’t here for us, are you?” Naomi asked Max. There was no hint of resentment in her tone. She was asking a simple question.

“No. I’m sorry. I had no idea you were here,” Max said again, voice hoarse. She drew in a deep breath, the scorching air somehow still not burning her lungs. She wanted to say that she would have come back for the warriors if she’d realised that they were still trapped here. But she couldn’t form the words. She wasn’t sure if it was true. She had felt guilty every day about their deaths, but wasn’t sure she would have felt guilty enough to bring herself back here. Not before now. And she didn’t like knowing that about herself. Not one bit. It felt selfish and hard and too much like Kitris.

“Why are you here, then?” Naomi asked.

“There are demons in the daylight world. One of them escaped back into this realm with the dark lord’s Codex,” Max said, still not wanting to say Arkus’ name aloud. “We’re here to get the Codex before the demon can take it to his master.”

“We felt something,” one of the other patchwork warriors said, his words slurred, coming from a face that had almost no features. “Something moved past us.”

“Demon,” one of the other warriors said. The other warriors agreed, a ripple of unease moving through them.

“Do you know which way?” Max asked. She didn’t want to open her senses again and get overwhelmed with the cacophony, and it was no use trying to trace a demon here. She wasn’t skilled enough to tell one from the other, and the entire underworld was saturated with dark magic and demons.

“The world changes,” Naomi said, sounding distant and distracted, as if she was listening to some of the other voices that crowded the underworld. “Things move. Not always where they were. But there are paths if you know how to follow them.”

A shiver ran over Max’s skin. She remembered that from her previous visit. The underworld could change between one blink and the next. There seemed no reason to it, and she’d never found a way of navigating through it.

“We can show you,” Naomi said, cutting through Max’s memories. “I can find the path.”

“I didn’t mean-” Max started.

“We will take you,” Naomi said, cutting through whatever else Max would have said. “There is little else we can do to aid you, but this we can do. Come.” She turned and started moving away.

Exchanging glances with Bryce and his team, Max followed Naomi and her warriors. She almost walked through Kitris, who had stayed where he was, mouth opening and closing as if he was outraged, but had no idea what to say or do about it.

“Are you coming with us?” Max asked.

“Will you get me out of here?” Kitris demanded in response.

“If I can find a way, I’ll do my best,” Max said. “For you and the warriors.” She remembered Naomi mentioning the quiet, before the noise had started in Max’s head, and stretched her legs, trying to catch up with the warrior. “Naomi, you mentioned the quiet. What happened after that? Do you remember?”

“Not really,” Naomi said, continuing to move forward, not looking back at Max. “It was light and dark and then nothing and then here.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know why or how.”

Max nodded, to let Naomi know she’d heard her, and turned it over in her mind while they walked, then looked across at Kitris, who was pacing beside her, his strides uneven, his movements disjointed as if he couldn’t work out how to match up his arms and legs. “What about you? What happened? How did you end up here?”

“Is that important?” Kitris snapped.

“I think it is, yes,” Max said, holding on to her patience with difficulty.

“I was in my office. Then nothing. Then I was in two. Then I was here,” Kitris said. Max looked at him and saw his colourless face set in a scowl.

“In two?” Max asked.

“That’s what it felt like. Light and dark. Then here. Only I’m not … whole,” Kitris said. “Bits missing. Memories.”

“Oh, we all have that,” Naomi said over her shoulder. “Names. Faces. Favourite foods. That kind of thing. Can’t remember. But we can remember odd things like a textbook page, or specific piece of clothing we wore as a child.”

Max walked in silence for a while longer. It made no sense to her. Perhaps one of the Lady’s priests or priestesses would be able to give a better explanation or reasoning as to what had happened to the warriors or Kitris after they had died, and why. But Max somehow doubted it. The priesthood might talk about eternal life and the vague-but-glorious rewards that waited for good people in the afterlife, but Max had never really believed it, any more than she had believed that the dark lord’s followers would be rewarded for their efforts if they should ever end up in His realm. She’d never been quite sure what she did believe, but eternal life wasn’t it. And now she was faced with the reality rather than the speculation of what had happened to the warriors who had done their best to protect her, and the head of the Order.

She should probably be shocked to find the head of the Lady’s Order in Her brother’s realm. But Kitris had been betrayed by his second in command, who had cleverly sown seeds of doubt and driven Kitris to the point where he had killed himself. Samuel had boasted that he’d managed to convince Kitris that the head of the Order craved the power of the Arkus Codex. If Kitris had truly believed that, truly believed his oldest and closest ally, then Kitris himself might believe he was full of darkness. Max knew that to be a lie. Kitris might be arrogant and narrow-minded, but everything he had done in his life had been to serve the Lady. But Kitris might have been convinced he was consumed by darkness, and so she could understand why at least part of him was here, rather than under the Lady’s care. Even if she didn’t really understand how or why any of the warriors or Kitris were in the underworld. She was no priestess, to claim to understand what happened after death.

“Have you seen Samuel?” she asked Kitris. “Since you got here, I mean,” she added.

“What? No. What a stupid question,” Kitris said.

Max had to draw in another slow breath. He wasn’t acting quite like himself. But then, he hadn’t been acting like himself for some time. She had suspected it was Samuel’s influence. The two men had been closer than brothers for as long as Max had known them. And it seemed that whatever changes Samuel had managed to make in Kitris hadn’t been eliminated by death.

“So, he’s not come to visit you here?” she asked.

“No. Why? Is he dead?” Kitris asked.

“He was. I think. But the demon Queran revived him somehow. I was just wondering if Samuel is the reason why you are here,” Max told Kitris.

Kitris made a low, angry sound. “I still cannot believe he betrayed his oaths,” he said, sounding far more like the Kitris that Max had first met. The head of the Order who had been committed to the Lady’s light and standing against darkness.

“I don’t think it’s working out quite the way he thought,” Max said.

“Good,” Kitris said, a savage edge to his tone. He glanced across at her. “Does this mean that you are dead, too? You and the others?”

“No,” Max said. “We came through the Grey Gates.”

“They’re open?” Kitris asked, his shock clear. “Why aren’t you closing them? That’s your job. It’s your purpose.”

“There’s no point in closing the gates if the Codex is here,” Max said with forced patience. Naomi and Kitris had both referred to memories missing. It was possible that their minds - or whatever they possessed in this realm - were not working well, either.

At the head of the group, Naomi stopped moving. Bryce and his team stayed close to Max as she came up to the warrior’s shoulder. One glance ahead of them, and Max saw why the warrior had stopped.

They had come to the top of a small rise in what passed for the landscape in the underworld. Ahead of them the ground sloped away, the grey smoke thin enough for even Max to see farther than she had before. It looked as if the ground ahead was moving, but Max could see that was an illusion. Instead, the whole landscape before them, as far as she could see to either side and ahead of them, was covered with creatures of all shapes and sizes from the giant tentacle that had snatched Killan to several of the balls of whip-like antennae and teeth that Max remembered so vividly to more familiar looking beasts walking on two and four legs. And every creature was moving towards Max and her group. The leading line of creatures was still a short distance away, and didn’t appear to have seen them. That was a small bit of good news, Max thought, but she’d take it.

“It’s an army,” Khari whispered.

“Are they here for us, do you think?” Osvaldo asked.

“Or they know the gates are open and they’re heading there,” Max said.

“Both,” Naomi said, sounding quite sure. She looked over her shoulder at Max, her head turning further than would have been possible if she’d been alive. “Fresh meat is rare in the underworld. It tends to attract attention.”

“I am assuming we need to cross this valley to follow the Codex?” Max asked. Before she’d become a Marshal, the thought that several creatures might want to have her for lunch would have shaken her. But she’d spent a lot of time in the last eight years hunting down all manner of beasts that preferred smaller, easier prey but would make do with a careless Marshal for a meal.

The living warriors around her were made of tough stuff, too. Although she could see Killan had paled, doubtless not wanting to repeat the experience of being carried off and nearly smothered, they held their ground.

“Secure packs. Make sure you’ve got more ammunition to hand. Single fire unless it’s absolutely necessary,” Bryce told his people, following his own advice. He got another pair of magazines out of his backpack, then settled it more firmly on his back, shoving the extra ammunition into loops at his belt. All around her the other living warriors were doing the same, Hop and Killan working out a patch repair for Killan’s pack that allowed the warrior to carry it securely across his back. “Stay close,” Bryce told his team.

He didn’t need to say anything else, Max realised. They all knew as well as she did that if they got separated in the mass of creatures ahead of them, rescue was all but impossible. Her mouth dry, heart thumping too loudly in her ears, she glanced down to find Cas and Pol on either side, almost touching her legs. Her dogs hadn’t needed the verbal cue. Their attention was on the mass of creatures coming towards them. They recognised danger and predators when they saw them.

Before Max was fully prepared, they were moving forward. The warriors surrounded her and her dogs. She had Bryce and Hop ahead of her, Khari and Joshua to either side, with Killan and Osvaldo bringing up the rear. Panic threatened to choke her. There were so many of the creatures and so few of them. Even with the extra ammunition, and whatever she might manage to do with her magic, there were still too many.

Then the first wave of creatures washed over them and she fought to simply stay on her feet, to keep moving, in the midst of rapid gunfire, terse orders, screams of creatures dying, catching glimpses through the bodies around her of the creatures turning on each other, the wounded quickly killed and eaten by the stronger predators who’d managed to avoid being shot.

The warriors’ bullets flew like mini lightning bolts amid the mass of darkness and foul magic, spreading light into the swarm of creatures. And still they kept moving forward. Max caught a glimpse of Naomi ahead of Bryce, urging him on. Naomi had to force her way through the mass of creatures, although they didn’t seem interested in her. But the living warriors had a wide berth around them. After the first onslaught, it seemed that the underworld army recognised the light magic coating the warriors and every creature was trying to avoid it. Good, Max thought, and wondered if she could send more magic out, to try and clear a bigger path for them so that the warriors wouldn’t need to use so much ammunition.

As she was gathering herself, a thin-limbed creature surged through the mass ahead of them. It was covered in dark green, hairless skin and shaped in a vaguely human form, with bony protrusions from its shoulders and along its spine, standing taller than everything else around it. The new creature strode through the gathered creatures, trampling on a few of the smaller ones that didn’t get out of its way. First Bryce then Hop turned their guns on the new creature, but it seemed to have managed to put a shield around it. One long-fingered hand reached out and swatted Naomi and the patchwork warrior next to her aside. Max couldn’t help a cry of protest as she saw Naomi’s insubstantial form spinning through the air, mingled with the other warrior, the pair of them landing in the midst of the creatures.

The new creature ignored Bryce and Hop, tall enough to tower over both of them, and bent its head slightly, staring down at Max. Even though it now wore a different face, all of the pretend humanity stripped away, Max recognised it.

“Donal,” she said, chest tightening. She could feel his presence in this realm and it was far larger than she had imagined possible.

“You really are annoying, aren’t you?” The demon’s jagged teeth clattered together as he spat out the words. “I’ve been sent to fetch you.” He reached out, ignoring Bryce and Hop, and somehow extended his arm far enough to grab hold of Max underneath her arm. His impossibly long, skeletal fingers dug into her flesh as he lifted her. Cas and Pol leapt, trying to get hold of his wrist, low growls in their throats.

Max found herself lifted clean off her feet and thrown over one of Donal’s bony shoulders, wedged between the bones sticking out, securely enough that her first attempts to get away didn’t succeed. She heard growling from her dogs and shouting from the warriors along with more gunfire. It didn’t help. Donal simply turned and strode away through the mass of gathered creatures, most of them scrambling out of his way.

She struggled to get free, held with almost casual ease by her captor. She twisted in his grip, looking back at her companions, a lump in her throat as she realised she couldn’t help them. She’d brought them here, and now she could do nothing for them. Max’s last sight of her dogs, Bryce and the others was them being swarmed by the mass of creatures as she was carried away over Donal’s shoulder.


