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      The Real Death Valley

      California, USA

      

      “Hurry!” I shouted. “The sun is almost up!”

      The engine of our monster truck roared as my sister Ana, the driver, pressed on the gas and laughed like a loon. I grinned. The nut job loved speed. I crouched low on the platform built over the car’s hood and clung to the railing, eyeing the terrain ahead for oncoming threats.

      Daylight was the most dangerous time in Death Valley. That’s when the monsters crept out. Normally night would be the most dangerous time, right? Well, not here. Even the sun was a weapon in the valley.

      This was the time it really got dangerous.

      We should have been home before daylight, but our last job transporting outlaws across the valley had run late, leaving us out here at the worst time of day.

      Right now, to be precise.

      While Ana drove the truck, it was my job to blast away any monsters that might want to snack on us.

      I was a lot of things, but monster snack wasn’t one of them.

      “To the left, Bree!” my sister shouted.

      I squinted into the distance. The weak morning sun painted the desert valley in shades of gray and gold. A salt monster hurtled toward us on sturdy legs made of slabs of pressed salt. We were driving through the Bad Water, a dried-out old salt lake, and these were the guardians. One hit with their giant hands could pulverize puny mortals like us.

      “Ah, dang! These guys are the worst.” Salt monsters were a witch to take out, even with my sonic boom power.

      I called upon the magic within me.

      Come on, don’t fail me now.

      My power wasn’t exactly reliable lately, but out here in the desert, I didn’t have to worry about property damage or zapping innocents. We were the only fools dumb enough and desperate enough to work out here.

      Anyway, all I had to do was hit the salt monsters.

      Easy peasy.

      Ha. As if.

      Ana hooted and laid on the gas. The burst of speed jerked me backward, but the climbing harness strapped around my waist and legs yanked and kept me in place.

      The monster thundered toward us, footsteps shaking the ground. Chips of salt rained off as it ran. The beast was at least twenty feet tall, and half as broad.

      If I could pulverize him properly, he’d coat the rims of a lot of margarita glasses.

      Hmmm… Could we sell that? Not a bad thought for later. We needed the cash.

      I swallowed hard, focusing on the magic within me. It was like a stubborn light that zipped around in my chest, waiting for me to catch it and hurl it outward.

      “There’s another!” Ana cried.

      Shoot. Fifty meters behind the first monster, there was a second, even bigger one.

      “Head straight for him!” I called. A direct path would increase my chance of success.

      Ana veered left, tires kicking up dirt and rocks. The first monster was twenty meters away now, its craggy white face glowering. It had pits for eyes and no mouth. A face only a mother could love.

      I called on my magic, gathering it up in a bundle. It thrashed inside me, almost a wild thing, and I launched it outward. The power exploded forth, plowing into the dirt ten feet to the left of the salt monster. Gravel sprayed up.

      “Dang it!” I called on the magic again, flinging it outward. It was a little easier this time, and the power shot toward the beast.

      It slammed into the creature’s chest, blasting him into a million pieces. Salt rained down like snow, and we sailed through it.

      When I got it right, I got it right.

      The buggy zoomed away from the salt rain. Buggy was a weird name for such a hulking machine, but we liked the dichotomy.

      I licked the salt off my lips, wishing it really was coating the rim of a margarita glass, and squinted toward the next monster.

      “Get ready to dodge!” I called upon my magic once again. I could already tell this one was going to be tricky. My power was partially drained, and he was big.

      The earth trembled with the monster’s footsteps. It was only thirty feet away. No distance at all, with the buggy going this fast.

      I threw my magic at him. It plowed into his leg, obliterating the limb. The beast crashed to the ground.

      “Right!” I screamed.

      Ana jerked the vehicle toward the right. I clung to the railing, sliding on the platform. We swerved around the salt monster, but the beast reached out with one long arm and swiped at the side of our buggy.

      His massive hand destroyed the metal spikes on the side, bending them backward. Though they were coated with deadly Ravener poison, it didn’t affect a creature like him. The shriek of tearing metal sliced at my heart. There went the side door panels.

      I loved the buggy. But worse than that, we didn’t have the money to fix the machine, and we needed this thing for work. For survival.

      “Rat bastard!” Ana screamed. It was currently her favorite curse word.

      But salt monster wasn’t down yet.

      “Just keep going!” Quickly, I unclipped my harness and climbed over the front windshield. The truck had no top, just two bench seats where people could sit—or fight from if necessary, hurling magic without the restriction of a roof to stop them.

      I scrambled by Ana, leaping over one bench seat and then the next, climbing onto the back platform.

      “Safety first!” Ana hollered.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I clipped off my harness because she had a point. If I fell out of this truck, we were both dead.

      Me, because I’d be monster chow, and Ana because she’d come after me even if I was a lost cause.

      Behind us, the salt monster clambered to his feet. Uh, make that foot, singular. I’d blasted off the other one. Not that he let it stop him. Nope, old salty was using his arms as legs now, like some kind of strange orangutan. He lumbered after us, picking up speed.

      “Come and get it, salt face!” I shouted.

      “That’s the best you got?” Ana yelled back.

      “You don’t like salt face?”

      “I’m gonna be frank. It was weak.”

      I scoffed and heaved a sonic boom at the monster. It exploded out of me, much bigger than I’d expected, blasting me backward. The harness jerked me to a stop, and my back ached like hell. My magic had always been tricky and weird, but lately it’d been even worse—sometimes huge, sometimes not.

      I scrambled upright, clinging to the back railing. The blast had plowed into the salt monster, obliterating him. No surprise—it had been so big that I really hadn’t had to aim.

      “You get him?” Ana asked.

      “Yeah!” I turned around, wind whipping my dark hair back from my face.

      The sun was fully up now, illuminating the valley around us. Sloping mountains on either side rose up toward the clear blue sky, and the heat was already pressing down, suffocating. It was August, and if we didn’t get out of here soon, it’d be hard to tell the difference between us and beef jerky.

      “Almost there.” Ana turned the buggy toward the mountain slope nearest us.

      I inspected our surroundings for more threats, but once she directed the buggy to climb the slope, I relaxed. The deadly part of the valley—the one that humans knew nothing about—was trapped between two parallel rows of mountains. Now that we were leaving that behind, I could finally start breathing normally again.

      I unhooked my harness and climbed onto the bench seat next to Ana, collapsing into it with an exhausted sigh and pulling off my dust goggles. I propped my booted feet up on the dash as the truck bounced over the rocks and looked at Ana.

      She grinned at me, lifting up her goggles to reveal tired green eyes. Her once blonde mohawk was now pulled back in a long ponytail, a style that made it easier to blend into a crowd. She changed it a lot, but lately, it’d been a more subtle style. Her brown leather pants and strappy brown leather top made her look like she was in Mad Max, but the outfit worked out here. I wore the same, unless I wasn’t fighting. In which case it was plain jeans and a tee.

      Blending was important, especially for us. We might be leaving the monsters of Death Valley behind, but danger waited for us all the same. We’d been lying low all our lives, hiding from an unidentified threat. Hell, even those we paid to protect us were now hunting us.

      “Did they tip?” I asked, mentally calculating what we’d need to make this month’s payment on our concealment charms.

      “No.” Ana scowled. “Stingy jerks.”

      “Damn.” Asking for tips was a new thing, but the monthly cost on our concealment charms had been jacked up, so we’d put out a tip jar in the buggy. Considering that we charged thousands for a trip across the valley, it wasn’t surprising that folks weren’t willing to cough up a little extra. “Ricketts is going to be pissed if we can’t pay.”

      “He’s already pissed. We already gave him the money from this job, and it wasn’t enough.” Ana gunned the engine and swerved around a boulder.

      “Well, he shouldn’t have jacked up the price.”

      “He does it because he can.”

      I scowled. We were at his mercy, and he knew it. After years of paying on the installment plan, he’d realized how desperate we were to stay hidden. So he’d jacked up the price, sending his bone crackers after us when we couldn’t pay.

      But we needed that charm to hide us from whoever hunted us.

      After they’d come for us when we were five, we’d spent most of our lives hiding—first with our mother, and then alone—but we’d never figured out who hunted us or why. However, they’d killed our mother and maybe even our sister, Rowan, so the threat was pretty danged clear.

      My running theory was that they wanted us because we were Unknowns. We were the only supernaturals of an unknown species that I’d ever met. There were mages, vampires, shifters, fae, demons, and monsters of all varieties.

      And then there was us—anomalies. Freaks. Unknowns.

      Marked by a four-pointed star at the tops of our spines. Marks we kept hidden by magic.

      In a world where all magic should be identifiable and controllable according to our government, the Order of the Magica, being an Unknown was dangerous. Our magic was often incredibly strong…and uncontrollable. Throughout history, Unknowns were often killed out of fear or manipulated by others for their own purposes.

      That was not gonna be us.

      So we laid low, paying for our concealment charms—when we could afford it—and living on the outskirts of society.

      The buggy crested the top of the mountain ridge, and the view spread out in front of us.

      It was glorious, as always, with the desert stretching far and wide. In the distance, our little town of Death Valley Junction sat like a forgotten remnant of the Old West. It was one of the few all-magic towns in the world, hidden from humans by a spell called The Great Peace. The spell kept the existence of supernaturals on the down-low and led humans away from any of our towns.

      It was the place we’d ended up after our mother’s murder when we were thirteen. It’d been home for the ten years since. But even that was starting to look iffy, what with Ricketts sending his bone crackers after us.

      I leaned forward and squinted, searching for any sight of Ricketts’s goons. We’d gotten a warning visit recently, which meant we could look forward to seeing more of them soon.

      “See ‘em?” Ana asked.

      “Nope.” Just the usual light foot traffic between the old wooden buildings. “We really do need to find a different dealer.”

      “Who though?”

      “Fair point.” Ricketts had been the only one willing to sell to us on an installment plan.

      Which meant we were stuck relying on a guy who was as likely to kill us as help us.

      Ana drove the buggy onto the flat ground of the desert and sped toward the town. I stayed alert as we neared. It might be our home, but it hadn’t felt that way since Ricketts had sent his bone crackers to scare us.

      “We really need to move,” I muttered.

      “And go where? Our magic is too unstable to be safe outside of the valley.”

      “My magic, you mean.” I was the one who blew shit up.

      “Not like I’m going to ditch you.” Ana scoffed. “Anyway, without you, I’m nothing but a shield. We need your firepower to make a living. So yeah, here we stay.”

      I grinned, my chest filling with warmth. Ana was right—there were practical reasons that we stayed in Death Valley. But the fact of the matter was—there would always be a we. Ana and I were a team.

      Ana drove the buggy down the main street of town. It was straight out of an old western movie, with a packed dirt road, wooden buildings, and even a saloon called The Death’s Door.

      A tumbleweed bounced across the road as a couple of the old timers sitting on the saloon’s porch tipped their hats to us. It’d taken us years to earn that honor. Which was fair. The old coots had once been some of the toughest dudes around. Before our time, at least.

      Death Valley Junction was full of outlaws. But if you really needed to hide out, then you caught a ride with us across Death Valley. We’d take anyone who could pay, delivering them to Hider’s Haven, where the real outlaws lived.

      We were the only ones brave enough to risk the trip. Therefore, we earned the honor of a hat tip.

      Ana turned onto our street. She parked the buggy in the patch of dirt at the side of our rundown house. It was a one-story affair, built of weathered brown wood with a broken step leading up to the magically reinforced door.

      I leapt out of the buggy and hustled inside, Ana following right behind. I ran a wary gaze over the interior of the house. We were in the kitchen, but I could see the living room at the back of the house.

      Same crappy old furniture… Check.

      Same unpaid bills on the counter… Check.

      Picture of Mom and Rowan on the empty TV table… Check.

      Whelp, that was it. We didn’t own anything else of value besides our enchanted weapons, and we carried those with us at all times, stored inside the ether and ready to be drawn out of thin air when we needed them. That spell had cost a pretty penny, but it’d been worth it.

      Ana rubbed the back of her neck and headed toward the fridge. I followed.

      “Really feels like something is about to blow any minute, doesn’t it?” She grabbed a cold bottle of beer out of the fridge and tossed it to me, then took one for herself. “These are the last ones, so enjoy them.”

      “Will do.” It wasn’t froufrou cocktails like I preferred, but those had gone out of the budget years ago.

      I popped open the beer, took a swig, then poked in the cabinets for some food. I frowned, shoulders drooping.

      Pretty barren, just like the fridge. Not even PB&J. Or candy sandwiches, as I liked to call them.

      With my stomach grumbling, I sat in the rickety chair and propped my boots on the table, then sighed. “I wish there was something we could do about Ricketts and his bone crackers.”

      Just thinking about it made fear buzz under my skin. Made my stomach turn. When I was afraid, I liked to take action. Jump into it.

      But at the moment, there was nothing to do but wait. Couldn’t even sleep in security.

      It was torture.

      “We need those concealment charms, so we have to keep him happy.” Ana leaned over the kitchen sink and looked out the window, clearly checking for our stalkers. “You remember what Mom said before she died.”

      “Yeah. We can’t be exposed. And Ricketts wouldn’t hesitate to cut the magic to our charms.”

      At least Ricketts was someone we knew.

      The unknown was scarier. We had no idea what had happened to Rowan five years ago. Though we’d searched—spending most of the money meant for our concealment charm payments—we’d never found her.

      Honestly, we thought she was dead, captured by those we hid from.

      My throat tightened.

      Rowan.

      I drew in a shuddery breath, forcing away the pain. She might not be dead.

      Maybe.

      “Uh, Bree?” Ana’s voice broke through the sad soup of my memories.

      My gaze jerked up to her. “Yeah?”

      She turned from the window, her gaze stark. “The bone crackers are here.”

      Cold fear flowed through my veins. My muscles tensed and my mind went on alert as I carefully swung my legs off the table and stood. It felt like I moved in slow motion.

      I was almost relieved—finally, the waiting was over. “How many?”

      “Six. And I’m feeling more magical signatures, so I think there’s more.”

      “Shit.” My heart thundered as I walked to the window.

      At worst, Ricketts sent two to scare us. But six?

      That was unheard of.

      Six wasn’t a warning. Six was…death.

      I leaned over the sink and looked out the window. The packed-dirt street was empty except for six mages. Each lazily tossed a fireball in the air.

      Fire Mages.

      In a wooden town.

      Staring at our wooden house.

      “He’s come to make an example of us,” I said. We hadn’t paid up in months, instead using our money on a lead for Rowan that hadn’t panned out.

      “We don’t have the payment.”

      “And we’ve hocked everything of value already.”

      “Except the buggy.”

      My stomach soured. “We give him that and we’re dead. No way to make a living means we’ll be in this situation next month when it’s time to pay up.”

      “So you’re saying we run for it?”

      A blast sounded. Debris exploded out from the corner of the kitchen.

      I leapt back.

      One of the mages tossing blue balls of energy into the air had clearly gotten sick of waiting and had hurled one toward the house.

      I stared at the hole in the wall. Outside, sunlight shined on the dirt. I swallowed hard. “Yep! Time to run. The time for negotiating is past. We can do a couple more jobs in the desert and use that money to buy ourselves some time.”

      “Sounds risky. But since the alternative is that they blow up the house with us inside…” Ana grimaced. “I’m in.”

      “Good.” If I was going to go down, it’d be in a blaze of glory, rescuing some baby bald eagles or something heroic. Not as a barbecued example made by a Blood Sorcerer.

      I leaned to get a better look out the window. The Fire Mages were tossing their fireballs more quickly, deadly jugglers impatient to start their act. My heart thundered, and my skin grew cold.

      Another energy ball plowed straight toward the kitchen window, as if someone had seen me peering out.

      A scream caught in my throat as I threw myself to the floor, trying to avoid the blast of wooden shards splintering out from the wall.

      “Time to go!” I scrambled to my feet, Ana following.

      We crawled to the back door, staying low to avoid the windows and darting around debris. In the living room, I grabbed the picture frame off the otherwise empty TV table and yanked the picture out, shoving it in my jacket pocket. It was the only image we had of our mother and Rowan. If these guys bombed our place, no way I wanted to lose it.

      I hurried to join Ana, then crouched at the door and looked at her. I swallowed my fear. “You shield and I’ll blast?”

      She nodded. “On three.”

      We counted down, then burst out of the door. Because our lives were generally screwed up, we’d practiced this, knowing that one day, our luck would run out and someone would find us here.