Chapter nineteen


Max tried in vain to get free, her efforts drawing a laugh from the demon. He patted her on her back, far harder than necessary.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you yet. The lord wants to see you,” he said.

That just made Max struggle even more. As little as she might want to meet the dark lord Himself, she definitely didn’t want to encounter Him carried in like a sack of potatoes on the shoulder of one of His favourite demons. Donal laughed again. It was a larger, deeper sound than anything his formerly human form could have produced.

She twisted, trying to get a look at the demon’s face. The smoke around them was thicker than she’d ever seen, and she could barely see his other shoulder, let alone any of their surroundings. There was almost no muscle or meat on his bones, his skin tight across what little of his body that Max could see. With his dark green skin gleaming with an almost yellow glow, he looked to Max like a toxic skeleton come to life. Except that she could tell he was alive. There was a pulse thudding somewhere underneath the bony shoulder she’d been thrown over. And he was breathing, the pungent scent of rotting meat and decay making her already unhappy stomach even more uneasy.

As she heard the sound of his breath and heartbeat, the cacophony of noise that she’d heard earlier rose up, discordant and deafening. She set her jaw and pushed the racket away, trying to bring her attention fully back to the here and now. As she was drawing a breath, trying to focus, she realised that the deep, thumping pulse she could hear as part of the background noise of the underworld was in almost precise rhythm with Donal’s heartbeat. The demon’s heart was beating slightly faster, but perhaps that was because he was going to the effort of carrying her. As soon as she’d realised that giant pulse and Donal’s heart were beating at almost the same rate, the background noise faded and she was able to focus on the demon again.

His face was almost as long as her torso, made up of a bony forehead jutting out over too-small eyes that were lit with the same yellow as coated his skin. His nose was little more than two open slits, above a mouth with heavy lips around uneven, saw-edged teeth. His chin jutted out so far that Max was sure he could use it as a weapon.

“Admiring my true face?” he asked, turning his too-small, glowing eyes towards her.

“No. I can see why you wanted to wear Oliver Forster’s body,” Max answered.

Rather than being annoyed, he laughed again. “I am magnificent, aren’t I?” he said.

Max opened her mouth to answer, but got a lungful of putrid stench from somewhere close by and gagged, coughing, her eyes watering.

The stench continued for the next few strides. It seemed that death smelled even more foul in the underworld than it did in the daylight world. Max’s mind turned to the warriors and her hounds. She sent up a silent prayer to the Lady that they were still alive, and that the magic she’d used to protect them was still holding. Now she was pressed up against a demon, the heat of the underworld was bearing into her, searing through the invisible barrier that had so far kept her safe from being burned.

Just as she was wondering if she might begin to burn up before Donal got them wherever he was heading, the demon stopped. He grabbed her arm again, lifted her off his shoulder, and tossed her towards the ground.

With the thick smoke around them, it was impossible to tell where the ground was, let alone what it was made of. Max landed in an undignified heap on a smooth, hard surface. She scrambled to get up, not wanting to be cowering on the ground while Donal towered over her.

As she got to her feet, the smoke cleared in a bit of theatre that reminded her somehow of Lord Kolbyr. She could feel the faintest trace of cold magic as the smoke rippled back, letting her see her surroundings properly for the first time since Donal had picked her up.

She was in the centre of a circular space that reminded her of a temple, with slender columns of dark stone rising at odd intervals around the outside. The pillars rose almost impossibly high, their tops shrouded in smoke that also smothered whatever passed for a sky in the underworld. There were shadows moving between the stone columns. Creatures of various shapes and sizes. They were shrouded in trails of grey smoke and too far away for her to make out what they were. Even if she had been able to see them clearly, she might not have been able to name them. The Marshals’ library didn’t contain any reference materials about underworld creatures.

Then she realised that she and Donal were not alone in the circle and had no more attention to spare for anything or anyone else.

There was a tall, dark chair that looked like it was made of wood set on the stone floor not far from her. She could have sworn it hadn’t been there when she first looked around, but there it was, solid and real. While the back of it stretched up to the unseen sky overhead, the seat itself seemed oddly close to the ground. On the seat was a twisting, black-skinned form that Max’s eyes couldn’t make sense of, the sight making her stomach flip, nausea rising. There was something profoundly wrong about the way that form was put together. There were three then five then a dozen then more then two arms and four then eight then six then nine eyes staring at her. The black form seemed to take up all the available space on the seat and then rise up to the full height of the chair back. She wished for a moment she’d stayed on the ground, locking her knees to keep herself upright.

“This is her?”

The voice came from the form, and yet it also sounded all around them. It was deeper and more resonant than Donal’s voice, even from his demon form. The voice was saturated with dark magic and an extraordinary amount of power. And underneath the voice was the pulse she had heard earlier, that echoed all around the underworld. Arkus’ heartbeat.

If she hadn’t already encountered the Lady, Max realised she might have fallen to the ground at the power of that voice. As it was, she took a couple of stumbling steps backwards before forcing herself to halt, to stand her ground.

“This is Max Ortis, lord,” Donal said. He bowed and moved to one side, so that there was nothing, not even his shadow, between the dark form on the chair and Max.

“Well.” The voice boomed in Max’s ears and she flinched, unable to stop the small, instinctive movement. “Ah. A moment.”

The form on the chair shimmered, the same yellow glow that ran over Donal appearing, making the constantly changing shape even more unpleasant to look at. Max forced herself to keep watching, not wanting to take her attention away from the dark lord for even one second.

Even so, she missed the transformation. In the space of less than a heartbeat, Arkus went from a formless, ever-changing mass of pitch black to an apparently human figure. He had pale skin, black hair and an impeccably tailored black suit, with a black shirt open at the collar. His face was as perfect as a magazine model, from His prominent cheekbones to a pair of full lips and sleek dark eyebrows. The form He had chosen reminded Max forcibly of Lord Kolbyr, except that not even Kolbyr carried that much power. And Max was quite sure that Kolbyr would not be seen dead with an open collar and no tie.

Arkus got up from the dark chair and walked across the stone floor to stand a few paces away from her. In the form He had adopted, He was shorter than she was, looking up at her face with a slight frown. She wondered if the ever-changing dark mass she had first seen was Arkus’ true form, or if that was just something He did to intimidate people standing before Him. It had been an effective demonstration of His power, if nothing else.

“Donal tells me you caused him a great deal of trouble in the daylight world,” Arkus said. It was almost shocking to hear a seemingly human voice coming from the seemingly human figure in front of her. His disguise was perfect. So much so that the message Max’s eyes sent to her brain left her scrambling to remember who and what He was. If she just relied on her sight, it would be easy to forget. She had other senses, though. The air was saturated with dark magic, keeping her on edge, keeping her aware of who and what she was facing.

“I’m happy to hear that,” Max said. It probably wasn’t a good idea to provoke the dark lord in His own realm, but she was so far past being safe and sensible now she didn’t think it really mattered.

Arkus smiled. It was a pleasant, human smile, and it made her skin crawl. He tilted His head slightly, and Max couldn’t help notice that His command of His human form was as perfect as His appearance. He really would pass for human in the daylight world. Unlike Donal and Finn, who had struggled to make their human bodies obey them when they had first arrived in the daylight world. But then, Donal and Finn had borrowed existing bodies while Arkus seemed to have made His own purely from His own magic. “He also believes you are a descendant of my beloved sister,” the dark lord said.

Max frowned, then smoothed the expression from her face. She couldn’t work out what He wanted or what He was trying to achieve. There hadn’t been a question, so she stayed silent. He lifted His eyes to meet hers and she had to lock her knees again to hold her ground. Everything else about Him might look and seem human, but His eyes were not. They were bottomless pits of darkness and power. The briefest look and she felt she was falling into an endless void. Her head spun. She took another step back, suddenly not caring if she seemed weak. Arkus could crush her with His little finger, she was quite sure.

“I would welcome you to my humble realm, but you seem to have made yourself quite at home, bringing all manner of trouble here. It was quite peaceful before you arrived,” Arkus said.

“I doubt that very much,” Max said, lifting her chin. “Nothing about this realm is peaceful.”

“My children,” Arkus said, the parody of a smile on His face, apparent fondness in His voice. “They do like their little games. But then, what can they do? Nothing grows here. Nothing is born. Nothing is created. Unlike in your world.”

The naked hunger in the last few words made Max want to take another step back, except that she had already retreated and going further would bring her closer to the edge of the circle and the waiting creatures. She stared back at Arkus, turning His words over. He had sounded genuinely regretful at the lack of life in His realm. And He might believe it.

“This is your realm,” she pointed out. “Surely it obeys your wishes?”

He stared at her for a long moment, long enough for her senses to be overwhelmed by the giant heartbeat thumping around her, its power felt in her bones. “You have the feeling of my sister about you, as if you had been in Her presence,” the dark lord said.

He was avoiding her question, Max realised. She wondered why. Could it be that the dark lord didn’t have absolute control here? That seemed unlikely, but it was one reason why He wouldn’t want to answer her.

Then she realised He was waiting for a response from her and some quality in the silence suggested she had better answer. She inclined her head a fraction. “I have spoken with the Lady,” she said. She didn’t need to tell Arkus when or how often.

“And how is Bethel?” Arkus asked.

Thinking back to her last conversation with the Lady, Max said the first thing that popped into her head. “Irritating.”

The dark lord laughed. It was a richer, fuller sound even than the ones Donal had produced. It rolled over Max, almost seductively, inviting her to join in His amusement. “That is a perfect word for her,” Arkus said at length, a smile still curving His mouth.

“My lord, she dares to criticise your beloved sister,” Donal hissed from the sidelines. He’d been still and quiet, his presence dwarfed by Arkus’, so Max had taken her attention off the demon. She was abruptly reminded that the dark lord wasn’t the only thing nearby that could kill her.

“That is true,” Arkus agreed. He sounded almost genial, which put Max on alert. The dark lord hadn’t ruled His own realm for time without measure by being kind or gentle. “And normally that would anger me. But she is the only living being who has talked to both my sister and me. Tell me, Max Ortis, how do we compare?”

This time, Max took a moment before she answered. She wasn’t sure what, precisely, the dark lord would do if He didn’t like her reply, but she had a feeling it would be painful and violent and even faced with the enormous power He wielded, she still had a task to complete. She needed to survive a bit longer at least.

“I would not presume to compare you,” Max said carefully, “other than to say that I do not think you are at all alike.” There. That was both honest and neutral.

She didn’t see Arkus move. One moment she was standing on the stone floor. The next she was spinning in the air, hurtling towards one of the stone pillars, that were much larger than they had looked before. And now studded with long, vicious-looking spikes that glistened in the underworld’s light.

Blinding, vivid light rose up around her, creating a barrier between her and the stone pillar. The light shield bounced off the jagged spikes and spun Max, sending her towards the flat, stone floor instead.

Max landed with a thump that jarred every bone in her body and knocked the breath out of her. She scrambled to get back to her feet, uncoordinated and struggling for air. To her surprise, she made it upright without any more attacks. The air around her was still shimmering with light magic and she could hear furious chattering from behind her. The creatures outside the stone circle and the columns. She was quite sure that most if not all of the creatures were deadly, but she didn’t dare turn her head to look. The most dangerous predators were in front of her.

Arkus was standing a few paces away, no longer in the middle of the space. There was a frown on His face which made Max nervous, despite the fact He still looked completely human. It wasn’t His physical appearance that had altered but His manners, the civilised veneer He had worn fading away. He’d just slapped her so fast she hadn’t seen the blow coming. And now His temper seemed to be stirring.

“That is my sister’s power. Her true power,” Arkus said, voice flat and displeased. “Not just a descendant. Donal, you have failed me.”

“Not me, my lord,” Donal said. In other circumstances, Max would have been happy to hear the demon sounding so nervous. But right now, she could sense Arkus’ temper building. The deep pulse that was a constant background had sped up. Just a little. But enough to be noticeable. The chattering among the creatures gathered behind the pillars was at a higher, more excited pitch.

“Do you dare contradict me?” Arkus asked, his voice soft and quiet. Dangerous.

Max took a half step back, freezing again when she remembered she was between the dark lord and a horde of underworld creatures. And Arkus didn’t need to be next to her to hurt her.

A point which the dark lord proved a moment later when He turned to Donal. The demon was halfway across the open space, his head hunched between his shoulders, clearly trying to think of a response that wouldn’t make Arkus’ temper spark. It was too late.

The dark lord flicked a hand and a bolt of raw power shot through the air, slamming into Donal. It lifted the tall demon’s body off the ground and twisted him, snapping him backwards until he was bent almost in half. Max could hear the crack of bones and slapped a hand across her mouth to hold in a cry of her own as the demon screamed.

Donal’s body lifted in the air, spinning, and the dark power around him worked across his body, breaking his arms and legs until Max thought that every major bone in his body was snapped into at least two pieces. And still the demon screamed in pain. As well as the broken bones, the demon was bleeding, great rips appearing in his leathery skin. But he wasn’t dying. That wasn’t the point, Max realised. It was always possible that Donal couldn’t die. But he was being punished. Painfully and publicly.

Max stayed where she was, her whole body trembling. Donal might survive the torture that Arkus was inflicting. Max knew that she would not. She also doubted it was the first time that the dark lord had tormented one of His creatures. While Arkus was wearing the human form and talking in an almost normal human voice, it was almost possible to forget or to overlook who and what He was. And her visit to the underworld had been almost calm and trouble-free this time around, compared to the last time. The sight of Donal’s broken body spiralling in the air, the demon’s screams reduced to whimpers of pain, was more than enough to shock Max back into the reality of where she was. And to remind her that she was here for a purpose.

She took a quick look around while Arkus was busy snapping more of Donal’s bones. Fingers now, Max thought. She couldn’t see the Codex. But then, Arkus was hardly likely to leave it out in the open. He would have hidden it somewhere. But somewhere close by. After all, the underworld was populated with the worst kinds of creatures, many of which would be delighted to get hold of something as powerful and potentially useful for them as the Codex.

Max risked opening her senses a fraction and almost fell to her knees again at the onslaught of the noise. As well as Donal’s cries and whimpers of agony, there were the voices and screams and the deep underlying pulse that she’d heard before, now slightly quicker with Arkus’ flare of temper. The entire realm was saturated with dark magic, so much so that she couldn’t sense anything for long moments. Then she felt something odd. Something that didn’t have the deep coating of dark magic. It wasn’t that far away. And it was getting closer.

She snapped her attention back to Arkus just in time to see the dark lord fly Donal high up into the air and then drop him down to the ground. The demon’s broken body hit the ground with a wet, dull thump that made Max wince in sympathy. He let out a single, strangled cry, then fell silent, limp on the ground.

Arkus turned back to Max and she braced herself. The shield she had instinctively created when He’d thrown her towards the spiked pillar was still there, but she didn’t think it would stop Him. To her surprise, He smiled at her. It wasn’t a nice smile, but it wasn’t full of the temper He’d just shown to Donal.

“So, my sister has created a child. And sent you here. A tribute. How touching,” Arkus said.

“I am no tribute,” Max said, a snap in her voice. She couldn’t help it. She was fed up with people - and gods and goddesses - thinking they could use her as they wanted.

“No? Then why are you here?” the dark lord asked, a hard edge to his tone.

“Your pet demon stole something and brought it here. I want it back,” Max said. She saw no reason to lie. Arkus could probably work it out for Himself, if He cared to.

“This?” Arkus asked. He held a hand out and a dark, heavy book appeared on the palm of His hand. It looked like the Codex, but Max didn’t trust it. This was His realm, and He’d already shown her how adept He was at illusion.

“The real Codex, yes,” Max said.

Arkus laughed. It seemed genuine. “Clever little thing, aren’t you?” he said. He threw the book towards her. She flung up a hand to fend off the heavy volume, but it disintegrated into tiny fragments of black glitter before it reached her, the glitter falling harmlessly to the ground. “I do believe I have the original somewhere nearby,” Arkus said. Then He whirled, attention going past Max to something beyond the pillars. “Not so fast, little snake,” He said. He held out a hand, made a grabbing motion and pulled.

The blot of something odd that Max had sensed earlier flew out of a gap between pillars, crashing onto the floor with a squeal and sliding across the stone to come to rest between Max and Arkus. It was a woman, barely dressed in fragments of what had once been fine clothing, every part of her skin that Max could see burned and blistered, her scalp bare and as burned as the rest of her. Max winced in sympathy. She remembered when her skin had looked like that, destroyed by the heat and fire of the underworld. Despite the injuries and the pain that the woman must have been in, she was holding a large, heavy book to her chest, shielding it with her body as she lay on her side on the stone.

“And what were you going to do?” Arkus asked, striding across the floor towards the cowering woman. “I did not give you permission to look at it, much less touch it.”

The woman lifted her chin up and stared at the dark lord, and for a moment Max wondered if she might protest or utter something in defiance. From the distance, Max couldn’t read the expression on the woman’s burned face, she could only see enough to know that the woman’s eyes were bloodshot and fixed on the dark lord. Max held her breath, waiting for what the woman might do. After a long moment, the woman seemed to shrink where she was on the ground, body curling in on itself. She dropped the book onto the stone, the impact sending little shock waves through Max’s feet. The woman then forced herself into a kneeling posture, each movement looking as if it cost her in terms of pain and energy, and bowed low so that her head was on the floor. She murmured something too quiet for Max to hear.

“I do so enjoy your little rebellions,” Arkus murmured back to the prone woman, His voice silky smooth with the promise of seduction. It made Max’s skin crawl worse than anything else she had experienced in the underworld so far. The woman on the ground visibly trembled, clearly anticipating some punishment. But the dark lord took a step back and looked across at Max. “I believe you know our newest guest.”

Max was about to deny it, then her breath caught in her throat and she realised who the woman must be. “Shivangi Raghavan,” she said, the name heavy in her mouth.

The woman on the floor - Shivangi - snapped her head up and turned to stare at Max. Her lips peeled back from her white, human teeth, and a low snarling noise emerged from her throat. “You. You put me here. You-”

“Now, now,” Arkus said, cutting off whatever curses Shivangi might have uttered. The once-arrogant woman flinched, cowering back on the ground. “You will treat Max Ortis as my honoured guest.”

Max frowned. There was something about the way He had said her name. A second repetition of it. There was magic laced into the words. He was trying to find a way to influence her, she suspected. A lot of dark magicians held strong superstitions about the power of names, and it must have come from somewhere. Max had never believed in that tradition, but if anyone could use her name to work magic, it would be the dark lord of the underworld.

“This is what you came for, isn’t it?” Arkus asked, stirring the book with the toe of one of His polished shoes.

“It is, yes,” Max said.

“And why do you want it?” the dark lord asked, sounding genuine in His interest.

“To keep it out of your hands,” Max answered. It was the truth. Just not quite the whole truth.

“Such a little thing,” Arkus said, eyes still on the book. Max wasn’t sure if that was a reference to her or the Codex and kept quiet. He seemed to have more to say. “You want to keep me trapped here. With no light. No growth. No beauty. Where there is no sunset or sunrise, no brush of wind, no cool air.” His voice was full of pain and anger.

And Max had a moment - just a moment - of sympathy for Him. The realm that she had seen was a ruin. There was nothing good here. But then she remembered the casual way that He had thrown Donal in the air, the cruelty that the demons had shown, all of which had to come from somewhere.

“There’s no light because you destroyed it. Nothing grows here because you would kill it. You walked in my world once, and you nearly destroyed that. You almost made it like this place,” Max said, her voice low, fury rising up in her. Arkus wanted to play the victim. It was a lie. “You could have sunsets and sunrises and cool breezes if you wanted to. This is your realm. But you don’t have them because you don’t have anything in you apart from hate and the wish to cause pain.” Max stopped, breathing hard, the light swirling around her.

“You dare,” the dark lord said, His voice large and painful in Max’s ears, the power of His rage shaking the ground under her feet. “You dare presume to speak to me this way?”

Max could feel every part of her body trembling, and it wasn’t just from the earthquake Arkus was creating. She was faced with the most powerful being she had ever encountered, and His entire focus and fury was directed at her. His presence was so vast she could not comprehend it, His power all she could sense around her. The power that she had inherited from the Lady was not enough to protect her. Nothing was. He was going to kill her. Her life was going to end here, in the underworld, alone, apart from everything she knew and everything she loved.


Chapter twenty


Pain cracked her chest and her knees gave out so she fell to the trembling stone, putting her hands on the burning hot surface of the dark lord’s temple, feeling the scorching heat of the air raising sweat across her skin. There was nothing around her but pain and anger and destruction. The daylight world was far from perfect, but it had things she would miss. Things like laughter. Vivid colours. Trees rising towards the sky. The familiar view from her kitchen window. The simple altar in her garden, with the metal dish. Birdsong in the morning. The first rays of sunlight. The fresh crisp air in a winter morning. Cas and Pol’s joyful running through the garden. The scent of freshly brewed coffee. The silky feel of Cas and Pol’s ears under her fingers. Bryce’s hand in hers, his skin warm and rough and real, and the way her stomach flipped when he gave one of his too-rare smiles. Things that brought her joy and peace and hope and reminded her of why the daylight world was worth protecting. Why she had risked everything to be here, in this moment, with the heat of the underworld crawling across her skin, the dark lord Himself about to end her life.

She didn’t want to die. But she didn’t know what she could do to stop Him. It had never been about her stopping Him, not really. She couldn’t stop Him. Instead, she had to use what the Lady had given her, and the tools the Lady had created so long ago to contain Him. That was Max’s purpose. Locking the dark lord in His realm again. Far from everything He claimed to want. All the love and laughter and brightness of the daylight world.

If she was going to die, perhaps she could leave a legacy here. Something to remind the dark lord and everything that existed in this domain that there were other worlds. Other ways to live.

The seed of the idea took hold. Her magic rose. Light poured out of her body in twisting, dancing spirals and a tree grew through her hands. A tree of bright magic, whose trunk was wider than her body, its branches spreading out as she looked up, all the colours she had ever seen and some she was quite sure she’d never imagined spinning along the trunk and the branches and ending up in individual leaves that shook in the searing hot air of the underworld. But the tree and its leaves were not affected by the heat. The tree kept growing up until it was almost as tall as the stone pillars around them, the branches spreading out to provide an enormous canopy that stretched over most of the stone circle, the leaves shading from yellows to greens to reds to purples, with all colours in between. Where the tree’s branches met the columns, the stone cracked and crumbled to the ground. The squeals and shrieks of alarm from the creatures who had been hiding outside the ring of pillars were swallowed up by the soft, bright leaves unfurling overhead. As the giant columns fell, they turned to a fine, glittering ash that drifted in sparkling pools on the stone floor.

Max stood up, her body light and still full of magic despite everything that had poured out of her. She had the strangest impulse to laugh and dance, shaded by the tree’s branches. The rest of the realm might be dark and foul, but right here, in this place, was something bright and radiant and full of joy.

“Here. My gift to you. Something that is growing, that is alive, and is beautiful, and in your own realm,” Max said, turning to the dark lord, expecting to be struck at any moment by His magic, her whole body and being reduced to ash under His anger.