      Like clockwork, we did as we’d trained, Ana going high and me going low, like the SWAT team on TV. It was where we’d learned our moves, back when we’d had a TV.

      She threw out her hands and her magic exploded outward, creating a glimmering force field that shielded us from oncoming blows.

      Ten feet from us, there was a man. He was tall and slender, wearing an overcoat that must be torture in this heat. He raised his hand, and a blue glass potion bomb glinted in the light.

      Dark magic radiated from the thing, stinking like a fish in a sewer.

      Only deadly potion bombs smelled that bad.

      “You’re gonna die, girlie,” he growled, voice thick with malevolence.

      “Girlie?” I snarled at him.

      I drew my sword and shield from the ether, not wanting to waste magic on someone so close. His eyes widened at the sight of the steel. He moved to hurl his potion bomb, but I was too fast, raising my shield and darting toward him. I stabbed him through the heart.

      He gurgled and grunted, blood pouring down his chest. The deadly potion bomb dropped to the ground, and I dodged the splash. I yanked my blade free and kicked him backward. He tumbled into the dirt, sprawling on his back.

      “Shouldn’t stand so close to the enemy,” I said. “Because I’m fast.”

      I raced back behind Ana’s shield and stashed my sword in the ether.

      “Nice one,” she said.

      “Thanks.” I was good with my sword, though I hated to kill. But that guy had made his plans clear. Frankly, I’d rather it be him than me and Ana.

      “There!” Ana pointed toward the edge of the house.

      A mage had appeared, clearly scouting out the back of the house. He was a skinny man in his forties. His black eyes darted to us, and he grinned, raising his hands. Fire glowed around them, ready to be hurled at us.

      At my wooden house.

      They were going to destroy my house.

      We owned almost nothing, and they would take it from us.

      My skin chilled as I crouched low and lunged toward the edge of the shield. Behind him, there was nothing but sagebrush, since we lived at the edge of town. I could attack without worrying about blasting away my neighbor’s house. I flung a sonic boom toward the man.

      He hurled a fireball at the same time. It collided with my magic, the fire exploding in a shower of sparks, before the boom overpowered it and crashed into the mage, throwing him to his back.

      He stayed down, clearly knocked out.

      Good. After our fight across Death Valley, I wasn’t fully charged. Every shot had to count.

      “To the corner.” I hurried toward the edge of the house.

      Ana dropped her shield and followed. Like all supernaturals—or the vast majority, at least—her power wasn’t infinite either.

      We peered around the edge. Relief coursed through me when I saw that the buggy, which was parked at the side of the house, was fine. There was no one near it, and the only damage was from the salt monster earlier today. The enemy congregated at the front of the house, on the main street. From here, I could see at least three, though there’d been more when I’d looked from the kitchen window.

      One of the mages, who was tossing his fireball in the air, caught sight of us, his blue gaze going bright with interest. We had to get away from the house so his fire wouldn’t light up our home. I couldn’t bear to lose it.

      “Shield!” I said.

      Steaming noon sun burned down on us as Ana threw up her shield, a shimmering barrier about seven feet tall and four feet wide. Sticking side by side, we darted out from behind the house, staying between it and the buggy, not wanting to draw their fire toward either of our only possessions.

      The mage hurled his flame at us, clearly not able to see the shield or not caring. It exploded against the luminescent surface that protected us, a shower of sparks raining onto the dirt.

      The surprise and anger in his eyes confirmed what I’d suspected—he hadn’t seen the shield. Only a few supernaturals seemed to be able to.

      I shifted to the edge of the shield, just enough that I could send a sonic boom toward him. It exploded out of me, blasting through the air to collide with his legs. The shock reverberated up his body, making him shake like a rag doll in a tornado.

      He crashed to the ground, unable to even shout.

      I winced, a little bit horrified by my own power. Sure, he was here to kill us and I wasn’t about to let that happen. But I was used to using my magic against monsters and inanimate objects. Seeing it hurt a person like that was…disturbing.

      A blast of blue energy plowed into Ana’s shield, driving the worry from my mind.

      “Only twenty feet to go,” I murmured, edging toward the buggy.

      Ana strained to keep her shield up. When a mage approached with his flame, I raised my hands to blast him, but something plowed into me from behind. Electricity shot up my spine, pain tearing through me. I crashed to the ground on my front, skidding on the dirt. Beside me, Ana sprawled out.

      Bells clanged in my ears. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. Panic surged as I played dead, surveying our surroundings. Ana was out cold, prone on the dirt next to me. She’d taken the brunt of the hit. Electric shock, I was pretty sure. Painful, but at least it hadn’t been fire.

      The bastards were slowly approaching, their gazes riveted to us. Their hands no longer glowed with magic—they probably wanted to poke us with sticks to see if we were really dead. Which bought me a few precious seconds.

      It felt like time slowed. Adrenaline raced through me. This was it—I had only seconds and we were surrounded.

      I scrambled to my feet. Pain twisted my muscles as I grabbed Ana’s arm and dragged her limp form across the dirt, heaving with everything I had. Before the mages could power up their magic, we were behind the buggy, Ana still out cold.

      Unfortunately, the protected side of the buggy was also the side that had been damaged by the salt monster. The damaged poison-coated spikes bent over the door, locking it closed. I could carefully climb up and over, slipping into the cockpit and driving off, but there was no way I could drag Ana over the spikes without the Ravener poison getting her.

      I shook Ana. “Get up!”

      She lay still as a rock.

      “Get up!”

      Still nothing.

      Dang it. I had no more time. I could run for it solo, but I’d rather throw myself onto the Ravener poisoned spikes than leave Ana behind.

      “Come oooouuut!” one of the mages sang.

      His tone made me want to pull his tongue out.

      Panting, I peered around the edge of the buggy. Four mages approached— two with glowing blue hands, and two with fire. Though the electric shock blasts would hurt like hell, it was the fire mages who really had me worried. One well-placed fireball could blow the buggy—and us—to smithereens if it hit the engine.

      “One shot,” I muttered. That was all I had to take them all out, and they stood between me and my house, four of them about to fire.

      I swallowed hard, calling on my magic and letting it grow inside me. With a desperate prayer to whatever fates were listening, I darted out to hurl it at the mages.

      But a fifth mage—he must have crept up behind the other because I hadn’t seen him—threw a blue potion bomb toward us. I heaved my sonic boom at the mage, aiming for his blue leather jacket and hoping to stop his potion bomb. The force of the magic exploding out of me made me stumble backward.

      The sonic boom that I’d thrown crashed into my attackers, colliding with them like a freight train.

      They flew backward, their bodies slamming into the wooden wall of my house. Along with the rest of my sonic boom. It crashed into the wall, sending wood and glass flying. The house exploded into thousands of pieces of wood and glass. It rained down like a terrible hail.

      Too much magic.

      The four attackers were dead now. But so was my house.

      Hot tears pricked my eyes. I’d expected that maybe they would trash our house. Not that I’d do it.

      That place had been a hell hole, but it’d been our hell hole.

      I stepped backward, horrified. Something crunched underfoot. I looked down—shards of the blue potion bomb.

      Oh, shit.

      And my side was wet and cold. I touched it, then raised my damp hand to my nose. A blue potion gleamed on my fingertips and smelled like sweet, rotten fish.

      An impossible, terrible smell that sent terror streaking through me.

      I’d heard of this—the poison that Ricketts used when he was done with you. It’d kill you in weeks unless you went to him to get the antidote. Most people didn’t even bother to go get it, because whatever he’d do to you when he got you…

      Fear chilled my skin.

      We should have paid him the money we owed.

      I turned to Ana, who was still sprawled in the dirt.

      Shards of blue glass were scattered around her, and her shirt was wet, too.

      “No!” I fell to my knees at her side.

      She’d been hit!

      The potion bomb must have avoided my sonic boom and exploded on the ground between us, splattering us both. I’d been so obsessed with our destroyed house that I hadn’t noticed.

      I shook Ana’s shoulder, throat closed tight with fear. “Wake up!”

      She was limp as a dishrag. Frantic, I felt for a pulse at her neck. It was steady and strong, thank fates.

      I peered around the buggy. My house was a pile of rubble, so I could see the front street that had previously been obscured. There were six other mages, all of whom turned to look toward us.

      My heart thundered in my ears as I called on my magic, only to find the well empty.

      I’d used it all up.

      Shit. Sweat broke out on my skin. Shit, shit, shit.

      We were rats in a trap, and I was just as scared. All the danger and monsters I’d faced out in Death Valley were nothing compared to this.

      Oh, man, we needed to run for it. We had to find an antidote to this poison that didn’t involve Ricketts. Above all, we couldn’t be captured and brought to him. We’d be defenseless.

      But we couldn’t run. There was no way I could haul Ana into the buggy without the Ravener poison getting her.

      But what if I went from the front? That was slightly shielded.

      I pulled a bandana out of my pocket and grabbed up some of the glass shards from the potion bomb. We needed to identify the exact poison if we made it out of here. Then I reached down to grab her arm, and pulled. I managed to get her to the front of the buggy, but it was impossible to haul her over the hood.

      My strength, along with my magic, had waned so much that we were now sitting ducks. Terror tightened my throat.

      A flash of movement caught my eye.

      I glanced toward the street. Four more people had arrived. Three were pretty normal, but one was…

      Holy shit.

      The fourth one—a man well over six feet tall—had a magical signature that smacked me in the face like a wrecking ball. He was danger and violence and power. And hot as hell, with dark hair and blazing green eyes set over sharp cheekbones.

      I shivered, my mouth suddenly dry.

      If I thought Ricketts’s goons were scary, they were nothing compared to this man.

      Then he turned and looked straight at me.
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      Well, now I knew we were gonna die.

      If this was Ricketts’s finishing team…

      We were done for.

      A terrible thought flashed in my mind.

      Oh, hell.

      Were these the people we’d been hiding from all these years? The reason my mother had run with us after they’d attacked our childhood home?

      It was more than possible. Since Ricketts had decided to make an example of us, he likely would have cut the magic that fed our concealment charms. Which would make it possible for the bogeyman to find us.

      And this guy could definitely be the bogeyman we’d feared.

      He turned from me, his gaze sweeping over my assailants, who looked at him like he was the devil come to Earth to collect on their sins. The man—Sexy McScary—pointed to the three farthest from me.

      His companions jumped into action, moving so quickly that they were obviously pros. For the first time, I actually noticed them as more than just faceless sidekicks. Two men, both about my age and tall and lanky, darted toward two of Ricketts’s men. Then they disappeared into the air.

      One moment they were there, and the next, they were gone.

      The two fire mages that they’d been running toward suddenly turned their magic on themselves, lighting a massive fire and leaping into it.

      Oh, hell no!

      Whatever those two new guys could do… I wanted no part of it.

      I turned my gaze toward the woman who was with them.

      She was tall and slim, with short platinum hair and icy gray eyes. She sprinted for the last of the three men, raising her palms and shooting a narrow jet of water at the man. It plowed into his chest, then came out the other side, tinged pink with blood. He toppled onto his back.

      My stomach turned.

      Holy fates, she could shoot water so fast that it pierced a person straight through. What the heck was she? I’d never even heard of a power like that.

      But if I’d thought she was scary, it was nothing compared to Sexy McScary. Whose nickname suddenly seemed way too inane for him. He was violence personified.

      He stalked toward the last three mages, black smoke rolling out from his feet with every step. The earth seemed to shake with the hoofbeats of a thousand war stallions. Visions of battle and blood flashed in my mind’s eye. The three mages just stood and stared at him, as entranced as I was. Probably also frozen with fear.

      Finally, they seemed to shake themselves out of it, faces pale and hands trembling. They raised their palms, which glowed with fire and blue electric magic. As a group, they hurled their weapons at the man who stalked toward them.

      The terrifying warrior was twenty feet from them, and entirely unarmed. As if in slow motion, the fireballs and electric energy flew toward him. He raised one muscular arm, and an ancient-looking round shield appeared. The fire and electricity plowed into it.

      He didn’t even falter, just kept charging toward them, picking up speed. Faster and faster.

      The mages had powered up more fireballs and electricity by the time he neared them, but they never had a chance to deploy their weapons. The man hurled the shield off his arm like a boomerang.

      It flew through the air, turning as it reached the mages and slicing off their heads. My jaw dropped as their heads flew into the air, blood spurting. The shield turned again, flying back to the man, who caught it.

      The bodies of the mages collapsed in the dirt. I sank hard onto my butt.

      Fear like I’d never known raced through me, chilling my bones until I thought they might crack. Had he helped us or cleared the way to get to us? If it was the latter…

      I can’t fight them.

      I stood literally no chance against a warrior like that. I couldn’t fight any of them, not with my magic depleted. I can’t do it.

      Beside me, Ana groaned, then lay still once again.

      Shit.

      Can’t wasn’t going to get us anywhere. Ana needed me. And the fear in my chest drove me to action, as it always did.

      Fight first, questions later.

      I swallowed hard and climbed shakily to my feet.

      The warrior turned toward me, along with his three compatriots. His blue eyes landed on me, and he approached. The black smoke no longer rolled out from beneath his feet and the thunder of warhorse hooves had disappeared, but he was still in fight mode.

      A guy like him was always in fight mode.

      I edged away from the buggy—no need to risk my last possession, or Ana—and called upon every scrap of magic I had left. It vibrated inside me, desperate to be set free—as if it, too, knew that this was our only shot.

      I hurled the power at him, the sonic boom exploding out of me. It wasn’t much—just the dregs of my magic—but any size sonic boom was usually pretty good.

      It smashed into all four of them, bowling the two men and the woman off their feet. They landed hard in the dirt, skidding backward.

      But the man didn’t budge. He just kept walking.

      Shit.

      That had never happened before.

      I glanced down at Ana. I’m so sorry.

      Then I turned to the man, straightening my shoulders. There wasn’t an ounce of magic left in me, but I still had my sword stashed in the ether. I just needed to find a time to use it.

      As he stalked toward me, his magical signatures filled the air. Each supernatural had a magical signature that was uniquely theirs. They hit the senses—taste, smell, touch. That sort of thing. Very strong supernaturals had more than one signature.

      This guy had all five.

      The scent of a storm at sea filled my nose, and the taste of tart apples touched my tongue. His magic sounded like the clang of swords in battle and felt like a caress against my skin.

      I shivered.

      It took all I had to ignore it and focus on the aura that radiated from him. Black and silver—it was a strange one. I’d never seen any like it.

      In fairness, I’d seen only a few auras in my life. They were the rarest signature of all.

      He stopped about ten feet from me, sizing me up.

      Fair enough, since I was doing the same to him.

      He was built like violence personified but was insanely handsome in a way that warmed me and made me feel like a giant idiot at the same time. He was dangerous, and he looked it.

      His black hair gleamed in the sunlight, and his green eyes glinted with interest. But it was his full lips that softened his harsh face, drawing my gaze.

      I was attracted and scared and pissed, all at the same. It was a sickening combo, to be honest.

      At some point, his friends had rejoined him, but they lingered about ten feet back, as if making it clear that he was the boss and they were backup.

      His gaze dropped to Ana, who lay in the dirt a few feet from me. I stepped toward her, getting in the way.

      “You protect your friend?” he asked, his rough voice tinged with a sexy Scottish accent.

      “Obviously, you moron.” Well, that wasn’t a great start.

      The corner of his full lips quirked up. “I expected a thank-you, not insults.”

      “A thank-you?”

      “For killing your attackers.”

      “Ha. I had that under control.” So maybe he was helping us?

      “Hmmm.” His eyes sparkled as he glanced toward my destroyed house. “Aye.”

      I scowled, but was happy to let him believe that Ricketts’s men had done that. Not me, no way. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m Cade, and I am here to collect you.”

      “Collect?” My heart thundered. They were here to collect us? These folks didn’t seem like the people we’d run from as children—they were too young, and their magic didn’t smell evil, like our pursuers’ did. Still… “I’m not super interested in being collected.”

      I looked around, hoping against hope that the town’s residents would rise up to protect us. But no way in hell that was going to happen. Death Valley Junction was a last resort kind of town. One where you came if you were in trouble. Hence, it was full of outlaws minding their own business. We might get a hat tip, but no backup. The closest thing we had to family or friends here was an old man we’d befriended when we’d first arrived. But he was too old to launch an attack, and I wouldn’t want him to risk himself like that. So that was out.

      “Come.” Cade stepped forward, his hand outstretched.

      Seriously? I was dealing with a destroyed house and deadly poisoning and now these folks?

      “Hmmm.” I tapped my chin as I stepped back, mind racing. Stalling for an idea. Or lulling him away from the hyper vigilance he wore like a cloak. Waiting for Ana to wake. I wasn’t sure what I was stalling for yet—just that I needed some kind of advantage. “Not interested. Especially when you haven’t explained who you are.”

      “I represent the Undercover Protectorate. We’d like to make you an offer.”

      The name rang a bell, but I couldn’t place it. I quirked a brow. “One I can’t refuse?”

      The woman behind him huffed a laugh.

      “Aye.” He nodded.

      Beside me, Ana shifted slightly. Waking? She’d do it quietly, hoping to have the advantage. I knew her like I knew myself, and that was what I’d do. But what about the poison?

      On the ground, her hand formed a peace sign.

      Our symbol.

      Fight time.

      It was ironic that we’d chosen the peace sign for when we would launch an attack, but we’d always been a little weird. Like our SWAT team formation from earlier, this was a holdover from when we knew we’d have to run for it eventually.

      I shifted left, making sure to draw his eyes away from her. “Well, I refuse.”

      “You haven’t heard it.”

      I darted my gaze to the left of his shoulder, forcing my eyes wide and my expression horrified. As expected, he turned to look.

      I drew my sword from the ether, the magical atmosphere that surrounded us, and sliced it toward him. I’d wound him enough to distract his colleagues, then we’d run for it in the buggy.

      Ana jumped up as I’d known she would, then crouched, ready to fight or flee.

      But as my blade neared him, Cade reached out without even turning, catching the shining steel in his hand.

      Holy fates!

      I jerked at my blade, but he gripped it tightly. No blood seeped from his palm—though it should. My sword could cut through metal.

      “What the hell?”

      He turned to me, his gaze heavy. “Don’t try it. You can’t beat me.”

      “Are you a robot?”

      His lips quirked up in a sexy smile. “Hardly.”

      From behind him, the two men laughed. They had dark hair and golden skin, both of them pretty enough to be in a boy band.

      The one on the left smiled. “Strength of a robot, maybe.”

      Butt smoocher.

      Ana moved closer to me so her shield could block us both. Sweat dotted her forehead. “I don’t know what you’re offering, but I heard Bree refuse, so I’m out, too.”

      The scary water woman’s mouth quirked up in a smile.

      “That’s not an option. You’re coming with us. It’s not safe to speak here, but we’ll explain when we arrive back at headquarters,” Cade said.

      “You want us to come to some mysterious place with you, a guy who isn’t hurt by swords? That’s literally the worst offer I’ve ever gotten, and I was once offered a night in the sack with a guy named Big Monkey. He had no teeth, and his knuckles dragged on the ground. So let’s just say I know a bad offer when I see one.” Out of the corner of my mouth, I whispered to Ana, “Shield us to the buggy. Now.”

      She threw out her hands, her shield bursting forth. We raced for the buggy, which was only six feet away. We could make it. We had to make it.

      Cade was fast, though. He was on us in seconds, somehow breaking through Ana’s shield. Her magic faded entirely.

      What the hell!

      Something was really wrong with her. That poison…

      I swung my blade, slicing his shoulder. The deep cut welled with blood, but he moved faster, so quickly I almost couldn’t see him. His strong arms wrapped around me, pinning my sword arm to my side.

      One of the other men was on Ana a moment later.

      I thrashed and struggled, but his iron grip kept me immobile. His heat burned through me, making my heart pound and rage rise in my chest. “Let me go!”

      Ana shrieked, managing to get an elbow into the face of the man who held her.

      “Rat bastards!” she shouted.

      “Ah, ah. I’ll have you know that my parentage is sound!” The man grinned.

      “He’s 100 percent moron! Both sides!” The platinum-haired woman crowed.

      These people were nuts. I thrashed in Cade’s iron grip, desperation fueling me. But he didn’t budge, the cage of his arms somehow gentle despite their permanence.

      The woman stepped forward, digging into her pocket. She pulled out a small black stone.

      A transport stone.

      “No!” I screamed.

      She chucked it to the ground, and glittering smoke rose up. Cade dragged me into it, and the ether sucked me in, sending me on a whirlwind ride through space. My head spun as the blackness surrounded me.

      A moment later, I stumbled on solid ground. Cade released me, and I went to my knees in soggy, cold grass.

      I shivered and scrambled to my feet, spinning around.

      My heart calmed—just slightly—when I saw Ana next to me. She’d managed to maintain her footing, but probably only because her captor still held her.

      All around us, mountains soared, stretching into the distance. Steep and dusty green, they were freaking amazing. Sweeps of purple covered their sides, and in a deep valley a sparkling river wound toward the horizon. The air was cool and wet, gray clouds hanging low.

      We were so not in Death Valley anymore.

      “Where are we?” I demanded. There wasn’t a single building, road, or car in sight.

      “Scotland. The far north,” Cade said.

      “Otherwise known as the ass end of nowhere.” The woman grinned, then sauntered over and stuck out her hand. “I’m Caro.”

      I stared at her hand like it was a snake, then met her silver eyes. “You have to be joking. You just abducted me. I’m not about to make nice.”

      She shrugged, clearly not bothered. “You’ll come around.”

      “They all do! We did,” one of the men said. He let go of Ana, and she darted away, stumbling toward me.

      There was only one reason they’d let go of us.  There was nowhere to go. Not for miles, probably.

      The dark-haired man smiled. “I’m Ali.”

      “And I’m Haris,” the other said.

      “What are you?” I demanded, remembering their creepy power.

      “Djinn,” they both said.

      At my blank look, Ali said, “People think we’re genies, but we don’t do wishes. Just invisibility and possessing people.”

      They’d made those mages kill themselves.

      I backed up. “Stay the hell away from me, then.”

      “Seconded,” Ana said.

      “Don’t worry about us,” Haris said.

      I’d be the judge of that. “We’re in the Highlands, then?”

      Ali glanced at the mountains around. “What gave it away?”

      “Funny.” I shot him the hairy eyeball.

      “You can’t walk out of here,” Cade said. “So you may as well come with us and hear what we have to say.”

      “I’m not afraid to walk.” I stepped back from him, wanting to put as much distance as I could between myself and the sexy supernatural of indeterminate—but terrifying—species. I made it three steps before I hit an invisible barrier. “What the hell?”

      “You’re on our land,” Cade said. “Until you’re within the castle, you can’t go far from us.”

      Caro winked.

      A freaking wink? She was nuts.

      “Come on.” Cade turned and set off across the side of the mountain. “We’ll explain it all when we’re within the walls. It’s safer there.”

      The others followed. When they were about ten feet away from us, immense pressure formed at my back, forcing me to follow. Ana kept in step with me, dragged along in the same way.

      If only my magic weren’t depleted, maybe I could blast out of this. We’d just have to go along until we had the strength to fight our way out.

      “What the heck is happening?” Ana whispered. “Who are these people?”

      “I have no idea.” I studied Cade’s impossibly broad shoulders. “I don’t think they’re Ricketts’s men, since they killed the bastards. But are they the people that Mom warned us about?”

      “They don’t seem like the ones who came for us when we were children,” Ana said. “Their magic doesn’t feel the same. Not evil. But dangerous.”

      I still remembered running with our mother, the dark magic pursuing us. We’d made it away, barely, but never been able to return home.

      “Let’s reserve judgment.” I met her worried gaze. “Because we have bigger problems.”

      “Than abduction?”

      “Yeah. While you were unconscious, we were both poisoned by that stuff Ricketts uses to force you to go to him.”

      Her face paled. “The poison that turns you to stone?”

      “I think so. It smelled like it.” We’d heard it described before by other horrified outlaws who’d gone to Ricketts for help. Like we stupidly had.

      “Why does he want us to go to him?” she asked. “To make us pay up? We can’t do that without a job or money.”

      “No idea. Something weird is happening. We just need to…” My words trailed off as we turned a bend on the mountainside.

      “Holy fates,” Ana breathed.

      A castle spread out before us, a monstrosity built of gray stone and black slate. The exterior wall soared high, but the towers were even higher, piercing the gray sky. The place was impossibly huge, and magic sparked around it, almost like it was a living thing.

      I picked my jaw up off the floor in time to notice Caro staring at us. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “It’s all right.” It was more than all right. It was incredible.

      And I really didn’t want to go inside those walls. Because even though it looked like a fantasy on steroids, there’d be no getting out of there.

      But our captors kept walking, and we kept being dragged along behind. I dug my heels into the dirt, sweat breaking out on my skin. But it did no good—the spell dragged me along behind them.

      “I hate this freaking spell,” Ana muttered, a single bead of sweat rolling down her face.

      “Seconded.” I panted, then finally gave up fighting and walked. I needed to conserve my strength, and my chest was starting to ache.

      Was that the poison? I shuddered.

      Caro sauntered back to join.

      “Not bad, eh?” Caro said.

      “I’m not a fan.”

      “You will be.” She grinned. “I was skeptical first, too, but now I’m a convert.”

      “Like a cult?” This was getting weird.

      “Nah, you’ll see.” She winked.

      The two Djinn were goofing off in the distance, laughing their heads off and clearly comfortable now that they were home. Cade walked with purpose.

      Caro studied Ana. “Are you doing all right?”

      “Fine.” But Ana’s voice wavered. Her color was paler than usual.

      Was she feeling the effects of the poison too?

      “Are you sure?” Caro pointed to the guys. “One of the guys could carry you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Neither of us were, but I understood her need to put on a show of strength. I wrapped an arm around her waist, and we helped each other walk. My pain wasn’t too bad, but it did ache. I hoped hers wasn’t worse.

      I looked at Caro, appreciating the concern she was showing to Ana. These people weren’t acting like evil abductors. “You’re really not going to kill us?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      Hmmm. I almost believed her.

      But maybe that was my desperation talking, because we were at a serious low point. My magic hadn’t renewed enough to make an escape yet. This situation might be bad, but what we were running from was far worse. So it looked like we’d be getting a tour of the castle.

      They led us up to a massive gate and stopped in front of it. Cade laid a big hand against the sturdy wood and murmured a few words I couldn’t hear.

      The gate groaned and creaked as it rose.

      Ana and I followed Cade through the gate, everyone else behind us. The wall was so wide that it felt like passing through a tunnel. Magic sparked over my skin, some kind of protective spell that would keep out unwelcome visitors. If I could feel it and I’d been invited, that meant it was strong as hell.

      There was no way Ricketts could get through here without an inside man. If he could even find it out here in the boonies, which I sincerely doubted.

      I leaned toward Ana and whispered, “If this wasn’t a crazy cult, it’d be a great hideout.”

      She nodded. “You read my mind.”

      A massive stretch of land sprawled out ahead of us. It was huge, indicating that the castle compound was far bigger than I’d realized. Due to magic expanding the space within, if I had to guess.

      In the middle of the open space, about a hundred meters away on a hill, sat the biggest castle I’d ever seen. It was a monstrosity of towers and massive halls, so huge that it’d probably take decades to learn it all. Magic sparked from the place, rolling over the land.

      I could see no wall behind the castle. Was it on a cliff?

      I sniffed the air, getting a hint of the sea.

      It was.

      Wow.

      We had to be at the very top of Scotland.

      To the left, there was a small forest contained entirely within the castle’s exterior wall. On the right were some old buildings. Stables, maybe.

      “Follow me,” Cade said.

      I blinked, realizing that he’d been staring at us. Concern creased his brow.

      Then Ana keeled over, headed for the ground.

      Cade was on us in seconds, sweeping her up.

      Fear lanced through me, sharp and cold. “Ana!”

      “What’s wrong with her?” he demanded, concern in his voice.

      Ana’s eyes opened, and she thrashed in his arms, punching his chest. “Let me down! I was just lightheaded for a moment.”

      He set her down gently. To be honest, I didn’t hate the careful way he held my sister.

      Cade’s nose wrinkled. “No, there’s something else here.” His eyes widened. “Poison?”

      “Are you all right?” Caro demanded.

      The two Djinn approached, concern drawing their eyebrows together.

      Cade’s voice snapped into action mode. “We’re going to Hedy, our resident witch and inventor. She’ll help.”

      “Why do you care, if you abducted us?” I demanded.

      “Normally we don’t abduct. We discuss,” Cade said. “But those were extenuating circumstances. I know a runner when I see one. And if you got on that vehicle of yours, you’d be in your element. Nearly impossible to catch.”

      Fair enough. After facing down Ricketts’s men, we’d been primed to run or fight to the death, no question.

      We’d never have expected help.

      Which was what these people were promising.

      I was skeptical.

      But we needed to consider it, since we were fresh out of options. We were chock-full of poison with no home, no money, no car, and currently no magic.

      Thinking on my feet and trusting my instincts had saved us countless times in Death Valley. Right now, there was only one reasonable thing to do.

      Oh, hell. We had to trust these people. “We’ll see your healer.”

      And if she couldn’t help, my magic should be recouped enough soon that we’d blast our way out of this place somehow and start fresh.

      He nodded, pleased, yet still somehow managing to look dangerous and grim. I shivered, not wanting to be attracted to him but failing miserably.

      He turned and strode toward a squat tower that was set near the entrance gate. Ana and I hurried to follow, Caro at my side. The two Djinn followed behind. Their concern made me uncomfortable.

      Sure, we smelled of sweet, rotten fish, so something was clearly up. But they didn’t know us.

      Why would they care about us?

      Cade led us to a large tower sitting relatively close to the gate. I followed him inside. Caro, Ali, and Haris waited outside.

      The room within was large and round, empty except for several chairs. The lack of windows would have made it dark, but there were glowing glass spheres floating near the ceiling, shedding a golden light on the space. Near the wall, a metal spiral staircase led up to another floor.

      “Why does this remind me of a dungeon?” I asked.

      “It’s not.” The voice sounded from above. Feminine, but deep. Footsteps thudded, then a person appeared on the spiral staircase. She was in her late twenties, with silver hair tipped in lavender and wearing a flowing black dress.  “This is where I work on new magic. Magic that cannot be allowed to escape through any pesky windows.”

      I let my senses detect the magical signatures that filled the place. Almost everything was pleasant, indicating that she didn’t dabble in dark magic.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      She reached the ground floor and approached, her black dress fluttering. “Hedy. The more important question is—are you who I think you are?”

      I shared a glance with Ana before replying. “No idea.”

      She stopped in front of me, clearly absorbing my magical signature. “You are.” She turned to smile at Cade. “Good job.  Though you brought them in less than stellar condition.”

      He inclined his head. “They were like that when I found them.”

      “It’s poison,” I said. “Can you tell us how bad it is and if you have an antidote?”

      She frowned, her nose wrinkling as she sniffed. “Oh no.”

      I swallowed hard. “Your bedside manner could do with some work.”

      “I’ll buy you a beer later to make up for it.”

      Who were these people that were so nice and welcoming after they abducted us?

      She pulled some scissors out of her pocket. “I’m going to take a sample of your shirt that has the poison on it.”

      I pointed to my side, and she snipped off a square, then took it to the table against the wall and laid it on a piece of slate. She dashed a few drops of different potions onto the fabric, which sizzled and smoked.

      “Shit.” She turned to us, a frown creasing her brow. “Lithica poison. You have two weeks before you turn to stone if you don’t get the antidote.”

      As I’d feared. But two weeks was even less time than I’d expected. “Do you have it?”

      “No. Only one person has it.” She gestured to the fabric. “It’s his invention.”

      Cade’s eyes snapped to Hedy. “Ricketts?”

      “You know him?” I demanded.

      “We’ve been hunting him for years. Were the people who were attacking you his men? They seemed familiar.”

      “Yes.” I gave him a considering glance. If he didn’t like Ricketts…

      The enemy of my enemy is my friend, and all that business.

      Maybe.

      “What do you know about him?” I demanded.

      “Let’s discuss that in a moment.” His gaze turned to Hedy. “Will you finish?”

      “Finish what?” Ana asked.

      Hedy pulled a silver stone from her dress pocket and held it up toward us.

      I raised my hands and stepped back, skin prickling with wariness.

      “Don’t worry,” Hedy said. “This is just going to check you for any latent magic or spells that might be a threat to the compound. A little invention of mine.”

      “Invention?”