Arkus was standing outside the reach of the farthest branches, face tight and pinched with fury, eyes bottomless pools of anger. He had his fists clenched by His sides. Donal’s broken body was on the ground not that far from his master, and Max could see a wet trail on the stone which must be Donal’s blood. Even broken and in agony, Donal had pulled himself away from the spreading branches of the tree. A tree made of light magic in the dark lord’s realm. She remembered how other creatures of dark magic had recoiled from her power before now. It seemed that the dark lord Himself was not immune.

“What’s the matter?” Max asked, a smile pulling her mouth. She looked up at the magnificent tree over her head and smiled as the colours continued to dance. She had no idea that such a creation had been possible, had no idea that she was capable of producing such an extraordinary bit of magic, but it was one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen. And she realised that, standing under the canopy of the tree’s branches and leaves, she could no longer sense the heat of the underworld or the deep, thudding pulse and cacophony of noise that had deafened her. “Don’t you like your gift?” she asked the dark lord.

“You …” His voice trailed off. He was standing perfectly still, face tight with anger. “This is my realm,” He said, voice shaking. “Mine. Nothing happens here without my permission.”

Max couldn’t help smiling again. A slight movement on the ground nearby made her turn, on alert, only to find Shivangi crawling towards her, the Arkus Codex tucked under one arm. In the light cast by the leaves overhead, Max could see that the burns over Shivangi’s skin were not complete. There were patches of whole skin here and there, suggesting that somehow she’d healed, or was healing.

“Take me with you,” Shivangi said, breathless. She held the book closer to her body. “Please.”

“Why should I?” Max asked, her joy at the tree overhead and her amusement at Arkus’ rage fading. “You were planning to sacrifice a lot of innocent people to open a portal.” Max’s own temper spiked, remembering the conspiracy that Shivangi had been part of. The woman had ruthlessly and callously gathered people to kill in order to open a portal from the daylight world to the underworld. She’d been so consumed by her own ambition and greed she hadn’t cared about anything or anyone else. With the possible exception of her brother, who had been just as single-minded as she was. “You thought you’d be rewarded in this realm. Where’s your palace now, princess?” Max asked, meeting Shivangi’s eyes.

Shivangi’s ruined face twisted in rage, and a wordless scream emerged from her throat. “Take me with you,” she screamed. “I don’t deserve this.”

Max’s own anger faded and she sighed. The once-beautiful, once-powerful woman had a point. She probably didn’t deserve an eternity in the underworld. But she had plotted to bring Arkus into the daylight world, and hadn’t cared one bit about the consequences of that.

She wanted out of the underworld, and somehow thought that Max could help her. Despite the glorious tree overhead, Max still wasn’t sure she would make it out of the underworld herself, let alone taking someone else with her. But she would try. She knew she would try. And she hadn’t forgotten why she had come here in the first place.

“Give me the Codex,” Max said, holding her hands out.

“No. It’s mine. I need it.”

“Why? What for?” Max frowned. Jagannath had mentioned that there had been books on magic in Shivangi and Hemang’s rooms. It was possible that the woman knew how to read the Codex. Might even manage a spell or two from its pages. Max thought it was unlikely, though. After all, she and her brother had gone to the trouble of kidnapping Kolbyr so that the dark magic master could make sure that the portal spell they were using was correct. And Shivangi hadn’t known enough about magic to realise that Kolbyr was lying to them when the vampire had made them restart the ritual spell several times over.

Even an incompetent magician could be dangerous with the Codex, though. Now that the overwhelming presence of dark magic had been lifted a fraction, thanks to the tree overhead, Max could sense the corruption and foulness of the Codex. It had been powerful in the daylight world, but had been increased tenfold at least here.

“I need it,” Shivangi repeated, very slowly, as if speaking to someone she considered to be both stupid and beneath her. Max’s sympathy faded. The woman hadn’t changed. Not even after spending time in the underworld. She was still arrogant.

“It is not for you to have.” Max took a step towards Shivangi and the woman scrambled backwards, away from Max, away from the centre of the tree. Max stopped, staring down at the burned woman. Even here, the Codex was a powerful artefact. It was possible that Shivangi didn’t want to let her bargaining chip go. “If we’re going back to the daylight world, you won’t need it.”

Shivangi laughed, the sound rasping and harsh in her throat. “That’s when I’m going to need it most. Do you have any idea what I could do with this book?” she asked.

“Actually, yes,” Max said, taking a closer look at the woman. “I saw what you tried to do with just a portal spell. You know I can’t let you keep the book.”

“Try and take it from me,” Shivangi said, still moving backwards. Closer to the edge of the canopy. Closer to the dark lord and his creatures.

As Max took a step closer to her, several things happened at once. A long, thick tentacle whipped out from between the pillars surrounding the stone circle, wrapped itself around Shivangi, and hauled the woman and the Codex out of the shelter of the tree, the tentacle’s surface bubbling and burning from the light magic. Two great, four-legged forms hurled themselves in front of Max, standing guard between her and another tentacled creature which had crept to the edge of the canopy without her realising it. And a group of warriors thundered across the stone, underneath the canopy and set up guard around her.

Cas. Pol. Bryce. The other warriors in his team, along with Kitris and Naomi, and her team.

Max couldn’t speak or move for several heartbeats, staring around her. Her dogs pressed into her sides and she stroked their silky soft ears, looked into the deep brown eyes that turned up to her, and couldn’t speak for a few more heartbeats, her heart too full. They were here. All of them. Solid and real and alive. And here. She wasn’t alone any longer.

“I thought you were lost,” she managed to say at last, voice cracking.

“I told you I’d find you,” Bryce said. He was standing near her, weapon ready, but he glanced across at her and her heart swelled at the emotion in his eyes. He’d become as essential to her as Cas and Pol. With the three of them close to her, her world settled again. “Who’s the Kolbyr wannabe?” he asked.

Max choked on a laugh. Trust Bryce to find some moment of humour even in the worst circumstance.

“That’s the dark lord. The broken thing on the ground beside Him is Donal. And that woman is Shivangi,” Max said.

She looked around the group - her group, her people - and saw more than a few burns and fresh wounds. Osvaldo had a bandage wrapped around his head, covering one eye, but he was still holding his weapon steady, ready to fire. All of Killan’s skin that Max could see was red and inflamed, perhaps from the digestive juices of the cocoon he’d been wrapped in or from the heat in the air. Joshua had one arm strapped against his body, the butt of his weapon pressed into his chest, as ready as the others. Khari had lost a whole sleeve of her top, a once-white bandage now mostly red encasing her arm from her wrist almost to her shoulder. Hop looked as if he’d been in a fight with scissors, his clothes ripped and torn, patches of blood showing through. And Bryce. Well, Bryce was more or less in one piece. The cut on his forehead had opened again and been sealed shut with what looked like part of a field dressing, and Max saw a bandage around one of his legs. Like the other warriors, he wasn’t showing any pain.

“That’s Donal’s true form?” Osvaldo asked. “Lady’s light, he’s ugly.”

Max choked on a laugh. They were all alive. Bloodied and bruised, but alive. The relief made her light-headed. She gave Cas and Pol one final pat each and the dogs moved away. Just a little. Just enough to give her room to move. She turned from the living to the dead and paused.

Kitris was standing near the trunk of the tree, head tipped back as he looked up into the ever-changing colours of the leaves above him. There were tears pouring down his face and as Max watched, she saw some of the colours of the tree seep into his patchwork grey form so that his appearance became more or less what it had been when he’d been alive. She looked around the ghost warriors and saw the same thing happening, even to the almost formless warriors. The warriors were holding up their hands to the branches above their heads and some of the branches had tilted down, trailing their leaves across the warriors’ forms, leaving sparks of light and colour as they went.

“You did this, didn’t you?” Bryce asked, voice soft. It wasn’t really a question. Max looked back at him and saw his eyes bright with unshed tears. He looked up at the tree, a smile pulling his mouth. “It feels like being in the presence of the Lady. Or what I imagine the Lady’s presence is like.”

“It’s beautiful,” Khari whispered, voice harsh. She still had her weapon steady and ready to fire, but there were tears on her face. “It’s like being at peace for the first time since we got here.”

“It’s quiet,” Naomi said, startling Max. She hadn’t noticed the warrior coming up to her. Naomi was almost whole again, her dark skin gleaming in the reflected colours of the tree all around them. “It’s peace,” the warrior added, and laid her hands on Max’s shoulders, the touch as light as air and yet impossibly heavy. “Thank you, Miscellandreax.” Naomi bowed her head and moved away, the other ghost warriors gathering around her as they drew closer to the trunk, all of them reaching out to touch the gleaming bark. Max heard a few of them murmuring, the same word repeated over and over again. Quiet. Her eyes stung. After so long trapped in the underworld, it seemed she had brought a measure of peace to the warriors who had died trying to protect her.

“You brought the best of the Lady to this realm,” Kitris said. He had lowered his eyes from the canopy and looked from the ghost warriors to Max, a rare smile pulling his mouth. “Well done, daughter.”

Max couldn’t find any words to answer him. There had been a time when that unreserved praise from Kitris would have made her light as air. But that had been a long time ago. Before he’d sent her to close the Grey Gates believing she would die. So she said nothing, just nodded to let him know she’d heard.

Outside the span of branches and leaves, movement drew her attention. Arkus. The dark lord had been quiet for too long, she realised, apprehension chasing away her joy at seeing the warriors and her dogs again.

The tentacle that had taken hold of Shivangi was still there, wrapped around the woman. Shivangi was struggling against its grip, one armed, the other arm still clutching the Codex to her. As Max watched, Arkus reached for the Codex. Max moved, as fast as she could, heading for the dark lord and the book.

She was too late. She was always going to be too late. In one smooth movement, Arkus plucked the Codex out of Shivangi’s grip and tossed it into the air as Shivangi screamed in fury.

Arkus tilted His head back, mouth opening impossibly wide, His jaw unhinging like a snake’s. The Codex spun in the air, dark and malevolent, and then fell back towards the ground. The dark lord caught the book in His open, waiting mouth, swallowing it whole. The dark lord’s form and the air around Him shivered in a way that made Max want to be sick, then He got control again and turned to face her, a hard, unpleasant smile on His face.

“Tasty. I haven’t had a meal quite like that for a while,” He said. His eyes closed, that smile still in place. After a moment, the dark lord’s eyes opened and Max had to take a step back, even though she was still under the tree. There was even more depth to His eyes than there had been before. More knowledge. He’d digested the contents of the Codex.

She shivered, despite the heat she could feel from the underworld. Arkus had the Codex. And He’d put it somewhere she could never reach. He had everything He needed to break free of the underworld and storm into the daylight world and destroy it. She’d failed.

The weight of her failure bowed her shoulders, even as Cas and Pol pressed against her and held her upright, not letting her collapse. They were both watching the dark lord with hard, unblinking stares. They knew an enemy when they saw one. A slight movement to one side drew her attention and she turned to find that Bryce and his team had moved with her. They were all standing around her, prepared to stand between her and the dark lord Himself. Protecting her. Doing the job that they had come here to do.

While she had failed. She’d failed them. She’d failed the people in the world above. She’d failed the Lady. There was a hard lump of pain in her chest, tendrils of agony spreading out along her arms, up her neck, down her legs, her whole body tight and rigid as she tried to breathe through the weight of her failure.

But they were still here. In the underworld. Arkus was still looking at her with that awful smile. She had a moment, maybe two, to make a move. To try something. If only she knew what might help. What might stop Arkus from getting out to the daylight world, from destroying everything. Think, think, think.

She glanced up and saw the dancing, ever-changing colours of the leaves shimmering above her, seemingly in unfettered joy. The tree was still there. In fact, it seemed to be thriving in the underworld, despite being made of light magic. It hadn’t failed. In fact, it seemed to have spread. And even with all of His power, and the Codex inside Him, Arkus was still carefully standing outside the reach of the leaves.

Max’s eyes travelled from the dark lord, up across the leaves and branches, and on to the thick trunk, surrounded by the ghost warriors and Kitris. A trunk more than wide enough to accommodate a doorway.