      “Yes. I’m a jack of all trades. Like that fellow in the James Bond movies.”

      “Q?”

      “Exactly.”

      She hovered the silver stone over my chest. It glowed bright and she frowned. “There’s something here.”

      “A concealment charm?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      Weird. I’d have expected Ricketts to let the charm fade since he was pissed enough to send his goons after us. I shared a worried glance with Ana.

      “There’s something else as well,” Hedy said. “But I can’t tell what it is. A spell that’s been there a while. I’m going to take a sample to figure it out.”

      I didn’t like the idea of her taking a sample of anything, but I really didn’t like the idea of an unknown spell clinging to me.

      Hedy drew a little empty vial and a wand from her pocket.

      I nearly vibrated as I stood still, waiting for her to take the sample. Please don’t involve cutting anything off of me.

      “You use a wand?” I asked. I’d never seen one before. Contrary to popular human myth, witches didn’t use wands. Nor did any other variety of supernatural.

      “For this, yes. It’s another of my inventions.” She then poked me in the chest with her wand.

      “Hey! Ouch.”

      “Relax.” She muttered a few words in a language I didn’t understand.

      Something tugged at my chest. The wand’s tip glowed as she moved it away from me, then stuck it in the bottle. It glowed within the glass. She corked it and stuck it in her pocket, then did the same to Ana.

      Then she went to the desk and picked up two little black bottles and handed them to us. “Lithica poison is painful. It’ll be a steady ache that flares occasionally. You’ll be turning to stone from the inside out. Take this when the pain becomes too much. Not sooner. It will keep you functioning until you can get the antidote.”

      Ana and I took the potions, glancing worriedly at each other.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her, then turned to Cade and Ana. “Now let’s start talking about Ricketts.”

      I wanted to get a feel for these people ASAP, because if they couldn’t help us, we needed to get going on our own.

      “We’ll go up to the castle and meet with the others,” Cade said. “It’s the best place to hear our offer.”

      I looked at Ana, who nodded immediately. And that was the crux of it. We didn’t have a lot of options. Any options, really. Even if Cade weren’t forcing us to hear his offer, we were poisoned, broke, and the devil was on our tail.

      “Fine. We’ll go there.” I scowled, already wondering if I’d signed up for trouble.
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      We followed Cade and Hedy out of the tower and up the slope of the mountain toward the massive castle. As we walked, the clouds parted to reveal a warm yellow sun. It was nothing like Death Valley, where the arrival of the sun meant sweating and eventual death if you weren’t on your guard.

      No, this was warm and lovely. Even the damp grass beneath my feet was nice. The crisp breeze cooled my cheeks. I’d bet this place would be intense in the winter, but in August, it was pretty sweet.

      Despite the lovely weather and beautiful surroundings, power and wealth radiated from this place.

      They had all the resources we lacked.

      I gave Cade a sidelong glance, taking in his powerful stride and confident gaze. This was a guy for whom the world stopped.

      Well, I wasn’t going to be one of the stoppers. “So, what exactly are you?”

      He glanced at me. “Errand boy.”

      “Sure.” I’d believe that when Ana let me have the last slice of pizza. But since he clearly wasn’t going to cooperate, I shifted tactics. “When was this place built? And what the hell is it?”

      “It was built nearly a thousand years ago, though there have been renovations.” His green eyes met mine. “And you’ll learn the rest very shortly.”

      “You’d better be taking us to the queen or something,” I said. “Only royalty would be worth all this trouble.”

      “Is this Balmoral?” Ana frowned skeptically. “Somehow, I’m doubtful. The landscaping is lacking.”

      “Too hodgepodge.” I stifled a laugh. We might be poisoned and slowly turning into stone, but we were clearly going to handle it how we knew best—suppress the worry with jokes.

      That whole ‘laugh instead of crying’ thing? Yeah, that’d gotten us through some hard times. Now, it was second nature.

      Cade grinned. “I doubt you’ll be unimpressed.”

      We neared the massive castle that was built of huge blocks of gray stone. Sparkling mullioned glass shone in the windows. A large courtyard paved in great slabs of granite led up to the huge front doors.

      Cade led us across the stone courtyard. The massive wooden door swung open as we neared. Magic sparked in the air.

      Neat.

      Inside, the foyer was huge, with a sweeping, double-sided staircase leading up to a second level. Other doors led off the main entrance room, along with a couple more staircases. A great chandelier shed glittering light over the rough stone walls and floor. Huge paintings hung on the walls, but I didn’t take the time to study them.

      It was so big and so fantastical that it was hard to get a real handle on it.

      A few people climbed the stairs to the second floor, their arms full of heavy books. Others bustled through the main hall, all of them possessing unique magical signatures. Clashing sounds and smells indicated that their magic was all very different.

      Everyone turned to stare at us. Some looked mistrusting, others just curious.

      “Fancy.” I whistled, just to show them I didn’t care.

      “Practical.” Cade turned down the hall to the right. “This way.”

      I looked at Ana, whose eyes were as round as the full moon.

      “This is nuts,” she whispered.

      “Seconded.” We’d never been in a place this nice before. Most of our early life, after running from our original home, had been spent at our homestead cabin in Alaska or Death Valley Junction.

      I was having a serious country mouse moment but suppressed it. From here on out, we had to be alert and tough.

      As we neared a door at the end of the hallway, varying magical signatures swelled on the air. The smell of old paper, the feeling of a steel sword hilt in my hand, the scent of a wet field. My steps faltered.

      “Who’s in there?” I demanded.

      “We don’t go into rooms full of powerful supernaturals that we don’t know,” Ana said.

      “Scared?” Cade asked.

      I glared at him. “Smart. We don’t like ambushes.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough. There are four other members of the Undercover Protectorate in the room. Each runs a division of our operations. Their magic is strong because everyone here is strong. But we mean you no harm. We want to make you an offer.”

      Undercover Protectorate. Why was that name familiar? I focused on the signatures, picking up four. He wasn’t lying. I glanced at Ana, who nodded.

      “We’ll go in, but make it quick,” I said. “We obviously don’t have a lot of time. And if you make one move against us, I’ll blow you apart.”

      He grinned, sexy as hell and clearly liking my threat.

      Weirdo.

      I followed him into the room, Ana at my side and Hedy behind us. It was a nicely decorated little library, with a round table in the middle. Four people sat around it. Two men and two women.

      One woman caught my eye. Her piercing blue eyes were set off by her dark skin and braids. They sparkled like stars, and were nearly impossible to look away from. There was magic in her eyes, no question. Her scrutiny made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Man, if she interrogated me, I’d have a hard time not giving up the info she wanted.

      The other woman was slender and pale, with magic that smelled of calming lavender. One man was ancient, with stooped shoulders and magic that smelled like the forest, while the other was as bulky as a football player.

      Cade lurked toward the back of the room, standing with his arms crossed like a bouncer on duty. His magical power filled the room, making me seriously aware of him.

      Hedy stepped forward and gestured to the small crowd. “Bree and Ana, we are the Undercover Protectorate, and these are the heads of the individual divisions of our operation. There’s the Demon Trackers Unit, Interspecies Mediation, Research and Development, and the Paranormal Investigative Team.”

      The Paranormal Investigative Team? The PITs? Oof.

      Each person nodded at us.

      “The five of us are equal here,” Hedy said. “But I will speak because you know me best.” She pointed to the chairs. “Please, take a seat.”

      I sat. “I’m going to need you to cut straight to the chase. Because Ana and I don’t have a lot of time.” We needed to start hunting Ricketts immediately if we wanted a cure in time. I was hoping they could help us, but I wasn’t counting on it.

      “Bold,” Star-eyes said.

      “My middle name.” I grinned, which was really more of a teeth-baring.

      “The Undercover Protectorate was created hundreds of years ago to protect the magical world from threats, both supernatural and human,” Hedy said.

      Protect from threats.

      Suddenly the pieces slammed together in my head. That’s where I’d heard their name before. My gaze flashed to Ana, who had paled.

      Our mother had spoken of these people. When we’d been running from the ones who’d attacked our home when we were children, aiming to kidnap me and my sisters, our mother had fled with us, saying that she was trying to take us here.

      To the secret, fabled organization that protected those in need. That investigated the crimes no one else would. The government certainly wasn’t a safe bet for Unknowns like us. But we’d never found the Protectorate, ending up in remote Alaska instead. Our mother had been convinced they’d help us.

      I’d always thought that if my mother couldn’t find them, then they didn’t want to be found.

      “Why us?” I asked. Did they know that we were Unknowns? They shouldn’t. We’d kept it secret so no one could use that against us. Our mother, a powerful seer, had made it clear that hiding our true selves was vital to our survival.

      “We hire only the strongest, rarest supernaturals in the world,” Hedy said. “It’s one of the reasons we’re so secretive. The Order of the Magica doesn’t like it when another organization possesses so much power. Whereas they would persecute some of our members, we welcome them.”

      I nodded, understanding all too well. The government of magic users was committed to keeping magic secret from humans. In their eyes, that meant keeping a handle on the most powerful supernaturals—sometimes by force.

      “When we heard of two women willing to fight their way across Death Valley, we became interested,” Hedy said. “The strength and skill it took to do that is the kind of thing we want here. We’d like you to join our operation. Train at the academy and then work for one of our divisions.”

      So they didn’t know exactly what we were. Or, they weren’t saying.

      “We don’t want to work for you,” Ana said. “We work for ourselves.”

      “Right now, you won’t work for anyone if you don’t find a cure for the Lithica poisoning,” Hedy said.

      Burn.

      She turned to the other members of the organization and explained our situation.  Frowns spread through the group.

      “That is a problem.” Star-eyes looked at us. “I’m Jude. I run the Paranormal Investigative Team. Ricketts, the man who poisoned you, has been on our radar for a long time. But we’ve never been able to catch him. He’s too cunning, and his clients are too frightened to speak up. He must really want you if he hit you with the Lithica poison. He only uses that to draw the most powerful to him.”

      Why did he want us though? To pay our debts? Smelled fishy to me. “So you want to catch him, and you also want us to work for you.”

      “Yes, though your connection to Ricketts is more of a coincidence,” Jude said. “We want you to work for us because you’ve proven your skill and determination in Death Valley. Ricketts is a bonus.”

      I nodded, my mind racing. We could use this. We had to use this.

      Because right now, we were shit out of luck. Poisoned, with no money, no house, no buggy—so no way to get anywhere or make a living.

      I shared a glance with Ana, able to see the wheels turning in her head. We didn’t want to work for these people—we didn’t know them. But we could use them.

      I hiked my thumb toward Cade.  “The big guy back there said you could help us catch Ricketts. But how? I already know how to find him. What can you do for us?”

      I was being a hard ass, but I was also fighting for Ana. Being sweet hadn’t gotten me far in life, but being tough? Yeah, that had worked.

      “Did the mage who hit you with the poison bomb deliver the address for the antidote?” Jude asked.

      “I killed him before he had the chance.” I still cringed at the flub. “It happened before I even realized I’d been hit by the potion bomb.”

      Otherwise, I never would have thrown it. From what I knew, the method was to hit you with the bomb and then tell you where to get the antidote.

      So, my bad.

      “But I have a contact who can help me find it.” I didn’t explain more. I couldn’t, not without risking my friend. “But I’d like backup in confronting Ricketts when I do find him.” My mind raced. “And we’d like your help recovering our truck.”

      Ana nodded subtly at me, obviously thinking the same thing. If we could use their help to get the cure and get the buggy, we’d be in good shape to rebuild our lives once this was over.

      “Why would you need your vehicle if you’re going to work here?” Cade asked from the side wall.

      I went for honesty. “We might not work here.” Us working here was as likely as a naked mole rat becoming a sea captain. “But you could prove your goodwill by helping us get our truck back. And say we did decide to stick around. We’re much stronger with our buggy.”

      The division leaders looked at each other and nodded, then they looked at Cade. Clearly for his approval.

      But if they wanted that, why wasn’t he sitting here with them?

      I turned around to see him nod, then looked back at the table.

      “Normally, when a new recruit joins us, they start out in training,” Jude said. “But we’ve watched you on your trips across the desert. You’re the most impressive untrained fighters we’ve ever seen. You’re qualified to hunt Ricketts. And frankly, you need to. I’ve seen this poison before. It’s a nasty one.”

      “I will accompany you,” Cade said. “When we determine that more backup is needed, we’ll get it.”

      My heart thudded. Work with the sexy, kinda scary powerful dude? I both loved that idea and hated it. I also had no choice. I’d played my cards, and now they were playing theirs.

      “Fine.” I looked at Ana. “You stay and go get the buggy. Make sure it’s in good working order. If Ricketts sends more men to our house, they might trash it.”

      “On it,” she said.

      The slightest bit of hope lit in my chest. This might actually work out for us. Getting the cure and the buggy would put us in a good position.

      And I wasn’t worried about splitting from Ana. She was tougher than me, and we each had connection charms that could allow us to always find each other. After Rowan’s disappearance, we’d bought them. Now, they were going to come in handy.

      “We will send a transport mage with Ana to retrieve the buggy,” Hedy said. “After that, she can get to know the organization a bit better. See that this would be a good place to work. Once you have the cure, you can do the same, Bree. Then we can talk more about terms of employment.”

      “All right,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure if I meant it. I couldn’t think of anything past getting the cure and getting our buggy back.

      Cade stepped forward, his gaze on me. “We should get started.”

      I shivered. Time alone with him?

      Oh boy.
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      Caro, the terrifying water woman whom I actually kinda liked, met us as soon as we left the little library.

      “Here!” She thrust plastic bags into each of our hands. “You smell like dead fish. I thought you might want these.”

      Normally, I’d take ‘you smell like dead fish’ to be an insult, but not coming from Caro. I looked in the bag, seeing black jeans, a black T-shirt, and leather jacket. Not my usual fight wear, but better than being covered in Lithica poison.

      “Thanks,” I said. “That’s really…nice.”

      I was slightly at a loss. Taken aback by her kindness. It’d just been us for so long that this kind of thing was weird.

      Don’t be lured in by her kindness.

      “I’ll let you change,” Cade said. “Then we can go.”

      “All right.”

      Caro showed Ana and I to a bathroom that looked like it’d been in the castle for centuries. Even the toilet was made of stone.

      “Don’t worry. It does flush.” Caro stopped at the door. “And I know this place is weird at first, but I really think you’ll like it here.”

      She went to leave, but I said, “Hang on.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Who is Cade? What is Cade?” He had magic I’d never seen before.

      “He’s Belatucadros. The Celtic god of war.” She grinned. “Crazy, right?”

      A record scratch sounded inside my head. “Wait, what? A god?”

      His power had been nuts.

      “Yeah. He’s one of the earth-walking gods. They’re rare.”

      “What are they?” I asked. “Does that mean he’s immortal? Like, ancient?”

      Had I been eyeballing a dude old enough to be my grandfather eight hundred times removed? Ew.

      “No. He’s in his twenties, I think. He’s a reincarnate. The godly power passes to the souls of those who are worthy. It’s what allows him to walk the earth—because he’s mortal. Yet he has the magical power of a god. Here at the Undercover Protectorate, he does the most dangerous jobs, and only on his terms.”

      “So he’s not the boss?” Ana asked. “You all seemed to listen to him.”

      “Well, yeah. He’s the best fighter here, and we like winning. So we listen to him. He leads the most dangerous operations, normally. Picks and chooses what he wants to do.”

      And he wanted to help me.

      Hmmmm.

      I stocked that away for later.

      “Thanks, Caro.”

      She saluted. “No problem. Good luck with this cure. We’d really like to have you on the Paranormal Investigative Team.”

      “The PITs?”

      She grinned widely. “Yep! Training is a bitch, but it’s worth it in the end.”

      She departed, leaving just me and Ana.

      “Is she for real? She’s so…nice. Yet badass.” I quickly tugged on the new clothes, my chest aching from the Lithica poison. The pain was steadier now—always present. But sometimes it seemed to flare.

      I tossed the old ones in the trash, then tucked the pain potion that Hedy had given me into an inner pocket of the jacket, along with the wadded up bandana that held the potion bomb shards. At least they couldn’t poke through the sturdy bandana.

      “I think she might be.” Ana frowned. “This place is weird.”

      “Yeah.” Not quite the hardscrabble existence we were used to. Challenging, probably. But not the bullshit of scavenging for a living in an outlaw town full of criminals.

      Not that I had time to worry about it now. I gave Ana a quick hug. “Be careful, okay? I’ll be in touch. We’ve got our connection charms”—which, thankfully, we hadn’t bought from Ricketts—“so I’ll come find you when I’m done.”

      “If you’re not back in three days, I’m coming for you.”

      I grinned and fist bumped her. “Deal.”

      “You gonna be okay with Cade? Because, meeeeow. And a god to boot.”

      I punched her in the shoulder.

      “But seriously,” she said. “He’s a fox, and he’s got eyes for you. I caught him looking at you a few times. Like he was perplexed and yet wants you at the same time.”

      I liked that even though I shouldn’t. “We can’t trust him.”

      “Maybe. I’d still climb him like a tree.” She poked me in the chest. “But he looks at you. And he’s got that scary sexy thing going on. Who doesn’t like that?”

      “Too scary. We can kick the ass of almost any guy who comes at us. Except him. The god.” Which I both loved and loathed. But it was too dangerous. “Anyway. Moot point. I’m off to find Ricketts, or we’re going to turn into stone. You get the buggy, so we can start over after this.”

      Her gaze turned serious. Joking about hot guys only got us so far when the straights were this dire. “I’ll take care of it.”

      She gave me another hug, then I left.

      Walking away was weird—we usually faced life and all its dangers together. But this was the smartest way. A two prong attack increased our chances of success in the long run.

      Cade waited for me in the hall. He held a small paper bag in his hand. “Ready?”

      “Yeah. We’re going to Magic’s Bend, in Oregon. Do you have another transportation charm?” The things were super handy, but hard to come by.

      “There’s a portal here that will take us.”

      Wow. Those were also super rare. Only strong magic could keep portals running permanently. This place had everything. “Lead the way.”

      Cade handed me the paper bag. His fingertips brushed mine, and an electric frisson raced up my arm.

      My gaze darted to the bag. “What’s this?”

      “I thought you might be hungry. And there’s no telling what we’ll face in pursuit of Ricketts.”

      My stomach grumbled, as if it could hear. I’d already had an exceptionally long day, and the food would be fuel. “Thanks.”

      As I dug into the bag and pulled out a sandwich, I followed Cade down the hall and through the main entryway. We passed several people, all of whom were covered in blood but looking surprisingly chipper. Until they saw me. Then their gazes turned suspicious.

      I shot them challenging looks, my cheek full of sandwich like a lopsided hamster.  Like what you see?

      Not the best first impression, but I had to work with what I had.

      “Why do people look at me like I’m going to steal the silver?” I asked.

      “You’re new. Everyone’s safety relies upon everyone else. So when new people arrive, the armor of this place is weakened until that person proves loyal.”

      “But you guys trust us enough to bring us here?”

      “We wouldn’t bring you here otherwise. But it’s the bosses who make the decisions, not the foot soldiers. So they’re a little suspicious. You just have to prove it, and everyone will be okay with you. But there’s an adjustment period.”

      Fair enough, though I didn’t like it.

      I followed Cade out the main door and around the castle to the side lawn, which stretched for acres before terminating at the forest. A stone circle sat in the distance, close to the seaside cliffs that fell into the crashing waves.

      “Come on.” He started down a path that cut across the grass. “The portals are in the forest.”

      We started down the path toward the trees.

      “Who are we going to see in Magic’s Bend?” Cade asked.

      “My friends. They’re Seekers. I have shards of the potion bomb, and they’ll be able to use their magic to find Ricketts, who made it.” Lie. They weren’t really Seekers. They were FireSouls, a deadly species that could find anything using their dragon sense.

      But I wasn’t going to spill those beans to Cade, since it could totally get Cass, Del, and Nix into trouble.

      “They must be powerful. We’ve had no luck finding him with Seekers.”

      “They are.” And I prayed to fate they could give us a lead.

      As we neared the trees, magic prickled against my skin, strong and fierce. I stepped between the trunks, spotting glowing lights floating amongst the green leaves. Green moss glowed under the little lights, and the trees were like gnarled old men, their branches twisted and bent.

      My soul sighed, happy to be here. It was the most beautiful place. Haunted and magical at the same time.

      “What are the lights?” I asked.

      “Fairy lights. This was once an enchanted Fae grove, with a portal to their land. It’s been sealed, however. Long ago.”

      “Wow.”

      He led me down the winding path. A river burbled somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t see it. Eventually, we reached a clearing with three portals. They glowed in the dark night, one blue, one white, and one a faded gray.

      I pointed to the gray one. “The Fae portal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why’d it close?”

      “I don’t know. It’s been that way for centuries.”

      Cade pointed to the blue portal. “This one will take you to Edinburgh. The other, to Magic’s Bend.”

      “Edinburgh?”

      “Closest city with a magical community and great bars.” His lips tugged up at the corner. “The members of the Protectorate are big fans of the bars.”

      That didn’t sound so bad.

      I stepped toward the white portal, about to step through to Magic’s Bend, the largest magical city in the world. It was an amazing place that humans had no idea existed.

      Cade touched my arm. “I’ll go first.”

      “I can handle it.”

      He smiled and stepped through, no doubt to scout the area for danger. I followed, letting the ether suck me through space, all the way from Scotland to Oregon.

      I stepped out into an alley that smelled of burnt magic and pee. I crinkled my nose and went toward the main street, where Cade stood.

      It was dark, shortly after 6:00 a.m., and the street was empty save for a few cars. On either side of the road sat pretty Victorian buildings three stories tall, each painted a different color. The first floors were all bars or restaurants. Looked pretty nice, though I hadn’t been to this part of Magic’s Bend before.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “This is the Historic District.”

      “Party district, is more like.” No wonder that alley had smelled like pee.

      “Hit the nail on the head.”

      A taxi drove by, and he flagged it down. We climbed into the glittering purple car and sat on seats of pink leather.

      A pixie with green hair turned around. “Where ya off to?”

      “Factory Row. A shop called Ancient Magic,” I said.

      The car peeled away from the curb.

      “Ancient Magic?” Cade asked.

      “Yep. My friends—” Were they really friends? I hadn’t seen them in five years. Hopefully they weren’t counting. “Um, my friends are treasure hunters. They find enchanted artifacts and sell the magic inside.”

      “Isn’t it illegal to take antiquities from archaeological sites?”

      I nodded. “They only take the artifacts with the most degraded magic.” Over time, magic decayed. “They choose the pieces that are about to explode and remove the magic. That’s what they sell. Then they return the original artifact to the archaeological site.”

      “Brilliant.” Cade nodded. “That keeps them on the right side of the law, and they make a tidy profit.”

      “Exactly.”

      The taxi turned onto Factory Row, a street on the edge of town that housed all the old factories from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It’d been converted into a trendy part of town with apartments and antique shops.

      We drove by Potions & Pastilles, a coffee shop/bar that I’d been to a few times before. The lights glowed from within, and a dark-haired guy worked behind the counter, getting set up for the day. Connor, I thought his name was, but it’d been a while.

      “Here!” I pointed to the spot where their shop, Ancient Magic, sat.

      “Bit early for shopping.” The driver pulled over.

      “I know the owners.” I reached into my pocket for my little wallet, but Cade handed over a wad of bills. “Thanks.”

      He nodded, and we got out of the car. It pulled off into the gloaming. I hurried onto the sidewalk, drawn by the golden light gleaming from the windows of Ancient Magic.

      The owners—Cass, Del, and Nix—lived above the shop, but if the lights were on inside Ancient Magic, maybe I’d get lucky. Since my alternative was tossing pebbles at their windows above, I was hoping for lucky.

      The wide glass windows revealed a red-headed figure behind the desk, fussing with something on the shelves.

      “That’s Cass.” I stepped up to the door and tried it.

      It gave way, and I stepped inside, Cade behind me.

      Cass turned, her red hair swinging around the shoulders of her brown leather jacket. She clutched a bronze figurine, and her eyes widened at the sight of me.

      “Bree?” She stepped out from behind the counter. “It’s been ages.”

      “Hi!” I waved, slightly awkwardly, and stepped farther into the shop. “You’re here early.”

      She glanced at the artifact as if she’d forgotten she was holding it, and set it on the counter. “We’re having trouble with this artifact. Nix can’t get the magic out, and it’s about to blow. We need to get it out of here.”

      “Oh, shit.” I stepped backward.

      “Don’t worry—the artifact has a day, at least. So we have a few minutes. Live dangerously, right?” She stepped closer. She wore jeans and tall leather boots, completing her Indiana Jones/Lara Croft hybrid look. She was one of the most badass supernaturals out there, and was someone I’d always respected. “But why are you here? Not that it’s not great to see you. I’d just hoped we’d have seen you more in the last five years.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” I was keenly aware of Cade at my side, his ears tuned to pick up every bit of the conversation. “We were busy.”

      “Hmmm. If you’d needed help…” She trailed off when I stiffened.

      Though I appreciated the offer, Ana and I liked to take care of ourselves. Cass understood that kind of pride.

      Even though we were now at the end of our line.

      “What can I do for you, then?” Cass asked.

      “We need help finding something.”

      “Yeah, sure, of course.” She stepped closer, then pulled up short, raising her palms. “Whoa. Hello power.”

      I glanced up at Cade. “Get your magical signature under control, man.”

      Magical signatures could be controlled by powerful supernaturals. Cade definitely counted. So why was he blasting his at Cass? Did he sense how powerful she was, too? She was keeping hers on the down low, from what I could tell.

      “Um, not him,” Cass said. “Though I can tell he’s holding on to some serious firepower. It’s you, Bree. You’ve got some mad power going on.”

      “Me?” My signature had always been pretty normal.

      “Yeah.” Her gaze darted to Cade, then went blank. As if she realized that maybe I didn’t want to talk about it in front of him. As a FireSoul, one who shared a soul with a dragon, Cass knew all too well what it was like to hide your power. She’d been hiding for years. She was trying to protect me. “Anyway, what kind of help do you need? And who is your big pal here?”

      “I’m Cade.” He stepped forward and held out his hand.

      “Cade.” Cass shot him an appraising glance, like she was trying to figure him out. “Hang on. You’re Belatucadros!”

      “Aye. But would you introduce yourself with that mouthful?”

      I liked that he didn’t parade around with his godly name. He let his actions speak, not his title.

      She laughed. “Fair enough, god of war.” She shook his hand, then turned to me. “Spill.”

      “We need your help to track someone. We have something they used,” I said.

      “Of course.”

      I tugged the bandana out of my pocket and held it out. “Careful. The shards may have poison on them.”

      Cass took it, then opened it and peered at the contents. “Do you know anything else about this person?”

      “Yes,” I said. “We’re looking for the man who made it. A Blood Sorcerer named Ricketts. But it was deployed by another man. He’s dead.”

      “All right.” She closed her eyes, no doubt calling on her dragon sense.

      Because she was so powerful, I couldn’t feel a hint of her magic. She’d probably practiced long and hard to conceal something that strong. Her power came directly from dragons. Since the magical beasts were so covetous, they were able to find anything of value. FireSouls had inherited that gift.

      A pretty valuable power, if you asked me.

      A moment later, her eyes popped open. “Ricketts is somewhere in Europe. If I were closer, I could give you a more precise location. But the man who deployed it—he’s dead, you said?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Well, his ashes or body are nearby.” She pulled out her phone and tapped some buttons, then held it out to me. “I think he’s in this house. I can feel it really strongly since he’s so close.”

      I peered at the satellite image on Google maps.  A modern mansion sat on a cliff by the sea. Several large, black SUVs sat in the drive. Exactly the kind of cars you’d think a mobster’s goons would drive. “That looks like a frat house for mob muscle.”

      Cade nodded sharply. “That would make sense. We have reports that he keeps mercenaries on staff in different locations. Having his American base in Magic’s Bend is logical.”

      It was the largest magical city in the world and had a massive airport for reaching headquarters in Europe, so yeah, that made sense.

      “Even if he’s not there, I bet there’s a lead there,” I said.

      Cass nodded. “Try that out. If it doesn’t work, I’ll be done with this artifact in a couple days. I could help you locate Ricketts in Europe.”

      “Thank you.” I definitely wanted to get started with this lead, but the backup option was nice.

      “Anytime. Really.” She handed the glass shards back to me, questions in her eyes.

      “I’ll meet you on the street okay, Cade?” I shot him a glance. I wanted just a moment alone with her. She’d been the closest thing to a friend outside of my sister that I’d ever had, and that was really laughable, considering that I’d barely known her.

      He gave Cass a searching look, then nodded. “Good to meet you, Cass.”

      I watched him walk out, then turned to Cass.

      “You’re stronger than you were,” she said. “Much stronger. And five years ago, when I met you, you were no one to be trifled with. But now it’s a bit crazy.”

      “I know. I’m not sure what it is. I’m an Unknown. And my power has been going wild lately. Any control I once had is gone.” Unknowns often manifested their true powers later in life. Was that what was happening to me?

      For the first time ever, I found myself spilling my guts. But I could trust Cass, because she knew what it was like to hide. And she’d keep my secret. Just like I’d kept hers.

      I trusted very few people in this world—less than I could count on one hand—and she was one of them. Even if my pride was too big to accept more help than absolutely necessary.

      “Don’t let anyone know what you are.” Her gaze was serious. “I know what that life is like. I found my way out—to happiness and honesty—but hiding is what kept me alive for the first twenty-five years.”

      “That’s exactly what my mother told me to do. She was a seer, and she prophesied that someone would hunt me because of what I am. Except, I don’t even know what I am exactly. Just that I might be changing.”

      She nodded. “Keep hiding. Try to get a handle on your magic. You must. And learn to control your signature. That will save you.”

      I nodded, grateful for the advice. Cass was about seven years older than me and had lived a life that was just as hard and full of secrets. She knew what was up.

      “I don’t know how well you know Cade,” she said. “So I’m sorry if I blew your cover. I was just so shocked. It’s almost impossible for non-FireSouls to increase their magical power. And you aren’t a FireSoul. I’d feel it if you were.”

      I hadn’t ever wanted to be—FireSouls were never Unknowns—but answers would be nice. “It’s cool. I appreciate the help.”

      “Come back to see us again. Nix and Del would be happy to see you. And if you need us, we’ll help. Like you helped us.”

      “Thanks. Really.” I took one last glance at her face, this almost-friend who could possibly be more if I weren’t so damned scared of getting close to people, then turned for the door.

      “Hang on,” she said. “I don’t see a car out in the street. Did you take a cab? Where’s your crazy truck?”

      I turned. “Temporarily out of commission.”

      Cass grinned. “You’ll need a ride out to the target’s house, then. I bet Nix would let you borrow her new baby.”

      From what little I knew, Cass’s sister Nix loved cars. “Really? I haven’t spoken to you guys in five years, and she’d do that?”

      “You helped her a lot. And you’re going to like this car.”

      “What is it?”

      “A version of your truck. Nix loved yours so much she built a smaller one for herself. It’ll probably come in handy getting to the target’s house. Dollars to donuts there are protection charms around the property.”

      Excitement thrummed in my veins. I was always most comfortable fighting from a vehicle, and this would come in handy. “Thanks.”

      Cass nodded and pressed a finger to the golden charm at her throat. Magic thrummed in the air. “Nix? You’ll never guess who is here. Bree Blackwood. Can she borrow your truck?”

      “Bree?” Nix’s voice spiked with excitement. “Heck yeah. There are spare keys in the desk, and it’s parked in the alley. Tell her she should come by more.”

      “Thanks, Nix,” I said, directing my voice toward Cass’s communications charm. Ana and I really needed to get some of those.

      “No problem,” Nix said. “Good luck with whatever you’re after. And Cass, I’ll see you in twenty?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got the artifact and I’m coming.” Cass hung up on the comms charm and looked at me. “Let’s get you in this car, then I’ve got to get this damned artifact away from civilization while we try to sort out the magic.”

      “Thanks again.” I smiled at her, my heart warmed.

      Had Ana and I done the wrong things, sticking so close to ourselves all these years? I hadn’t realized that Cass and Nix had liked us so much. Maybe we’d given up something good.

      Maybe.
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      Nix’s car turned out to be a modified Hummer with fighting platforms on the front and back. No spikes on the sides, but massive tires gave the thing good clearance, and the engine was nothing to be trifled with.

      I waved goodbye to Cass and pulled out of the alley, Cade at my side.

      “You like your cars,” he said.