A tree made of light magic. Made of the Lady’s magic that ran through Max’s body. And the Grey Gates that had originally been made of the Lady’s magic, with a latch that was only on the outside. Once shut, from the outside, it would be far more difficult for Arkus to open them. And if Max could somehow peel away the centuries of corruption from the Grey Gates, she might be able to stop Arkus. Might. Possibly. Maybe.

She was moving, heading for the tree trunk before the thought had fully formed in her mind, her senses reaching out, beyond the stretch of the tree and the leaves and the stone circle and the pillars and the gathered creatures. Searching, hunting for something else in this realm that was touched by light magic. There should only be one thing.

There.

Not quite at the edge of her senses, but close. The smallest spark of light covered by foulness. She just needed to get the gates here somehow. She put her hands on the tree trunk and rested her forehead on it, feeling the substance of it. The tree was a living thing, with its own presence in her mind, and it seemed to understand, somehow, what she wanted, what she was trying to do. She felt and saw slender branches reaching out, into the dark lord’s realm, stretching out towards the Grey Gates.

And the gates, after so many centuries with nothing but dark magic around them, corroding the metal, stirred, recognising the same substance they had been made of.

This realm was fluid, Max remembered. Max wasn’t quite sure how or why it changed, but she was quite certain that the dark lord could bend it to His will. And she did the same. With the tips of the outstretched branches curled around the gates, she pulled. The branches pulled. The tree pulled. And the gates moved. Slowly at first. So slowly. But then the branches got a better grip, and the gates began sliding more easily across the filth of the underworld. Across the bones and the dust of bones. Past more of the tentacled creatures. Past more of the pink-skinned creatures that had first emerged from the Grey Gates in the daylight world. Past some green-skinned creatures that looked like Donal. Faster, faster, faster, until the great metal gates were hurtling through the air.

Max barely heard the roar of fury from the dark lord, barely noticed the mass of His creatures that tried to storm under the tree’s canopy, trying to reach her and stop her. She was distantly aware of gunfire around her as the warriors opened fire on the attackers, the loud explosions of a few grenades muffled, along with grunts of effort and pain from the warriors around her, the lithe, lethal forms of Cas and Pol as they kept the space around her clear from the very few creatures that made it within striking distance of her. She put the fighting to one side. She trusted Cas and Pol and Bryce to deal with it. She had work to do.

Her hands sank into the trunk of the tree, holding on, pulling the gates closer and closer and closer.

Until there was an impact that rattled the teeth in her head and made her open her eyes to find that her hands were wrapped around the metal of the Grey Gates that had somehow been sunk into the trunk of the tree, the magic construct adapting to accommodate the width and height of the gates. As she watched, the foul magic and corruption slid off the metal, leaving them their original dull grey colour, and full of brilliant, vibrant light magic.

“It worked,” she said, her voice the barest thread of sound. Creating the tree hadn’t taken much of her energy at all, but pulling the Grey Gates across the underworld had drained her completely. She gave a disbelieving laugh. “It worked,” she said again.

“Yes, it did.” Kitris sounded awed. She’d never heard him sound like that. She leant against the trunk, using it for support, and turned around to face away from the gates. Kitris and the ghost warriors were standing around the trunk, facing it and her. “The dark lord won’t be able to get to the gates here,” Kitris said, a smile forming on his face that made him look young and carefree.

Max looked past Kitris, and past the warriors who were still defending her, and saw Arkus standing at the edge of the tree’s shadow. The tree had expanded its reach again, she realised, and she could barely read the expression on Arkus’ face. But the bunched fists at His sides let her know He was not pleased.

The stretch of stone floor between the trunk and the edge of the leaves was littered with the bodies of the creatures that Arkus had sent to try to stop her. None of the creatures had made it close to her. Cas and Pol were standing nearby in their attack forms, watchful and wary, ready to defend her. The warriors’ guns still gleamed with the light magic Max had added to them, the bullet casings on the ground also glittering with sparks of the Lady’s light.

“He hasn’t come any closer,” Max said, her voice hoarse and weak. “Does that mean He can’t?” she asked, then shook her head slightly. She hadn’t meant to ask that out loud, and certainly not in such an uncertain tone.

“I don’t think He can,” Kitris said. He had turned to look across the expanse of stone, a smile still on his face. “I mean, He could walk across the stone. But He’d have to endure light magic. And He doesn’t seem to want to do that.”

Max was glad that she was being held up by the tree, relief making her giddy. She put her hands out, palms on the rough bark, and felt the warmth and life of the tree pulse in response. Arkus could not simply walk through the gates, no matter how much knowledge He took from the Codex. As long as the tree was here, protecting the Grey Gates, the dark lord was effectively trapped in His domain.

Even as she realised that, the dark lord was summoning His own magic outside the reach of the tree, trying to find a way to break it down. Max watched as Arkus threw magic at the nearest branch. The branch split from the tree, leaves scattering, falling to the ground in brilliant sparks of reds and yellows and orange, raising smoke where they landed on the stone outside the perimeter of the tree, the stone turning to glass where the leaves and branch had fallen. And even as the branch and leaves fell, another branch grew to replace it, more leaves winking into life until it was impossible to tell where Arkus’ magic had struck. Max could feel the pulse of life in the tree. It had grown to the same immense depth as Arkus’ own heartbeat through His realm. Whatever spark she had given it, the tree now had an existence and a life of its own. Max could almost hear Arkus’ fury as His attempt to destroy the tree failed. “I think this tree is going to survive,” she said.

“I think you are right,” Kitris said. He looked back at Max and she saw another, softer smile on his face. “I never imagined such a thing was possible. I would never had done it this way. But you did. You are remarkable.”

More unreserved praise. A touch of unease crept over Max’s skin, even surrounded by the glittering colours of the tree. Kitris would surely never give this much praise, even in death. “Are you really Kitris?” she asked bluntly.

“Yes. And no,” Kitris said, his smile fading, shadows crossing his face. “I still have gaps. I know I am not the same as the person you knew, but I know I am Kitris. At least part of him.” Max saw Naomi and the other ghost warriors nodding their agreement and understanding of what Kitris was saying. The former head of the Order - or part of him - looked at Max, sadness in his eyes. “Death brings a new perspective.”

“I am sure,” Max said. “Do you think you can cross through the gates?” she asked. Remarkably, they seemed to be safe from Arkus Himself within the shelter of the tree, but she didn’t want to stay here forever. The gates were still unlocked, and some of Arkus’ creatures had survived long enough to get close to her and the great trunk. Lesser creatures, but they could still be dangerous.

“I’d like to try,” Naomi said. The other ghost warriors agreed with her.

“Alright.” Max looked back across the expanse of shining, beautiful leaves and branches to where Arkus was pacing around the perimeter of the light magic, his fury manifesting in simmering heat in the air around him. “We’re leaving,” Max told the others. Her gaze lingered for a moment on the huddled figure of Shivangi. The woman was still outside the spread of the tree, huddled to the ground. “Shivangi,” Max said, pitching her voice to carry across the distance. “If you want to come with us, now’s the time.”

“You cow,” Shivangi shrieked back. “You stole it from me.”

“I think that’s a no,” Bryce said, voice flat. “I know you want to try and save her, but she’s made her choice,” he added.

He was right. Max knew he was right. She still wanted to cross the space and grab hold of the woman, dragging her back to the daylight world. But for what? So Shivangi could hiss and spit and plot and scheme? At least there was shelter for her now. If she wanted to get some respite from Arkus, all she had to do was go under the tree. And she was choosing to stay outside, near the pillars with their spikes and the mass of creatures who were all staring hungrily at Max and her companions.

With a final pat on the great, vibrant trunk of the giant tree, Max put her hands on the clean, untainted metal of the Grey Gates and pushed them open, seeing the faintest sliver of daylight and a few moving shadows suggesting that there were people on the other side of the gates, in the daylight world. Max paused, waving the ghost warriors and Kitris through first. She managed to persuade all the warriors apart from Bryce to go through first. Cas and Pol tucked in beside her and Bryce as they stepped out of the underworld together and back into the daylight world.


Chapter twenty-one


Max was blind, too much light hitting her eyes. She flung up a hand, trying to shield herself, and stopped where she was as something slid under her foot. She couldn’t see, but her ears were still working. There was gunfire, shouting, and a few cries of pain. A fight of some kind.

A trail of warmth crept along her back, reminding her that she was standing in front of the Grey Gates. She turned, putting a hand out blindly, looking for the latch that would seal the gates shut again.

“Stop.”

That voice again. Max bit back a curse. As if the day hadn’t been difficult enough already, she had to face another visit from the Lady.

“What do you want?” she asked in a surly tone.

“Max, that’s no way to speak to the Lady,” a shocked voice said nearby. She knew that voice. Faddei. He was still alive. Good. That was good.

She blinked to clear her sight and realised that they had arrived back into full sunlight, painful to her eyes after the darkness of the underworld. She was back in the same street that she’d left at night, the pitch dark aura around the Grey Gates now threaded with light magic. The sight of so much light magic at the portal to the underworld made her want to smile. She took a step forward and something metallic clattered away from her foot. She looked down to find the ground littered with spent magazines and a few bullet casings. There had been a fight. And as another burst of gunfire sounded, she realised it was still happening. Frowning, she turned to see what was going on.

Cira and her Wardens were still there, facing the Grey Gates, and Max. Their dark blue robes were covered in fine dust, and all of them were looking exhausted, as if willpower alone was keeping them on their feet. The ground between the Wardens and the gates was littered with charred remains. All that was left of whatever creatures had been able to take advantage of the gates being open and attempt to get into the daylight world. Max’s eyes widened as she took in the extent and depth of the burned remains. It looked like half the underworld had tried to get into the daylight world. And they had all been stopped. Cira and her Wardens had held their ground and not let anything through.

Faddei and the other Marshals were interspersed with the Wardens, facing away from the gates, all of them carrying their handguns. As Max’s eyes travelled along the line of Marshals, one of them ejected a magazine and tossed it over their shoulder, reloading their gun. Well, that explained the metal debris on the ground mixed in with the charred remains.

Sometime since Max had left, the Marshals and Wardens had put together a makeshift barrier of cars and trucks. Judging by the bullet holes Max could see, whoever was attacking the Marshals had powerful weaponry of their own. She was amazed that none of the Marshals or Wardens were wounded. Then another round of gunfire from outside the barrier hit the vehicles and she saw the sparks of a magical barrier. It wasn’t all that powerful, but enough to slow the bullets down so that they stopped in the vehicles and not the people.

Max frowned, looking at the number of spent magazines and bullet casings on the ground amid the charred creature remains. The Marshals and Wardens had been under fire for a long period of time. And holding their own. Her heart swelled with pride. There had been no time to worry about what was happening in the daylight world when she had been in the dark lord’s realm, and no need to worry, based on the evidence around her. The city had been in good hands.

Even as she watched, a flare of magic headed towards the makeshift barrier. Dark magic, she realised, and tried to move forward to counter it. Her body was slow to respond, movements sluggish. She wasn’t going to make it in time. As the dark magic reached the barrier, light magic flared. Far stronger and brighter than anything that the Marshals could manage. Startled again, Max frowned at the barrier, seeing a few figures she hadn’t noticed before. Men and women in the grey robes of the Lady’s servants. Priests and priestesses, and among their number a familiar, dark-haired woman. The High Priestess herself. Max’s jaw dropped in shock. She had never imagined that the High Priestess would put herself in such direct danger. And yet here she was, along with other servants of the temples, supplementing the barriers that the Marshals had created. Using light magic to stop the dark magic attacks.

While she’d been standing in shock, Bryce and his team had been taking action. They had found positions among the Marshals. Hop and Killan were setting up the heavy gun which, somehow, the warriors had managed to hold onto through the underworld.