      “Depends.” I turned off of Factory Row and headed out of town. “I like cars that help me fight. Beasts like this do that.”

      He grinned, then looked at his phone, where he had the map. Cass had marked the house for us. “Go left up here.”

      I turned at his directions, heading toward the forests that surrounded Magic’s Bend. Thirty minutes later, we neared our target. The woods had thickened, and the street had narrowed.

      “You can tell they’re up to no good just by their location,” I muttered. We were well away from any of the perks of town. There weren’t even any other houses out here.

      “Turn here.” Cade pointed to an even narrower road that cut through giant, twisted trees.

      I turned onto the gravel lane, the car easily tackling the gravel road. “It’s like we’re headed into the Big Bad Wolf’s forest.”

      “Dark magic can warp a place.” Cade leaned forward, studying the terrain. “Two hundred yards ahead.”

      I peered through the trees, unable to see the house. It was darker here, unnaturally so. But magic sparked on the air, growing stronger. Like most protection charms, it stung the skin. Tiny bee stings that said get the hell out of here.

      I pressed my foot to the gas, speeding up. Trees closed in. Magic vibrated on the air.

      Then the ground began to rumble, rough and low. Moving earth.

      I kicked into action, instinct born of years fighting in the desert. “Take the wheel!”

      I hopped out of the seat, launching myself onto the front platform without waiting to see if Cade followed my orders. He was a smart guy. He’d figure it out.

      Just as I landed on the small metal platform, one of the trees ahead burst out of the ground.

      Ha! I’d known something was about to pop out.

      Death Valley threw a lot of things at us, and monsters made of the terrain were common.

      The massive tree vibrated with magic as it morphed into a giant boar made of wood and bark. Pine needles for hair stuck out wildly, and the eyes were gaping black pits.

      Always the gaping black pits with these monsters.

      I grinned, kinda liking it. Made it easier to destroy them if I didn’t have to look into their eyes. They weren’t real, but it was easy to pretend they were.

      Cade kept the car on the lane as I powered up my magic and aimed for the boar that charged us. It was bigger than the car, its wooden hooves pounding the earth and its great tusks ready to flip the vehicle onto its back.

      I sucked in a deep breath, then hurled my magic at the boar. It shot out of me like a deflating balloon.

      Shit!

      Totally unpredictable these days.

      A deep growl rumbled from the boar’s chest as the beast thundered toward us, kicking up massive clods of earth. It was only twenty yards away now.

      One shot.

      I tried to grab the magic tumbling around inside my chest, a wild thing that refused to cooperate. Finally, I nabbed it, imagining a giant sonic boom and heaving it toward the monster.

      It cracked on the air and bowled the beast over, slamming into the surrounding trees and uprooting two of them. The boar was now twigs.

      I winced.

      Slight overkill.

      “Faster!” I shouted to Cade as I crouched on the platform and held on to the railing. Ana would not be pleased by my lack of safety harness. I didn’t know if we could outrun any of the protection charms, but we could sure as heck try.

      “Aye!” Cade shouted.

      The vehicle shot forward, racing past trees. Wind tore at my hair as I scanned the forest, searching for threats. The way the magic prickled on the air, there was something waiting for us.

      When the ground ahead shifted, like something slithered under the leaves, I drew my sword and shield from the ether. They were familiar and comforting in my hands, but I’d really have to watch my balance without my harness.

      “Something up ahead!” I shouted. “Be wary.”

      A massive black snake burst from the ground ahead of us, to the right of the road, scales gleaming black in the light. Diamond eyes flared bright in its head.

      Nothing this big could be natural—not in Oregon. And not with diamond eyes. Magic, then. Not living.

      Whew.

      Less on my conscience this way.

      I shifted, ready for it.

      The creature struck, fast as lightning, coming straight for me. Fangs glinted in its mouth. I raised my shield to block and swung my sword, going for the neck.

      My sword sliced through the creature’s neck, and the head flew off. Sparkling gray blood sprayed from the neck, splattering my shield and sizzling.

      Whoa. Definitely not blood.

      The massive body thudded to the ground.

      “Left!” Cade shouted.

      I spun, catching sight of a second snake coming from the other side of the vehicle. I lunged for it. Too late for the sword. I crouched low, raising my shield as it struck. The head slammed into my shield, driving me backwards. I barely maintained my footing, my arm aching from the blow.

      When I lowered my shield, the snake was rallying for a second hit. One of its foot-long fangs was broken, no doubt from its collision with my shield.

      The snake’s diamond gaze darted between me and Cade.

      “Shield!” I shouted, just as the snake struck out at Cade.

      His magic surged on the air as he conjured his shield on the arm that faced the snake. It appeared just as the beast neared him.

      I lunged, slicing the snake’s neck with my blade. The silvery gray blood sprayed again, sizzling as it struck Cade’s shield and the side of the car. I ducked, barely avoiding the spray, as Cade pressed his foot to the gas and the vehicle sped forward.

      “Good job,” he shouted.

      “You too!” I turned for the front of the truck, searching for more protection charms.

      Instead, pain flared in my chest like an explosion of acid, making me gasp and double over. I barely kept my footing on the platform. The Lithica poison was really hitting me now. I sucked in ragged breaths, trying to get it together.

      “Are you all right?” Cade shouted.

      “Fine.” I bit out the words, straightening as the pain faded to a dull roar. Still there, but not incapacitating. These flare-ups were getting worse and worse.

      Ahead of us, there was a massive mansion, sitting on the cliff. It gleamed with metal and glass, a modern construction that looked like a rectangular spaceship. If that kind of thing even existed.

      Two men stood on the porch, magic glowing around them like a threat.

      “Looks like we lost the element of surprise!” I shouted. “Let’s ditch the car!”

      I really didn’t want to hurt it more than we already had. I’d definitely be repairing those burns in the paint from the snake’s weird blood—I didn’t want to actually total the whole car.

      Cade slowed the vehicle about twenty yards from the house. Before he could stop, I leapt off the platform, running full out for the mages, shield and sword raised.

      One looked just like the dead mage who’d nailed me with the poison—his twin brother. Unlike the mage who had hit me with the potion bomb and had worn a hideous blue leather jacket, this one wore a sleek three-piece suit. The other was a hulking blond man wearing a horrible gold track suit.

      “Where is Ricketts?” I demanded as I neared. Maybe we’d get lucky and they’d tell us.

      “Hell if we’re telling you.” The mage’s brother flung out his hand. An electrical whip snapped through the air, coming right for me.

      Right. So that had failed.

      I raised my shield. The electric whip cracked off the metal. The shock sent vibrations up my arm, but it didn’t electrocute me.  The shield was backed by rubber—I wasn’t a total newb.

      But Cade needed to park the car and get here ASAP, because magic was starting to glow around Goldie. He was about to get into the action, and I didn’t want to fight off two.

      “Your brother hit me with the Lithica poison,” I shouted. “That means Ricketts wants me to come to him. Where is he?”

      “Like I can trust you.” He struck again, this time going low.

      I barely managed to shield myself in time. The whip cracked against the metal.

      The man next to him growled, his magic glowing even stronger, a bright light that flared as he grew larger. His muscles popped, and he shot up four feet in height—like some transformer doll or the Hulk.

      Except that he was an unfortunate peachy color and looked like a twelve-foot-tall ‘roided up body builder. Cade’s footsteps thundered behind me as he approached. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him shift into a massive wolf, then lunge for the giant.

      Holy crap.

      He was no ordinary Shifter. Apparently the god thing gave him some extra juice, because he was four times the size of a normal wolf.

      I left him to it, raising my blade as the mage across from me powered up his magic. Fortunately, he needed a few seconds between blasts.

      “Seriously, man,” I shouted. “I need to know where Ricketts is. The potion proves he wants to see me.”

      “Tony didn’t mention ‘nothin about no Lithica potion.” He snapped out with his whip, which I barely avoided. “You think we’re idiots? We got protocol, lady! Ricketts keeps his location a secret. Lotta people want him dead, but none of us squeal on him.  That’s the point! If you have to nail someone with the Lithica curse, only you deliver Ricketts’s location.”

      Dang, he was red in the face. Pretty pissed, really.

      And he was not gonna give up the location of Ricketts. I knew what commitment looked like, and this guy had it. That meant we had to search the house.

      The growls and shrieks from nearby indicated that Cade was taking care of his goon, so I just had to handle mine.

      I lunged for him just as he struck out with his electrical whip. I blocked it, then swung my sword. He danced back, faster than I could see.

      “Super speed, too.” He grinned evilly, raising his hand again. “I am going to fuck you up. Rip out your intestines and turn them into a bow.”

      Right, then. Super speed plus electrical whip equaled this was not a sword fight.

      I stashed my sword in the ether, then flung out my hand, aiming a moderate sized sonic boom at him. I’d just knock him unconscious and start searching the house.

      It exploded out of me like a freight train, bowling him over and destroying half of the house in a shower of glass and metal.

      Shit.

      I stumbled back, muscles suddenly weak. I’d blown all my magic in one go. And that dude was definitely dead.

      Okay, that had been bad. I looked over in time to see Cade tear the throat out of the big man and leap off of him. Blood and gore dripped down his muzzle. He was as tall as me in this form, and a good two or three hundred pounds heavier.

      I swallowed hard. “Hey, Cade.”

      Please don’t eat me.

      I’d used up all my magic—unintentionally—and did not want to get eaten as a result.

      Silver light swirled around him, and he transformed back to human, dressed and with no blood coating his face. His gaze traveled over the half destroyed house.

      “It’s hard to search a house when it’s rubble,” he said.

      “I know.” But I really didn’t want to explain how I lost control. “You’re half Shifter?”

      “No. Wolves were important to the Celts. Warrior dogs. It’s part of my god power. I don’t qualify as a Shifter and wouldn’t be welcome at Glencarrough.”

      Glencarrough was the Alpha Council’s secretive headquarters. If they knew what an ally Cade could be, I’d bet they’d invite him in.

      He looked like he was about to ask me about the catastrophe that I’d caused, so I jumped in. “Cool. Let’s go check the house.”

      I hurried toward the front door. It’d once been a double door, but only one was left. The whole right side of the house was now rubble.

      Please let their rooms be on the left.

      I yanked open the remaining door and hurried into a massive living room that was half destroyed.

      Cade followed. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      Not if I can help it. “Can’t wait.”

      All the couches were gone, but an urn sat on the coffee table. “There’s the mage.”

      “Aye. Brother must have brought him back.”

      I winced, guilt streaking through me over the death of two brothers. They’d been evil assholes out to kill me, but still…

      Ignoring the urn, I hurried toward the door on the left. A quick survey showed a closet full of three-piece suits. “It’s the brother’s room.”

      Cade looked up from where he’d been looking into the small garbage bin. “Trash is full of receipts from Venice. Dated last month.”

      “Hmmm. That’s in Europe.” I left the room, going to the next. The closet in this one revealed a collection of giant track suits. “Strike out.”

      “Let’s look anyway.”

      We found more receipts from Venice from six weeks ago.

      “Looks like more than a coincidence,” I said.

      “Here’s hoping for three.”

      We left the room and found the final bedroom on the upper floor. The closet contained colorful leather jackets. Red, orange, blue. Bingo. Thank fates I hadn’t destroyed this room. “This is his room.”

      I hurried to the desk, while Cade grabbed the little garbage bin. I riffled through papers for a few moments while he searched.

      “Nothing in here,” he said.

      “That’s because he hasn’t thrown them out yet.” I held up a handful of receipts. “Also Venice. Dated last week.”

      “Then none of them were traveling together.”

      “Not a vacation. They were going to get their orders. And it seems that Ricketts runs an organized operation. They saved their receipts so they could submit them for reimbursement.”

      Cade nodded. “Good work.”

      “Stupid trail, though.” But I grinned, grateful for the slip up. We needed all the help we could get. “This place was protected, but not well enough.”

      “Not from us.” Cade smiled warmly at me, the corners of his beautiful eyes crinkling. Wind swept his dark hair off his face and pressed his sweater to his muscular chest. Butterflies started dancing in my stomach. “We make a good team.”

      Warmth glowed in my chest, joining the butterflies down below.

      A connection. We definitely had one. And we’d done this together.

      Oooohkay, whoa, Nelly.

      Feeling warm fuzzies about a dude was the first step toward a…relationship. Yikes.

      Relationships were a bad idea. They required trust. I was not good at that, and I couldn’t afford it anyway—not with the way my magic was going haywire lately.

      If they knew what I really was? Ana and I would be out on our asses—no more help from the Undercover Protectorate. And I wanted to be damned sure I’d get my hands on that cure before we parted ways.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I bet more than three people lived in a house this big. The others might be back soon.”

      “Good plan.”

      We hurried out of the house, headed back toward Nix’s car. Exhaustion pulled at me as I climbed into the passenger seat. Cade had the keys, and I was on shaky legs already. He could drive. I’d used up all my magic and hadn’t actually slept in what felt like days. We’d gone straight from Death Valley to this.

      Cade turned the car on and pulled away from the house. “I have an underworld contact in Venice. If Ricketts is there, she’ll probably know about them.”

      “Good. Another lead.”

      “It’ll be evening in Scotland. We’ll sleep tonight and start in the morning.”

      As much as I wanted to start hunting the cure immediately, I desperately needed a bit of sleep. And my magic was totally out. It’d take a while to recoup all that I’d blown. “All right.”

      After a few moments, Cade broke the silence. “Did you mean to destroy the house?”

      I wanted to say yes—not to admit to my wonky magic—but there was literally no way I could. No one would destroy the house they wanted to search. “Sometimes I put a little too much juice on my magic.”

      “Hmmm.” His gaze turned to my face, thoughtful. “And your friend said that your magic is stronger.”

      Shit. He had been listening. But I couldn’t let him realize that’s what was happening to me. That I was maybe changing from an Unknown into….what? “I wore a magic repressing charm when I saw her last.”

      Please buy that.

      Those things did technically exist, though I’d never gotten my hands on one.

      “Really?” He sounded skeptical.

      “Yep.”

      “Either way, your lack of control could be a problem in Venice.”

      No kidding. My magic was all about blowing stuff up, and everywhere I looked, there were either people or valuable historic buildings.

      Not the place for me.

      “I’ll just stick to my weapons. I can handle anything with those.”

      The corner of his mouth tugged up. “I believe that. You’re damned skilled.” He drove down Factory Row and parked the truck in the alley. “I think I can probably get you a charm that will help you control your magic. It’s a temporary fix because the charm’s magic fades. You’ll have to train hard to get your magic under control, but this could help in the meantime.”

      “Really?” That’d be handy.

      “Aye. There’s an armory at the Protectorate. They can make one. It’ll take the night, but they’ll do it.”

      “For the god of war.”

      “Aye. But for any member who needs it.”

      “Is that me?”

      “If you complete your training.” He turned off the car and met my gaze. “Which I hope you will.”

      “Caro said it can be a real bitch.”

      He grinned. “Of course. That’s how you join the most elite secret organization in the world.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.”
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      We arrived at the portal in the enchanted forest right as dusk was falling. We hadn’t spoken much on the cab ride back to the portal in Magic’s Bend, but I’d felt Cade’s presence intensely.

      I was definitely interested. And he might’ve even returned the sentiment.

      Which just made me more nervous.

      And more curious.

      We set off toward the castle in silence. The path back through the woods was lit by the fairy lights, giving the place a romantic feel, which I did my damnedest to ignore.

      At the edge of the forest, Cade spoke. “I’ll submit a request to the armory for your charm. If they start immediately, it should be done by morning. Once we have it, we’ll head to Venice.”

      “How will we get there?” I hoped he had a transport charm. I didn’t want to spend hours on a plane. Not with this deadline.

      He dug into the pocket of his battered leather jacket and withdrew a black stone.

      Jackpot.

      “How are you getting so many of those?” They were super rare because they were so hard to make.

      “I have a wizard contact that I pay well.”

      “Handy.”

      “Very.”

      We walked up the path toward the castle. I called upon the connection charm that I had with my sister, feeling a tug toward the low buildings on the other side of the castle, near the wall.

      I pointed to them. “What are those?”

      “The stables. They’re now used as garages and storage. If your sister recovered your vehicle, it’ll be in there.”

      “She’s in there, too, if the buggy is.” Probably working on it. “I’m going to go check it out.”

      “All right. If she’s there, Caro will have shown her around a bit. If you need anything, there’s a small office immediately to the right of the main foyer. They can help you.”

      “You’re just going to let me wander around unsupervised?”

      “Aye. That’s part of the trust thing I mentioned.”

      This was their home, technically. And probably full of all kinds of magic that I could nick.

      We weren’t thieves. We earned our livings honestly. But the fact that they would trust us?

      Kinda cool, even though I hated to admit it.

      Also maybe a little stupid. But that didn’t detract from the cool factor.

      “How do you know you can trust us, though?”

      “Our potential members are selected very carefully. It’s not easy to get an invitation. It’s an honor really. But once you’ve been chosen, it’s up to you to earn your place with your skill in training.”

      “How are we chosen? You didn’t even interview us.”

      “That is a secret.” He grinned. He was a devastatingly handsome man who looked like he fit right into the Scottish Highlands. “And if I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

      “All right, then.” I couldn’t help my smile even as I swore I’d figure out how we’d been chosen.

      “I’m off to the armory. I’ll see you in the morning at six, in the entry hall. We’ll get started early.”

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded. “Thank you. We’ve wanted to catch Ricketts for a long time.”

      As he walked away, I watched his very attractive backside stride off into the night.

      Nope! I spun around

      Eyes on the prize, Bree. And my prize wasn’t going to have anything to do with Cade’s butt. My prize was going to be the cure for the Lithica poison and getting Ricketts off my back. As an added bonus, we’d be able to repair the buggy.

      This would all work out.

      Somehow.

      I turned down the path toward the stables. The path and grounds were empty at this hour, probably because everyone was eating dinner. It was a beautiful evening, with the sun low near the mountains and the breeze light. Wildflowers rustled, and the castle rose tall in the distance. It was surreal to be walking around such a beautiful place.

      I liked it. The whole place felt magical. Not the everyday kind of magic that I lived with, but the kind that I’d always associated with castles and history. Fairytale magic.

      And I was here.

      Agony exploded in my chest. I gasped and stumbled, barely keeping to my feet. My head swam as I sucked in shallow breathes, trying to get control of it.

      Oh, fates.

      This was getting bad.

      Just the idea of the Lithica poisoning turning my insides to stone made me cringe. I hoped Ana wasn’t feeling the same thing.

      By the time I neared the stables, I could hear Ana cursing within. I pulled open the heavy door and stepped into the warmth, breathing in deeply the scent of engine oil. It overlaid the smell of hay and horses that still lingered. Nice.

      “Hey!” Ana stepped out from behind the buggy, which looked like a burned-out mess.

      “Oh hell! What happened to the buggy?” I frowned and inspected it.

      “Just like you thought. Ricketts sent more men, who lit it up with fireballs. Caro, Ali, and Haris helped me drive them off before they could destroy the whole thing. Then a seriously powerful transport mage helped us get it back.” She patted the hood and scrubbed a cloth over her face, getting rid of some of the grease on her cheek. “But I think it’s mostly cosmetic. I can get it fixed up pretty soon.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. This ol’ boy isn’t doing so bad.” She patted the bumper, as if to prove it, but the thing fell off and crashed to the ground.

      I winced. “Going to take some work.”

      “No kidding.” She nudged the bumper with her foot. It broke in two.

      Ouch.

      But at least we had it back. “Caro, Ali, and Haris helped you fight them off?”

      “Yep. Pretty cool of them.”

      Yeah. It’d been part of the deal for us staying here, true, but I was glad they’d done it. Any time someone stuck their neck out for me was cool.

      “How’d it go with you?” Ana asked.

      I explained the lead.

      “That sounds promising.” She rubbed her chest. “Because I’m really starting to feel it. I took the potion a few hours ago. It helped a bit.”

      “I think I’ll take mine soon.” I fingered the pain potion in my pocket, not yet ready to take it. “But I feel good about this lead. And now that you have the buggy and can fix it up, things are looking hopeful for when we leave here.”

      “Yeah. Leave.” Her expression was torn.

      “You don’t want to?”

      “No, I do. Totally. We’re best on our own. But today didn’t suck, Bree. Caro showed me around, and it’s beautiful. And some people—okay, a lot—shot me suspicious looks. But Caro is really cool. And so are Ali and Haris. This place has potential.”

      “Let’s just get the cure and get Ricketts off our backs first.”

      “Solid plan.” Ana walked toward a wide table set up against the wall and picked up a plate of sandwiches. She turned and offered it to me. “Hungry?”

      My stomach growled. “Heck yeah. But where did these come from?”

      “Ali brought them down.”

      I took one and bit in, sighing happily at the taste. This was high quality ham and cheese—not that crap we used to buy. I swallowed, then asked, “Ali, the same Djinn who helped with the car?”

      “Yeah. He came to introduce himself better. You just missed him.”

      “And he brought food.” I frowned. “So what did he want in return?”

      Ana’s brow scrunched. “Nothing, I don’t think.”

      “Weird. He didn’t hit on you?”

      “No. Which is also weird.”

      “Huh.” Someone had done something nice for nothing. Does not compute. “So he just came down to say hi?”

      I couldn’t wrap my freaking mind around it.

      “Yeah. And he figured that since the lights were still on, I’d missed dinner.”

      I chomped on the sandwich, mulling the whole thing over. Then I shrugged. Some people were weird.

      The door creaked open and I turned.

      Caro poked her head in. “Hey! Want to come to the pub?”

      “The pub?” I asked.

      “Yeah. You know, place you drink.” She made a drinking motion. “Everyone’s going. It’s Friday night. You should come.”

      “Us?” Ana asked.

      “Yeah, dummy. You’re part of the group now. Come on.”

      “We haven’t even done training yet. Or officially accepted.”

      “You will. Training will kick your ass, but you’ll be official soon enough. So come on.”

      I looked at Ana. Her slightly confused expression mirrored my own feelings. We were like freaking feral cats, not trusting that anyone would just want to…be nice.

      It made me uncomfortable. But I was also weird. I’d seen TV—I knew that not everyone was like us. And Caro was so genuine.

      “I’m pretty beat,” I said. Oddly, regret winged in my chest. “And I have a big day tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, same,” Ana said.

      “It’s only six fifteen,” Caro said. “Come for an hour. Meet some people. If you’re going to stick around, you’ll want to know the others.”

      But we weren’t going to stick around.

      Except that the offer did sound really nice. Hanging out with other people. Friendly people.

      I looked at Ana, noticing how torn she looked. She wanted to go, too, even though it was so weird for us.

      “An hour,” I said. “But then I need to rest up for tomorrow.”

      “Great!” Caro turned and left, shouting behind her. “Come on!”

      “Okay, this is nuts.” Ana scrubbed the rest of the grease off her face and grabbed half a sandwich. “But I’m kinda psyched. Is that weird?”

      “We can just be normal for a little while,” I said. We didn’t party much, and it was tempting to just go have fun. Especially when I was worried about the poison.

      We followed Caro outside. The two Djinn waited, kicking a hacky sack around.

      “Are those two always playing?” I asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      At the sound of our voices, the guys looked up and grinned.

      “Hey!” Ali stepped forward. “Good to see you.”

      Haris grinned and waved.

      Something about the guys made them feel familiar. Warm, almost.

      It was weird.

      I didn’t want to like this place so much, or these people. But I did.

      “Come on, this way.” Caro led us down the path toward the enchanted forest.

      “Where’s the pub?” Ana asked.

      “In Edinburgh. We’ll take a portal,” Ali said.

      “Cool.” I glanced at Caro. “So, you really like it here?”

      “Love it.” She gazed around the grounds, her eyes shining. “I was skeptical at first, too. I had a good thing going, working as a mercenary in Magic’s Bend. But this is way better. And I hear they’re really excited to have you on board. You must be important.”

      I laughed. “Doubtful.”

      “Dangerous, then,” she said.

      “Probably that.” I looked at her. She’d changed out of her battle attire, which had been all black leather, into jeans and a black T-shirt. “But you’re pretty deadly too. What are you?”

      “Half water sprite, half demon.”

      “Ah,” Ana said. “That’s why you can shoot water that will cut straight through a person.”

      Caro wiggled her fingers. “Yep!”

      We passed a man with tired eyes and flyaway blond hair. His pale skin was creased with stress wrinkles, and his clothes looked like they could use a good wash.

      “Hey, Stanley!” Caro said.

      He just grunted, absentminded.

      “Stanley’s always been a bit in the clouds,” Caro said. “Likes to wander the mountains most of the time.”

      “Not content in his work here?” I asked.

      “I think he likes it, but he’s a magical theorist. They spend a lot of time with their minds elsewhere.”

      A magical theorist? This place had everything.

      We kept chatting as we walked down the path toward the forest. It was friendly. And nice.

      Ali liked weird sports like frisbee golf and curling, while Haris was into computers. Caro just seemed cool in general, with a penchant for talking about old battles and music. Pretty bad music, but who was I to judge? My favorite song was “Mississippi Squirrel Revival.”

      Ana and I kept shooting each other bemused glances. We knew that people behaved like this, but we’d never experienced it. Death Valley Junction was full of criminals, so our social scene had been way different.

      Like, nonexistent.

      This kind of easy friendship and acceptance was…unusual.

      Caro led us all through the pretty forest, down the path surrounded by gnarled old trees. The lights led the way, and little creatures skittered through the underbrush. Something with large eyes peered out at me.

      “Terrier mouse,” Caro said. “Cute and creepy at the same time. I’ve heard they’ll grant wishes if you can catch them.”

      “No one’s ever caught one, though,” Ali said. “But there’s loads of magical creatures in the forest. After the walls were built, it became a sanctuary for them.”

      “That’s awesome.” I’d always hated that magical creatures and non-magical creatures alike were threatened, with more becoming extinct every year as development grew. The fact that this was also a sanctuary was awesome.

      Ugh, this place was so cool it was killing me.

      We stopped in the clearing near the portals. Magic pulsed against my skin.

      “Come on.” Caro stepped through the portal.

      I followed, gasping at the feel of the ether sucking me in. It was a short, whirlwind ride through space, then it spit me out in the middle of a bustling city street.

      Magical signatures buffeted me from all directions.

      Immediately, I pressed my back against the nearest wall, scouting my surroundings.

      Beneath the golden street lamps, the street heaved with supernaturals of all species. Shifters, mages, fae, and even a few demons—who shouldn’t actually be walking the earth. They all bustled down the sidewalk, splitting off into pubs and shops. Wings and tails and feathers were out in full force, and no one’s magic was dampened.

      Though I scouted for a threat, none came up.

      This was just a hell of a lot of people out for a Friday night.

      “Festival.” Ali groaned. “I forgot.”

      “What’s that?” Ana asked.

      “The humans have a big culture festival in August. The city becomes a madhouse. About ten years ago, the supernaturals decided they should be partying just as hard. So now they hit the Grassmarket hard during festival time.”

      Caro caught sight of the confused look on my face and grinned. “The Grassmarket is what this neighborhood is called. It’s the all-supernatural zone of Edinburgh. A powerful spell diverts humans from coming here.”

      “Cool.” Slowly, I relaxed my fight stance and took in my surroundings.

      The buildings were old and the street cobbled. To my left, a steep staircase led up through an alley, rising over a hundred feet.

      “The Royal Mile is that way,” Ali said. “Human zone.” He leaned right and pointed up the main cobbled street. “The castle is there.”

      I leaned out and looked, catching sight of a hulking castle sitting on a craggy cliff over two hundred feet tall. Suddenly, bagpipes blared through the air, coming from the castle.

      It was freaking amazing. There was so much here. Nothing like Death Valley.

      “Very Scottish,” Ana said.

      “Wait till you have the Haggis.” Caro grinned.

      “I’ll start with a drink.” I looked around. “Which way to the pub?”

      “Right this way!” Caro darted out into the crowd of people and sailed along with them. I joined the masses, easily keeping sight of her platinum head.

      She led us to a little pub called the Whisky and Warlock, ducking low to get in through the little door. I followed.

      The interior was warm and welcoming. Little rooms branched out from the tiny entry, and we went left, heading into a room with a small bar and a low ceiling supported by beams that looked like tree trunks that had been painted black. A fire burned in the fireplace at the back, and supernaturals were crowded around little tables.

      Despite the welcoming feel of the place, I kept my guard up.

      Old habits died hard. For good reason, in this case.

      The gleaming wooden bar was set up near the entrance. There was a trendy young woman at the counter filling pints and pouring Scotch.

      I glanced at Ana. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      I didn’t want to be impressed, but I was a country mouse at heart. A deadly country mouse, to be fair, but I’d spent most of my life in rural towns. The fact that this place was just a step away from the Protectorate’s home base was amazing.

      “Come on, I’ve got the first round.” Caro led the way up to the bar.

      I squeezed in next to her, leaning on the shining wooden surface and surveying my options. Golden bottles decorated the shelves behind the bartender. Lots of Scotch. But also a few colorful ones that called to me.

      The bartender came over, wiping her hands on a white towel and smiling. “What’ll it be, Caro?”

      “Hey, Sophie. Three pints of Tennent’s.” Caro looked at me and Ana. “You?”

      “Something sweet?” An umbrella would be ideal, but this didn’t seem like the kind of place.

      “A Pink Squirrel?” Sophie asked.

      “Sounds perfect.” I had no idea what that was, but I loved me a sweet or fruity cocktail and the sillier the name, the better. So Pink Squirrel fit the bill.

      “I’ll have a beer,” Ana said.

      Sophie nodded and went to fill the orders.

      Caro pulled her wallet from her pocket. I pulled out mine, but Caro laid a hand on my arm. “I’ve got this one.”

      “No way,” I said. “We can pay our own way.”

      At least for a few drinks. Literally down to what was in my wallet, basically. And maybe it was a bad idea to spend that money, but a tiny bit of fun for exactly one hour wouldn’t hurt.

      “You get the next round. And just put it on your tab.”

      “I have a tab?”

      “Yeah, now that you work for the Protectorate. This is our place. Sophie runs a tab for each of us that is paid off automatically on payday.”

      Our place. I liked the sound of that. The bars back in Death Valley Junction had been the territory of grouchy old men. This was way better.

      “Nice system.” I accepted the Pink Squirrel with a smile. “Thanks.”

      Caro introduced us to Sophie and told her to set up an account. I shared a glance with Ana.

      This place might be pretty hard to leave, actually, if we survived Ricketts’s poison.

      Caro led us toward the back of the pub, where several small tables were pushed into a line. A group was crowded around one side, leaving seats for the rest of us.

      We sat, and Caro introduced us. Names flew too fast for me to keep up with, and people were from all different divisions. While some of the details went in one ear and out the other, it was a good time. The suspicious looks I’d been getting were being replaced with smiles.

      After about thirty minutes, I leaned toward Caro. “So, does Cade ever come out?”

      “Nah. He’s a loner, and too busy fighting in battles and all that.”

      “Battles?”

      “Yeah. God of war. He’ll travel the world, fighting on the side he thinks is right.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. He made a load of money as an elite mercenary early on, so now he works for the Protectorate and volunteers. For war. He has a nice apartment somewhere around here, but I’ve never snagged an invite.” Her gaze widened on something behind me. “Speak of the devil.”

      I turned to look. Cade had just stepped inside the bar, his dark hair windswept and his thin sweater molding nicely over his muscles.

      I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly dry.

      His head turned toward us. Before we could make eye contact, I whipped my head back around to face my friends. Heat warmed my cheeks, which did not fit with my otherwise badass persona.

      “Hmmm.” Caro’s eyebrows wiggled. “I wonder what he’s doing here.”

      Ana’s eyes darted between Caro and me. “What? What’d I miss?”

      “Well, Cade and Bree spent the day together. Fighting. Bonding while fighting. As one does.” Caro grinned widely. “And suddenly here he is! At the bar he never visits, to hang out with people he doesn’t like.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Would you get me another drink?” Caro asked.

      Before I could answer, I felt my chair get shoved back. I flailed and nearly tipped over, righting myself at the last moment and realizing that Caro had pushed my stool out with her foot.

      “Sneaky.” But I smiled at her. It was good to have another friend. It made me miss Rowan, but it was good.

      Ana and Ali both gave eyebrow waggles. Haris caught sight of them, and though he didn’t seem to know what they were waggling about, he joined in, too.

      Okay, the good would wear off quick if those three didn’t quit it.

      I turned and went to the bar, sidling up next to Cade. His stormy scent twined around me, making my eyes flutter. I snapped them open.