“Who’s attacking you?” Max asked, voice too high. The High Priestess herself, facing dark magic. No sign of the Order. And there were more bullets heading towards them. It was disorienting, even after the events of the underworld.

“We’re not sure. At least one of the demons, we think. And what’s left of the Syndicate. We saw the uniforms. But it looks like there are some Huntsman clan as well,” Faddei answered. He sounded exhausted. “They seem determined to get through.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Jagannath has his people protecting the Hunter’s Tooth.”

It took Max a moment to remember who Jagannath was. And then she was quietly grateful to him and his people. Between the Raghavan soldiers and Malik’s power, the Hunter’s Tooth should be safe.

“And the priesthood?” she asked, lowering her voice. The High Priestess hadn’t turned or acknowledged her presence, but Max was sure that Emmeline would know she was there.

“I think Lord Kolbyr called her when he sensed the demon. Kolbyr and Audhilde were here for a while, but it turns out that dark magic doesn’t work well against demons, so Kolbyr couldn’t do much. Audhilde did an amazing job until her power ran out,” Faddei said. Max could hear the frustration in his voice. “Light magic is better. Once the priests arrived, Kolbyr took Audhilde back to help defend the Hunter’s Tooth,” Faddei added.

“What about the Order?” Max asked. The Guardians were still alive, last she had heard, and their duty was to combat dark magic and Arkus. They should all be here. Every last one of them.

“Helping to defend the city’s safe zone, last I heard,” Faddei said, his tone clipped. He wasn’t impressed. Max didn’t blame him. Faddei and the Marshals had stayed here, spending all their resources. And while it was important that the city’s residents were kept safe, that wasn’t the Order’s purpose. They should have been here. Even though Max knew Orshiasa himself had a great deal of personal courage and integrity, he was dealing with an Order that had been attacked by demons twice in two days, and soundly defeated both times. It was possible that whatever courage the remaining Guardians had had run out and they had overruled their new leader. Whatever the cause, the Order was not here.

More light magic flared, reminding her of the battle going on around her. Another dark magic attack headed towards the barrier. Max saw two priestesses waver and fall to their knees with the effort of repelling the attack. They didn’t back down, though. And neither did Emmeline. Max had to admit that the High Priestess was showing far more bravery than she had ever imagined possible.

As the priests’ and priestesses’ magic faded, Max realised she could still sense immensely powerful light magic close by. The Lady. She had actually forgotten about the Lady.

Between the Wardens and where Max was standing was a shallow metal dish half full of water set directly on the road surface, flames dancing in the air above it. As Max narrowed her eyes, she realised that the flames formed a face. Relieved that the Lady hadn’t just taken over some other devout soul, Max took a step towards the flames. She flinched automatically as she heard gunfire, but none of the bullets reached her, and then the warriors’ heavy gun sounded and the attackers stopped firing. For the moment, at least.

“What do you want?” she asked the Lady again, in a more moderate tone.

“I felt my power being used in my brother’s realm,” the Lady answered, Her voice clipped even through the flames. “And you have returned empty-handed. What happened?”

“Arkus swallowed the Codex,” Max told Her.

“Unacceptable,” the Lady said.

“If you want to get it out of Him, then the way is still open,” Max said, taking a step away from the Grey Gates and waving a hand to indicate the opening. “I’m sure He would be delighted to talk to His sister.”

The silence around her was deafening. The face in the flames was still, then the Lady directed Her attention past Max and to the gap between the gates. The flames drifted away from the bowl of water, closer to the opening. Close enough to see the vast spread of branches and leaves with their glittering colours.

“Oh, daughter, it is beautiful.” All signs of sharpness were gone, the Lady speaking in a reverent tone that made Max’s heart swell. First Kitris and now the Lady. More unreserved praise. She hadn’t realised how much she had longed for it until it was given to her. She’d managed to convince herself that she didn’t need the praise. Until recently, that had been a lie she had told herself, but Max abruptly realised it was true now. She knew her own worth. Even so, the unhesitating approval from her mother filled a part of Max that remembered trying and trying and trying to please her teachers and never succeeding.

“And so clever of you to put the gates into the tree. He will not want to come near them now,” the Lady said, a trace of glee in Her voice. Then the flames grew in size, and Max felt more of the Lady’s presence in the daylight world. “Arkus, hear me,” the Lady said, the power of Her voice blasting the air, shaking the ground in the daylight world, knocking one of the bullet-ridden vehicles onto its side.

“Bethel?” The voice that came back through the open gates was as powerful as the Lady’s. “Sister, is that truly You?” There was amazement in the dark lord’s voice. Then a pause, and a different tone, sharper and sulky. “You broke our agreement.”

“I? I broke our agreement?” the Lady yelled back. The force of Her voice sent another car over on its side and had most of the Marshals and the priesthood huddling down where they were, hands over their ears. “I am not the one who cheated. The Wild, brother?” The sense of the Lady’s presence grew stronger with Her anger, and the ground shook.

“A little bit of harmless fun,” the dark lord replied. Max wasn’t sure how He was projecting His voice so well. She risked a peek through the gates and saw a group of small creatures gathered by the open gates on the underworld side. They were holding up what looked like a mirror, with Arkus’ human face showing on the mirrored surface. The god equivalent of a video call, Max thought, and swallowed an inappropriate laugh. She wondered when the god and goddess had last seen each other or been able to communicate, rather than being held in their own realms, with the daylight world in between. They seemed to have forgotten that they had an audience, or where they were, locked in an ancient squabble. The ground was still trembling underfoot with the force of their mutual anger.

“You tried to destroy my people,” Bethel snapped back, sounding more like an exasperated sibling than an all-powerful goddess.

“Your people?” Arkus sneered. “Didn’t we agree that they get to make their own choices?”

“And you cheat,” the Lady said. Her flame face was almost as tall as Max now, and burning almost as fiercely as the underworld, the heat stinging Max’s skin. “You always did.”

“You cheated as well. Who created the fog, dear sister? Who cut off this land from the rest of the world?” Arkus’ voice deepened, the sound rolling over Max like thunder, shaking the ground even more.

“It doesn’t seem to have stopped you.”

“No, it didn’t. I am too clever for that.”

“Clever? You think you are clever?” Now the all-powerful goddess sounded like a petulant child. “I should have caged you more securely.”

“You didn’t have the courage to do it yourself. Instead, you sent your little pet.”

“Better than your crawling minions. There were demons in this realm, brother. Demons. They have no place here.”

“Don’t presume to lecture me, sister.”

The trembling underfoot had grown to violent shaking, and Max saw cracks beginning to appear on the road surface. The day also seemed far brighter than it had been. She looked up and saw that there was a blinding point of light in the sky. Not the sun, which seemed dim by comparison. The Lady. The barriers between Her realm and the daylight world were thinning as the Lady vented Her anger on Her brother.

“Stop!” Max yelled, hands over her ears, head ringing from the power the two beings were hurling at each other through the opening. And neither of them was actually present, it was just their representations. She never wanted to be in the presence of both siblings together.

“How dare you?” Arkus said, turning the full force of His rage on Max.

“Do not speak to my daughter like that.”

“Daughter? You accuse me of cheating, and you put a daughter into the world?”

“You’re going to destroy my world,” Max told them both, and pointed to the sky. The Lady’s face of flames turned away from Her brother for a moment. “This world is not meant to contain you both.”

To her surprise, both the Lady and the dark lord fell silent. The earthquake died down. Max drew a slow, careful breath.

“You told me to defend this realm,” she reminded the Lady, in a gentle voice. “And this is not Your realm,” she added to Arkus, just in case He got any ideas. “This world belongs to its people. It cannot withstand either of You in Your full presence.”

The silence rang in Max’s ears and she held her breath, waiting for either or both siblings to erupt into fury again. To her surprise, the Lady inclined Her head and the light overhead faded, the Lady’s realm retreating.

“You are a worthy champion of this realm, daughter,” Bethel said.

“She is as cunning as you are, sister,” Arkus added, but there didn’t seem to be any anger in His voice. It was, Max suspected, the closest He would ever get to paying a compliment to another being. She could not imagine that the dark lord gave praise to many people. It didn’t make Him any less dangerous to her, but it warmed her all the way through, almost as thoroughly as the Lady’s praise had done.

“This world is still in danger with the gates being open. I need to close them,” Max said.

“Why? He can’t get through,” Bethel said. There was something under Her voice that made Max pause. The god and goddess had fought like the siblings they were. And even though they had been furious with each other, they were the only ones of their kind, Max realised. What she was hearing from the Lady might be a touch of loneliness. Max could understand that. With the Grey Gates closed, the Lady would not be able to see or talk to Her brother again.

“But His creatures can. We have enough to deal with,” Max said, keeping her voice gentle. She turned to Arkus. He might seem calm just now, but she’d seen how quickly His moods could change. She took a steadying breath to try to manage some diplomacy and politeness. “My lord, will you call your full demons back from this world, please?” She tried to keep the emphasis off the word full, but she was sure Arkus would notice it. With the presence of the part-demon Order warriors nearby, Max wanted to make certain that the only beings sent back to the underworld were the ones that belonged there. Not Bryce and the others, who belonged here.

“Don’t you find them entertaining?” Arkus asked in return, eyes gleaming.

“Honestly, no,” Max answered. “Along with one of your descendants, they have killed a lot of people in this city, and I believe started the riots.” Even as she said that, she realised that the shooting had stopped. Either the warriors had overpowered the attackers with the heavy gun and their automatic weapons, far more powerful than the lighter weaponry carried by the Marshals, or the attackers had decided not to attack during the earthquake.

Arkus’ human face reflected a proud smile. Pleased with the death and destruction, Max thought. She thought about reminding Him of the sorrow He had expressed in the underworld that nothing grew there. She decided against it, not wanting to start another shouting match between the dark lord and His sister.

“I suppose you want me to call my descendants back, as well?” Arkus asked.

Max was about to say yes, when something in His expression stopped her. He was a little too eager to help. And she was quite certain He had referred to descendants in the plural. So not just Evan Yarwood.

He hadn’t disagreed with her about the description of the demons, though, which was something.

“The only one I am concerned about is Evan Yarwood,” Max said slowly. “If You have the ability to call him back, along with the full demons, that would be helpful.”

“If? If?” Arkus’ brows lifted. He was smiling, but Max had the definite impression He was not pleased. She had been right to take a pause before answering.

“You should take all your descendants back,” the Lady said.

“No,” Max said slowly, seeing a satisfied smile spread across the dark lord’s face. “We don’t know how many there are across the world, and Evan is the only one I am worried about. Besides, if You want Your brother to take His descendants back, will He not ask the same of You?”

From the pause and the stillness of the Lady’s flame face, that seemed to be a new thought for the Lady. She had accused Her brother of cheating, but She didn’t seem to be on the lookout for His deception.

Arkus was openly smiling, teeth gleaming. “Clever little thing. I will call the three demons back, and Evan Yarwood. But I want something else, too.”

“I’m listening,” Max said warily, chest tight. Negotiating with the dark lord didn’t seem like a sensible thing to do.

“I require the company of one more of my descendants, as you call them,” Arkus said, still with that smile. Max didn’t trust it, not one bit.

“And who might that be?” Max asked.

“Oh, no one important,” the dark lord said. If He had been standing in front of her, Max was quite sure He would have done something like look at His fingernails or brush a piece of lint off His suit. As it was, just His tone of voice was enough to make her suspicious.

“Who?” Max asked again.

“You know him as Kolbyr,” Arkus said.

It said something for the shocks of the past few days that Max barely lifted an eyebrow at the news that Lord Kolbyr, master of dark magic, was one of Arkus’ descendants.

“No,” Max said, voice flat. “Kolbyr stays here.”

“Don’t you want to ask him, my dear?” Arkus’ voice had turned silky soft.

“No, I do not,” Max said. As well as His own skills, the dark lord already had Donal in His court. He should have no need of another master magician. And Arkus had the Codex. He was still not satisfied. And, from His manner and the little she had observed, Max thought it was something more than idle curiosity and the whims of an all-powerful being. There was another reason He still wanted Kolbyr. She folded her arms in front of her. “You can’t read the Codex, can you? It was made here, in the daylight world, and you don’t understand it. That’s why you want Kolbyr.”

“Do not presume to tell me what I can or cannot do,” Arkus said, losing a great deal of His pretended civility.

“Well, you can’t have Kolbyr. Take your full demons, take Evan Yarwood, and while you’re at it, the traitor Samuel as well,” Max said. “But leave the rest of this realm and its people alone.”

“It seems you are making all demands but offering nothing in return,” Arkus said through gritted teeth.

“You have a whole realm,” Max snapped back. “And I left You a gift of something growing, something alive, which You claimed was something missing.”

“I will lift the fog,” the Lady said abruptly, startling Max and, it seemed, the dark lord as well. They both stared at the face made out of flames. The Lady tilted her chin towards Max. “If my brother is to be contained more securely in His realm, keeping this island cut off from the rest of this world is no longer needed.”

“You mean it?” Max asked, feeling light-headed. “You will free the island?” Max’s voice cracked as she remembered the map on Kitris’ office wall, the many lands and oceans that no one in the city had ever imagined existed. “We will be back in the world again?”

“You have not been prisoners, my daughter,” the Lady said, her displeasure clear.

Max managed to keep her mouth shut and her thoughts trapped behind her teeth. She didn’t want to anger the Lady into changing Her mind. “Thank you,” she said instead, and hoped it was clear how much she meant it.

“I am pleased to aid my people,” the Lady said, her voice a touch warmer. She turned back to the Grey Gates and Arkus. “It is strange to see you after so long,” she said, so softly Max almost didn’t hear Her.

“Max. We’ve got more company.” Faddei’s voice, and the urgent tone, drew Max’s attention away from the siblings staring at each other. While she’d been arguing with the dark lord and the Lady, the Marshals and warriors had been defending the line of cars, even after the gunfire had stopped. The defenders were all now focused on something in the street beyond the cars.

Max moved a few paces away from the Grey Gates. She didn’t trust Arkus - or the Lady - enough to go any further.

Beyond the bullet-ridden vehicles, Max saw a small group of people heading along the street. Even at the distance, she recognised Queran, Finn, Evan Yarwood and Samuel. They were moving slowly, almost reluctantly.

“Let them through,” she told Faddei. “They’re expected.”

“Alright.” Faddei, the Marshals and warriors stepped back and let the two demons, descendant and traitor, pass through the line of vehicles. Max couldn’t help noticing that the Marshals and warriors made sure that they were between the priests and priestesses and the group led by Finn. Protecting the Lady’s servants.

Finn was in the lead and flinched when he saw the Lady’s flames. He made a large loop, trying to avoid Her as much as possible, but Max could still see how much being in Her presence hurt the demon. She felt a moment of satisfaction knowing that when he got to the underworld, he was going to have to endure the tree’s light magic. The others didn’t seem as badly affected, but then Evan wasn’t a demon, Queran had been living in the daylight world for a long time, and Samuel was dead, as far as Max knew.

A soft murmuring drew her attention past the group heading for the Grey Gates. The ghost warriors were gathered in a huddle with Kitris, all of them focused on the traitor. With the passage into the daylight world, they had retained most of the colour from the tree’s magic, but they were all transparent and the forms of Naomi and her warriors were still incomplete.

“He betrayed us?” Naomi asked. Her voice was thin as a breeze in summer, but Max still heard it.

“He betrayed the Order, yes,” Max confirmed.

“He betrayed me,” Kitris added. His voice wasn’t that much stronger than Naomi’s. “I don’t remember much, but he tricked me.”

“He’s dead,” Max told Kitris. She glanced at Samuel. He looked awful, like an animated corpse, even though his eyes were burning with anger and hatred.

“Our master is calling us home,” Finn said. He was just outside the Grey Gates. He turned to Max. “What have you done?”

“I did what was needed. Go on. Go home,” Max said, and made a shooing motion with her hands.

To her surprise, the demon did as he was told, heading through the gates. He let out a cry of agony as he stepped through. Glancing into the underworld, Max saw the demon running as fast as he could under the canopy of leaves, heading for the safety of dark magic at the outer edge.

Evan and Samuel followed. Neither of them seemed as badly affected as Finn had been. The tree was a powerful and potent protection against Arkus Himself, but Max knew there was still a danger from His lesser creatures. The gates needed to be closed and sealed away again.

Queran paused at the threshold of the gates and looked back at Max. She couldn’t read his expression. He seemed furious and elated all at the same time.

“To think that I dismissed you as an ordinary boring human,” he said, teeth gleaming in a false smile.

“Why were you assigned to watch me?” Max asked. She’d never had a straight answer from him, and didn’t expect one now.

“No particular reason,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. He glanced past her, to where the ghost warriors and Kitris had gathered. “We saw that Kitris was taking an unusual interest in you.”

Max was more shocked by the clear answer than she was by the information he’d given her. It made a certain sort of sense that the demons would keep an eye on the head of the Order and his interests. And even though she might want to argue with Queran about how much of an interest Kitris had taken in her, the fact was that he had visited her several times when she had been a child, before she had been apprenticed to the Order. That had probably been more than enough to warrant some attention from the dark lord’s minions.

“I hope you enjoy your homecoming,” Max told Queran.

The demon’s eyes widened in what seemed genuine surprise, then he gave her another of his false smiles. “I shall miss our little chats, my dear Miscellandreax. Until we meet again.” Queran bowed and stepped into the gates, beginning a leisurely stroll under the spreading branches of the tree.

When all of His people were inside, Arkus’ face in the mirror turned back to the daylight world, Max and the Lady. “This is not the end,” He promised.

“I know,” Max answered, and took hold of the gates, drawing them closed. The last sight she had of the underworld was Arkus’ face, set in anger, staring back at her. Then the dull metal of the gates clanged together and she lifted the latch, setting it in place. The Grey Gates were closed.


Chapter twenty-two


The dull click of the latch setting home seemed to unfreeze everyone around her. She could hear exclamations, questions, and sighs of relief from those who had been watching the Grey Gates and defending the position from the demons, the Syndicate, and possibly also the Huntsman clan. She could only hope that, with Evan and Queran gone, any remaining members of the Syndicate would go into hiding and not cause any more trouble without a leader to co-ordinate them. She put her hands on the gates, making sure that they were closed, and then stepped back. They needed to be hidden again, but she had no idea how to do that.

“Allow me,” the Lady said. Max felt a surge of bright, vibrant power and the Grey Gates, together with their dark aura, vanished from view and from Max’s senses.

The relief of the moment made Max’s legs weak and she staggered sideways, held up by her dogs, as they had done so often before. She put her hands on their backs, needing the support, and turned to face the Wardens, Marshals, members of the priesthood, and warriors.

The High Priestess was standing with her shoulders square, hands folded together in her sleeves, wearing an expression Max had never seen on her face before. Emmeline looked shocked to her core, as if she didn’t know what to make of what she had witnessed or overheard. Max didn’t blame her. It was going to take a long, long time before Max could make sense of all that had happened.

In the odd silence, another figure approached from past the makeshift barrier of vehicles. Lord Kolbyr. He, along with any magician within several city blocks, would have been able to sense the disappearance of the Grey Gates. The only sign that he’d been in a fight were dark smudges under his eyes. Otherwise, he was his usual self. And Max couldn’t help but notice that he wore his dark suit far more comfortably than Arkus had done. Seeing the vampire so soon after facing the dark lord, she could see the clear resemblance in their human forms. She wondered if the dark magic master had known he was one of Arkus’ descendants. It didn’t seem the right time to ask, but she filed the question away for another time and another place.

Even with the High Priestess and Lord Kolbyr in attendance, no one was paying attention to them or to Max. Everyone’s attention was on the group of ghost warriors and Kitris, who had come through the Grey Gates in one mass and were still huddled together.

“My children,” the Lady said, what sounded like genuine sorrow in Her voice. “Come to me and I will give you rest.”

A true leader, Naomi waved her fellow warriors forward first. One by one they approached the Lady’s flames and one by one slipped into nothing as the fire touched them. Watching the process, Max was reminded of the words the warriors had used in the underworld. Quiet. Peace. From the expressions on their faces as they slipped into the flames, that was exactly what they were feeling.

Naomi was the last of the warriors to leave. She inclined her head to Max. “I am glad to have known you, Miscellandreax. No, that’s not your name now, is it?”

“Max Ortis,” Max told her.

“Then I am glad to have known you, Miscellandreax T’Or Orshiasa and Max Ortis both,” Naomi said.

“And I you, Naomi,” Max said, her throat constricted. She watched as Naomi’s expression changed to pure bliss before she, too, vanished into the Lady’s light.

The only one then left was Kitris. He had stayed back, out of reach of the flames.

“Come, Kitris,” the Lady said.

“I am not worthy of Your kindness, Lady,” Kitris said.

Both of Max’s brows shot up, and she was sure she wasn’t the only one. She had never heard Kitris sound so humble before. Being dead had certainly changed him.

“Why is that?” the Lady asked.

“I don’t remember everything. But I did not fulfil my duties as I should have done,” Kitris said.

“Will you accept my judgement?” the Lady asked.

“Yes. Of course.”

“You were not perfect, but then no one is. So come to me and find your peace, Kitris,” the Lady said.

His mouth opened in astonishment, but the former head of the Order stumbled a few steps forward and reached out towards the Lady’s flames. He glanced over his shoulder just before his fingers met the flames and met Max’s eyes. In the final moment before he vanished, Max saw the same peace on his face that she’d seen on the ghost warriors. Her heart constricted again. He had his peace. And she was glad of that.

Looking across the mass of people, Max saw Emmeline’s face tighten. The shock and awe were gone, replaced by a far more familiar expression. Bitterness. The Lady had not looked at or acknowledged Her High Priestess, instead focusing on the ghost warriors and Kitris. For someone as status-conscious as Emmeline, that must surely sting, Max thought.

The Lady’s flames flickered and She turned to the gathered crowd. “You have done well, my children,” She said. Max saw and heard the effect that praise had on the defenders. There were a few tears, a muffled sob or two, shaky smiles, a few shoulder claps among the Marshals and warriors. Even Emmeline’s face softened a little, a small smile pulling her mouth.

The Lady’s face flickered again, the sense of Her presence growing weaker. She turned to Max.

“Remember what my brother said. This is not over.”

“No, I did not think it was. He will try to escape again,” Max said.

“And He will also seek to influence those drawn to the dark,” the Lady told her. “You are the defender of this realm, daughter. Do not forget it.”

Before Max could form a snappy retort or inform the Lady that she’d just done her duty - again - and it was about time someone else saved the world, the Lady vanished.

Max stared at the empty metal dish that had been placed in the middle of the street, her ears ringing with the after effect of the underworld and the Lady’s power.

“Is it over?” someone asked. She couldn’t immediately identify the speaker. One of the Marshals, she thought.

“For now, yes.” She knew that voice. Cira. Max looked up to find the Armourer watching her with kind eyes. “It was a good fight.”

“I’m glad to see you all in one piece,” Max said, looking around everyone. “More glad than I can say.”

“It sounds like the riots have died down, too,” Faddei said. “Or perhaps I’m just deaf from all the gunfire,” her boss added, shaking his head slightly.

“That’s good news,” another familiar voice said. Vanko, who had been manning the barricade along with Faddei. “I was down to my last few bullets.”

There was a ripple of agreement around the Marshals.

“We were on our last legs, too,” Cira admitted. The Wardens, priests and priestesses murmured their own agreement. The priestesses who Max had seen fall to their knees were getting up, their movements slow and shaky, helped by one of the priests.

“I must take my people home,” Emmeline said, her clear voice carrying over the crowd. “If you have need of me, you know where to find me,” she added.

“Thank you, Priestess,” Faddei said gravely. “I do not know what we would have done without your help. You and your people.”

A touch of colour rose in Emmeline’s face, her expression softening again, as it had under the Lady’s praise. She ducked her head. “It was the least we could do while the city was under siege,” she said.

Without another word, or looking at Max, the High Priestess gathered the priests and priestesses and led them away, in the direction of the Hunter’s Tooth. Max watched them go for a moment, not sure how to feel. She was quite certain she would not have managed the gracious thanks that Faddei had given the High Priestess, but she had to admit that Emmeline and her people had done far more than she would ever had expected.

“How long were we gone?” Max asked Faddei and Cira.

“A little over a day,” the Armourer told her, face momentarily shadowed with memory before she shook her head and summoned up a smile. “We had quite an adventure, but I’ll bet it’s nothing compared to yours. I can’t wait to hear the story.”

“I’ll be happy to tell you all about it,” Max said, “but first things first - is there any coffee left in the city?”

That was greeted with a round of laughter and somehow the whole group ended up heading for the Hunter’s Tooth.

Max hesitated, seeing one figure who wasn’t moving. Lord Kolbyr was staring at the remains of the underworld creatures, which were crumbling to ash under a slight breeze, an expression Max could not read on his face. He looked up, as if realising he was not alone, and inclined his head to her.

“I look forward to hearing the tale as well,” he said. “I regret-” he began, and then cut off his words, leaving Max to wonder what he might have said. Did he regret not having seen into the underworld or seen the dark lord with his own eyes? Did he regret the choice he had made to stay in this world? The Grey Gates had been open for a full day, and Max was quite sure that Kolbyr would have found a way through if he had really wanted to. Or perhaps it was something else that Max could not guess at. He was several lifetimes older than her, and she did not fully understand him.

“Arkus asked for you,” Max said softly.

Kolbyr’s brows lifted, his normal reserve taken over by unfeigned surprise. “To what end?” he asked. There was a world of curiosity behind that simple question.

“I believe He wanted you to translate the Codex,” Max said. “And He also claimed you as one of His descendants.”

Kolbyr’s face shuttered, the open curiosity gone into a polite mask, hiding his emotions perfectly. “There were rumours,” he said, voice clipped, “but I have never known if it was true or not.” Then his brow lifted again. “The dark lord asked for me, but I am still here?”

“I wouldn’t let him take you,” Max told him.

To her surprise, Kolbyr’s stiff expression melted into a grin that made him look centuries younger. “How remarkable.” He sobered a moment later, a slight frown between his brows. “I do believe that you have saved my life, Marshal Max Ortis.”

Still blushing from the praise, Max had to bite her lip to hide a smile. He sounded almost offended by the idea that she had helped him.

“I believe you mentioned a requirement for coffee,” Kolbyr said, after a pause, returned to his normal manner.

“Yes,” Max agreed, and fell into step behind the vampire. As they moved away from the place where the Grey Gates had been, she saw that her hounds and Bryce had stopped a short distance away, waiting for her. Her heart warmed. She hadn’t asked them to stay, but wasn’t surprised to see them there.

The Hunter’s Tooth was wonderfully familiar after everything she had seen and done in the past days. The building was undamaged, ably protected by Raghavan soldiers. Heading inside, Max found herself drawn into a warm hug from Audhilde, and then Malik, and was unsurprised to find that Malik had coffee and fresh baking available for everyone.

Settled at a table with Bryce to one side, their shoulders touching, her dogs lying on the floor behind her, and all her favourite people in the world around her, Max raised her mug in a toast along with everyone else. The world was safe again. For now. Someone else could save it next time, she told herself.


Chapter twenty-three


Two weeks later.

Max shrugged on her heavy winter coat and took her coffee outside, heading for the simple altar in her garden. The first snow of the season crunched under her boots and she had to pause halfway along the path to let Cas and Pol run past her, the pair of them bouncing and leaping like puppies. They loved the snow.

The metal dish of the altar gleamed in the early morning light. The water had frozen over and she pulled out one of her knives, using the hilt to crack the ice before curling her hands around the coffee mug again. There had been no more appearances from the Lady, but then Max hadn’t expected any. The threat posed by Her brother was gone - for now - as He was safely back behind the Grey Gates.

She looked up past the altar to the tall trees that marked the edge of the Wild. She wasn’t sure why, perhaps because the dark lord was safely locked away again, but whatever the reason, the Wild had receded for the first time in living memory. Bits of the city that had been uninhabitable were beginning to open up again, and there were even rumours that some of the old roads into the Wild, that had once led to rich farmland and the oil field, were also opening with the vegetation peeling back. Max wasn’t sure whether to believe those stories, but she could see for herself that the Wild was retreating. Just a little, but enough to be noticeable. Enough so that it didn’t feel like a constant threat when she looked at it.

Footsteps sounded behind her and her mouth curved up in a smile, the smile deepening as an arm slid around her waist from behind. Bryce held her close, pressing a kiss just under her ear. She drew a breath in, catching the faint scent of the forest from the soap he preferred. She let herself sink into his now-familiar weight and warmth. He was more than strong enough to hold her up if she wanted to just let go, and had told her, in a quiet, private moment over the last two weeks, that he liked holding her. She wasn’t a burden to him. She turned her head slightly so she could rest it against his shoulder for a moment, warm and loved. With his presence and unwavering, often silent, support she felt she could face anything.

“Did you use all the hot water?” she asked him.

“Most of it,” he answered. She could feel the vibration of his chest at her back and breathed in his scent again. She would never get tired of that. They’d spent most of yesterday at the Marshals’ headquarters, helping the work crews sort through the debris and they’d both arrived back at the house covered in dust and worn out. She’d had her own shower while Bryce had cooked breakfast.

Discovering that her warrior knew how to cook had been just one of many delightful surprises over the past two weeks, since they had got back from the underworld and closed the Grey Gates. He’d come home with her that first night and hadn’t left. They’d had visits from the rest of his team from time to time, and had spent a lot of time helping with the clean-up of the Marshals’ headquarters and across the city, but Bryce always came home with her and she knew, without needing the words to be said between them, that he always would.

She half-turned, tucking her head under his chin and put one arm around his waist, hugging him back, relishing the moment of quiet.

A lot of people had wanted her time and attention and energy over the past couple of weeks. Very few people knew just what she had done and who she was - she’d made the request for anonymity very early on, and kept repeating it. Luckily, none of the Five Families or other power brokers in the city wanted to give her public credit for saving the world - again. And Orshiasa, now confirmed as head of the Order, seemed deeply embarrassed by the fact that the Order had played no official part in keeping the dark lord safely in the underworld. So deeply embarrassed that he, too, did not really want tales of a rogue team of warriors and a former failed apprentice of the Order saving the world to get any attention.

Still, enough people knew that she had been involved, even if they didn’t know what she’d done, that she was in demand for interviews by law enforcement, the council and the Five Families. The requests had varied from being very polite, to teams of armed people turning up to try to force her to comply. While Max was more than happy to turn down all the invitations or demands in their varied forms, there was no denying it was made a lot easier with two shadow-hounds and a warrior beside her. And when the demands had gotten violent, Bryce had put in a request which had his entire team turning up within minutes, all armed to the teeth and ready to fight the entire Huntsman clan if they needed to.

The day after that, a sleek black vehicle had delivered a handwritten note from Lord Kolbyr simply informing her that she would have no more trouble. She wasn’t sure what the ancient vampire had done, but her phone stopped ringing and no one had tried to abduct her since then.

The vampire was being kept as busy as she was, although with very different work. Half the city had been affected by the riots and destruction that Donal, Finn, Evan and Queran had started. And then the fog had lifted, and the already frightened citizens had been shocked to learn that they were not on their own in the world but that, in fact, there were dozens upon dozens of other countries, hundreds of cities and millions of people just like them that had also had no idea that the island existed.

The first few contacts between the island and the outside world had been tentative, but relationships seemed to be developing in a cordial way. Max was absolutely certain that Kolbyr had a hand in that. Along with Cira. As Armourer of the Vault, it turned out that Cira had connections to a lot of powerful people around the world and had been giving the city’s leaders some help in understanding who was who. With the opening up of the world, Max now had Cira’s phone number and had enjoyed a few conversations with the Armourer, as well as having a standing invitation to visit the Vault whenever she wanted. As Cira had pointed out, Max and Bryce had already been there once. Next time, though, the Armourer expected them to use the official entrance.

It hadn’t surprised Max at all that one of the first reactions from the city leaders was to propose sending teams out into the world to look for resources and supplies. It had doubtless taken quite a lot of tact and strong-arming to get the city’s leaders to face up to the fact that the resources out in the world were in other countries, run by other governments and not just free for the city to take at will.

But, isolated from the world for centuries, and needing to manage very limited resources, the island and its people had developed technologies and processes far in advance of anything across the rest of the world. Reading between the lines, Max could see a mutually beneficial trade relationship beginning to form between the island and the world. Haven, she had to remind herself. The island was Haven.

She’d managed to avoid getting dragged in to all the politicking and negotiations, instead focusing on her job. Even though the Wild had retreated a little, the disruption had caused several tears in the wards and there were more than enough supernatural creatures on the loose to keep the entire Marshals’ division busy.

And the Marshals’ numbers had increased. A few former members of law enforcement had joined them, along with a few former warriors of the Order. Like the one holding her just now. She had been sitting down when Bryce had told her he wanted to join the Marshals, and it was just as well.

She’d thought he would want to stay with the Order, to help rebuild it, and had hoped they’d be able to see each other from time to time. Perhaps get the drinks that they had never quite managed, or a dinner out. But Bryce had made a choice, and as with everything he did, there had been no hesitation. And she hadn’t wanted to argue. Not really. Not when it meant she got to work with him.

“I like a job with a clear purpose,” he’d said to her. Somehow, she hadn’t been surprised to hear him echo her own feelings. She liked the job for that reason, too. It was easy to know what the target was, and she’d always supported the idea that the Marshals didn’t kill unless they could help it.

So here they were, two weeks after the Grey Gates had closed, getting ready for a day shift on call for the Marshals’ service.

“How do I look?” Bryce asked, letting her go.

She faced him and eyed him from his heavy boots to his tough work trousers to the leather jacket and the newly minted Marshal’s badge gleaming at his chest. The cut on his forehead had healed to another scar, but he was still the one person in the world she wanted to look at most. They still hadn’t managed to get drinks, or a meal out. But there was time for that. Plenty of time.

“Perfect,” she told him. “Now, let’s go to work.”
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The Searching, Book 5 – https://books2read.com/u/4XQX7N

The Rising, Book 6 – https://books2read.com/u/31lGza

Ageless Mysteries (complete)

Deadly Night, Book 1 - https://books2read.com/u/4ERokz

False Dawn, Book 2 - https://books2read.com/u/3R8leY

Morning Trap, Book 3 - https://books2read.com/u/bPQZaA

Assassin’s Noon, Book 4 - https://books2read.com/u/38dz8r

Flightless Afternoon, Book 5 - https://books2read.com/u/3n2xqe

Ascension Day, Book 6 - https://books2read.com/u/mBzX9y


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Vanessa Nelson is a fantasy author who lives in Scotland, United Kingdom and spends her days juggling the demands of two spoiled cats, two giant dogs and her fictional characters.

As far as the cats are concerned, they should always come first. The older dog lets her know when he isn’t getting enough attention by chewing up the house. The younger dog’s favourite method of getting her attention is a gentle nudge with his head. At least, he would say it’s gentle.

You can find out more information online at the following places:

Website: https://www.taellaneth.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Taellaneth
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