      Get it together.

      This was the perfect opportunity to make it clear—to myself, mostly—that this was just professional. Any wayward hormones I had regarding this guy—this god—were to be ignored and avoided. I was going to prove it right now.

      Cade looked down at me, his full lips picking up at the side. “I heard you were coming out. What can I get you?”

      “Nothing, thanks,” I said. “I’m going back in thirty minutes. Need to be up bright and early tomorrow.”

      “True enough.”

      “Caro invited us. Said it’d be good to meet some people if we were going to stick around.”

      “She’s right. It’s a good group of people.”

      Deadly people. Their magical signatures had been intense. It really was an elite team.

      Sophie came to get his order, and I passed Caro’s along as well. She didn’t even ask me for my name again—just set up a tab. I hoped the Protectorate would pay for it when I left, then felt a bit guilty immediately. I didn’t like to take things that weren’t mine. I’d have to sort this out somehow.

      While we waited, I looked up at Cade. “So, I heard you don’t come here often.”

      “There was incentive.” His voice was slightly rougher than normal.

      “Like what?”

      “I was thirsty.” The slight heat in his gaze suggested that he wasn’t thirsty for just whiskey.

      Did he mean me?

      I shivered, leaning closer to him. Then I pulled back, trying to be subtle about it. Because nope. I wasn’t going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole. Relationships had always made me uncomfortable—not to mention the pickings had been slim in Death Valley Junction. And we weren’t sticking around anyway.

      I especially couldn’t get involved with someone as hot and powerful as Cade. It’d be too hard to keep my wits about me.

      “Here you go!” Sophie’s voice broke the spell that had bound Cade and I together.

      I stepped back, cheeks slightly flushed, and turned to her. “Thanks.” I grabbed the drinks and looked up at Cade. “Good to see you.”

      Then I hightailed it out of there.

      I delivered the drinks to my friends without looking back once.

      “You blew that one,” Caro said.

      “It went exactly how I wanted it to go.” I sipped my Pink Squirrel.

      “Hmmm. Well if it were me, I’d have wanted it to end out back in the alley.”

      Haris and Ali laughed. I choked on my Pink Squirrel.

      “What? I know how to go for what I want,” Caro said.

      “All right, Dirty Spice.” Ali patted her on the shoulder.

      My jaw dropped. “Was that a Spice Girls joke?”

      “What?” Ali asked. “Too dated?”

      I held up my hand, thumb and forefinger pinched almost all the way together. “Just a little bit. But you do you.”

      He saluted, grinning.

      Cade had found a seat at another table across the room. Within a few minutes, a dangerous-looking dude joined him. A friend? So maybe he hadn’t come here to see me after all.

      But every now and again, the side of my neck felt warm. Whenever I glanced over, he wasn’t looking at me, but I wasn’t convinced that he hadn’t been looking at me.

      We spent the next twenty minutes drinking and chatting, and frankly, I really enjoyed it. Like, a lot.

      Whatever happened from here on out, it was nice to have friends like this. A community. Too bad it wouldn’t last.
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      Caro escorted us back to the Protectorate around eight, leaving everyone else out to party. By the time we stepped out of the portal into the forest, I was truly dead tired. It wasn’t even dark yet, and I thought I could sleep for twelve hours.

      “Thank you so much,” I said.

      “No problem.” She grinned. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      She led us up to the castle and through the main entry, then up the curved stairs to the second floor.

      As we walked, a high-pitched barking sounded.

      A second later, three small dogs raced down the stairs on the other side of us. But they were ghosts. One had wings. The other devil horns. And the last had really long fangs.

      I did a double take. “What are they?”

      Caro grinned. “That’s Chaos, Ruckus, and Mayhem. Collectively known as the Pugs of Destruction. They’ve lived here for centuries.”

      I turned to watch them sprint through the main entry, nails clicking on the floor. “They can cause problems even though they’re ghosts?”

      “They’re professionals.”

      “All right, then.” I continued up the stairs.

      She led us down a long hallway into a quiet part of the castle, then into a large room with two double beds. “This is temporary. If you decide to stay, you’ll each get your own tower apartment. I’ve put some spare clothes in the dresser. When you get a chance, you can go shopping for more. I know some good shops in Magic’s Bend and Edinburgh.”

      “Thanks.” From here, the bed looked divine.

      We said goodnight, and I was in bed within five minutes. I was extremely proud of the fact that I’d found the energy to brush my teeth in the little en suite bathroom.

      I stared up at the ceiling. “This is an upgrade, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Ana said from the bed next to me. “I kinda like it here.”

      A pale glow lit the room. I sat up and looked at the foot of the bed. A ghost pug stared at me, his face scrunched. His little wings quivered. “Pug of Destruction, huh?”

      He woofed, then farted. I sighed. I loved dogs, hated dog farts. Couldn’t have one without the other, even if the dog had been dead for hundreds of years.

      I patted the bed near my hip. “You can sleep next to me if you point your butt the other direction.”

      The dog trundled up and laid down. Then farted again. I smiled, then flopped back on the bed. “Yeah, Ana. I kinda like it here too.”

      Ghost dog—Mayhem, Chaos, or Ruckus, I wasn’t sure which—woofed again.

      “I can’t believe they chose us,” Ana said.

      “Me neither.” I yawned, hoping I’d be ready to face the day tomorrow. That it’d bring us a cure. “Night, Ana.”

      “Night, Bree.”
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        * * *

      

      The scream tore into my dreams. For a moment, I was back in Death Valley, tearing across the desert on top of the buggy, fighting off the shrieking bats that lived in the middle of Carter’s Canyon. The beasts were ten feet long and howled right before striking with their giant fangs. My sword always got a great workout there.

      But then it came again, and this time…

      The scream was distinctly human.

      My heart leapt into my throat, and my eyes popped open. Darkness.

      I flew out of bed, stumbling briefly over my borrowed clothes. “Ana! Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine!” She leapt out of bed. “What’s that?”

      “No idea.”

      The light of the ghostly pug lit the room. He stood by the door, quivering, then darted through. I raced after him, into the hall. The stone was probably cold on my bare feet, but I didn’t notice as I raced down the hall, Ana at my side.

      The pug led the way, a weird little warrior who growled deep in his throat. Somehow, it should have been silly. But terror and the dog’s seriousness quashed any humor.

      As we ran, I drew my sword from the ether and Ana drew her throwing daggers. Though we each had an arsenal stashed in the ether, these were our preferred weapons.

      Dim light glowed from the sconces on the wall, but we saw nothing unusual. Just golden light on the stone hallway.

      My heart thundered as we rounded the corner. I could feel some kind of dark magic on the air—something that was vaguely familiar but also not right. Not for the Protectorate.

      A dark streak on the wall caught my eye.

      Blood.

      And the ground beneath my feet was wet. My stomach dropped. I glanced down.

      Water. It gleamed clear.

      Thank fates.

      Then fear replaced relief.

      “No.” Only one person that I’d met here fought with water. Caro.

      I ran faster, soon catching sight of a figure collapsed on the ground. Platinum hair gleamed in the light of the sconces.

      “Caro!” My heart thudded. I skidded to a halt at her side, falling to my knees.

      Ana dropped down next to me, panting.

      Caro was lying on her front, arms splayed. I swallowed hard, trying to keep my fear from making my hands shake, and carefully turned her over. Ana protected her head from the stone floor. Caro’s eyes were closed and her jaw slack.

      Blood smeared her forehead from a wound, and a slice across her chest soaked her clothes with blood. My breath heaved, ice racing through me.

      Oh, shit!

      I tore off my shirt, not even caring that it left me in a tiny camisole. Magic hid the four-pointed star mark at the top of my spine, so I didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing it. I pressed my shirt to the wound on her chest.

      “Caro! Caro, can you hear me?” I demanded.

      Her eyes fluttered open, gleaming silver. Confusion glinted in them, then they cleared. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Run.” Fear glinted in her eyes.

      “No.” I wouldn’t leave her!

      “I surprised him.” She winced.

      “Who?”

      She sucked in a ragged breath, her cheeks so pale that she looked ghostly.

      “Ana, hold the shirt. I’m going to go get help.” I surged to my feet.

      Thundering footsteps sounded from behind. I turned. People poured into the hallway, pushing me aside. They crowded around Caro, kneeling to help.

      I stepped back, flattening myself against the wall. Ana joined me.

      We looked on, silent and worried. Not part of the group. Which was fair. We were new. But Caro…

      I liked her so much.

      Fates, would she be okay? And who had done this?
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        * * *

      

      As soon as they took Caro away to the infirmary, I found another shirt and immediately started looking for clues. Others were on the job as well—Ali and Haris among them—but I couldn’t just do nothing.

      The attack had happened at five in the morning, meaning it was already light. The sleep I’d gotten gave me renewed energy, and I used it to scour the grounds, looking for whomever had broken in and hurt Caro. Unfortunately, the blood streaks had petered out and given us no clues, and there was no sign of the attacker themselves.

      “There’s no way they could have found us,” Haris said as we stood outside in the cold, near the forest. “We’re blocked by a spell that keeps us entirely invisible to those who would seek the Protectorate.”

      “So how the hell did they get in?” Ali asked.

      “No idea.” Haris scrubbed his face, looking weary and sad. “In and out like a ghost. No trace.”

      I paced, my mind racing. The sun now shone, but the day would feel cold until I knew that Caro was better. This felt bad. Like somehow, it was connected to me.

      When a bell sounded from the top of the castle’s highest tower, I spun around.

      “That’s our cue,” Ali said. “Meeting time.”

      We hurried back. My heart thundered as we entered the entry hall. Dozens of people were crowded around, dressed in a variety of clothes ranging from club wear to nightgowns.

      Many of them turned suspicious gazes on me and Ana.

      New girls.

      Ana grabbed my hand and squeezed.

      Cade descended the main stairs, his gaze worried, then gestured us forward. “Bree and Ana, come. The meeting is about to begin.”

      Oh, shit. But I nodded, stepping forward. I wanted answers, and maybe they needed our testimony after finding her.

      The crowd parted to let us pass. I felt every stare. I raced to catch up with Cade on the stairs. “How is Caro?”

      “Not well.”

      But not dead. I’d take it. “She’ll recover?”

      “Aye. She’s tough.”

      Cade led us down a winding hallway toward a large circular room.  There was a huge round table and six people within, but my gaze went straight to Caro, who sat in a large chair with a blanket wrapped around her. She was still pale and weak-looking, but her head wound was bound and I couldn’t see her chest wound under her shirt. At least the cloth wasn’t bloody.

      Immediately, I went to her, ignoring the others in the room. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” she croaked. “Had worse than this a dozen times.

      “She insisted on coming,” Hedy said. “She should be in bed.”

      “Can’t keep me down,” Caro said.

      A small smile tugged at my lips, and I turned to inspect the room. Besides Cade and Caro, the five leaders of the divisions were here.

      I joined them at the table, sitting next to Ana. Worry spread through my chest like tar.

      “Do you feel well enough to tell us what happened?” asked Jude, the one with the star eyes who led the Paranormal Investigative Team.

      I gripped the armrest of my chair and looked at Caro.

      She sucked in a ragged breath and began. “I wasn’t the one he wanted. I shouldn’t have even been on that side of the castle, but I couldn’t sleep.”

      “And you ran into a man there?” Jude asked.

      “Yes. He was going toward Bree and Ana’s room. They’re the only ones in that wing. I just ran into him, coming around the corner. He slammed me into the wall and got me with his dagger by the time I realized he wasn’t from the Protectorate.” She shook her head. “That guy was fast. But before he could finish me, I got off one shot. Hit him right in the middle.”

      “It was enough,” Cade said. “He ran for it. There was no trace of him, other than blood and the transportation charm that he dropped.”

      “Transportation charm?” I asked.

      “Yes. Marked with Ricketts’s signature mark.”

      Oh no. Ricketts.

      Horrified, I turned wide eyes toward Ana, then the rest of the group. “He was after us.” Guilt stabbed me. “I’m so sorry.”

      Caro shook her head. “Don’t be.”

      “How did he get in?” Ana asked.

      “Stanley said the man found him while he was outside the walls, tracking moonflowers,” Jude said.

      Stanley. The man with the flyaway hair that we’d seen earlier today. The absentminded one.

      “He enchanted Stanley and forced him to help him through the gate,” Jude continued. “We found Stanley near the wall, the enchantment still on him. He remembered nothing but what the man had made him do.”

      “But that doesn’t explain how the intruder initially found the castle.” Cade’s voice was different than I’d ever heard it. Harsh, businesslike. “This place is hidden. He shouldn’t have even made it to this mountain.”

      “They found us because Bree and Ana are imbued with the most powerful tracking charms I’ve ever seen. They defeated even our concealment charms.” Hedy’s gaze was steady on ours, as if she were watching us to see if we knew anything about this. Jude was giving us the eagle eye as well.

      Since my heart and mind had just dropped to the floor in shock and horror, I think I passed her test.

      “How?” I whispered. “How is that even possible?”

      Ana gripped my hand.

      “When Ricketts put the concealment charm on you, did he use your blood?” Hedy asked.

      I nodded, remembering the procedure like it was yesterday. Charms could be placed several ways, just like curses. Some were imbued in objects or delivered in a liquid, but particularly strong ones were placed upon the person themselves by using their blood. Only a Blood Sorcerer could do it, and the process was pretty danged creepy.

      Hedy nodded. “As I thought. It took a while to run the tests on the sample of strange magic that I found on you yesterday. After the attack, I checked the test and found that Ricketts added a parasite charm—one that piggybacked on the concealment charm that you actually paid for. The tracking charm.”

      My stomach lurched. “Oh no.”

      Ana clutched her head. “It ensured he’d always get his payment out of us.”

      “The intruder managed to find this place because they were looking for us. This place was just the bonus.” Wow. I felt like shit.

      “Well done.” Jude nodded. “On your deductions, at least. Not on leading a predator here.”

      I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly tight.

      I’d led a predator here. Me. I had done that to Caro. I had to fix it.

      “It’s odd that they’re going to such lengths to find you over a debt,” Jude said. “Whoever broke in meant to use that transportation charm to abduct you, we think.”

      She was right. Ricketts was throwing everything at us. Attacks, Lithica poison, kidnappers who could snatch us out of the air.

      “Do you have any idea why?” Cade asked.

      “It’s a lot of money.” Lie. Though it was, in fact, a lot of money, this had to be something else. This type of enthusiasm on his part indicated a remarkable shift. Did he know what we were?

      How could he?

      Even we didn’t really know. Just that we were something weird and powerful and that changes were coming.

      “Cade and I think he’s in Venice,” I said. “I’m going after them.”

      “We’ll leave soon,” Cade said.

      “I’m coming,” Ana said.

      Jude nodded at Cade and me, then leaned forward toward Ana. “Actually, we have a plan that you could help with. You have the charm on you, as well. So we’ll set you up in a safe house with guards. If they come for you again, we’ll catch them. We need to spread this net as far as we can.”

      “She’s bait?” I almost shrieked the words.

      Ana gripped my arm. “Chill, dude. I’ll be fine.” She nodded, clearly starting to like the plan. “It’s actually a good idea. We need to find him—fast. Or we’re dead too. If this means we can catch a goon and find out where Ricketts is, it’s worth it. You know I can handle this.”

      I scowled at her. She scowled back. Then I sighed and nodded. If she let me do dangerous shit without too much nagging, I owed her the same.

      Family.

      And she was right. If this lead didn’t pan out, we’d need her.

      I looked at Jude. “There will be guards on Ana? Lots of guards?”

      “Over two dozen,” Jude said. “We’ll pull out all the stops. This is our chance to get him. And you’re on our team now. We’ve got your back.”

      I nodded, both liking this and hating it.

      Cade met my gaze. “We’re going to have to kill Ricketts when we find him. As long as he lives, the tracking charm will be active on you. Which means you can’t return here unless he is dead.”

      I nodded.

      I was an unwitting mole. A time bomb inside the place that had offered me a job and what might be a decent life. Just because I wasn’t sure if I wanted that life didn’t mean I wanted to hurt this place. Especially considering that the world needed the Undercover Protectorate.
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      After the meeting, I said goodbye to Ana. “Be safe, okay? We’ll catch him, and this will  all be over.”

      “Same. Watch out for yourself. And I love you, nerd.”

      “Back at you, double-nerd.” I turned to Cade. “Ready?”

      “Yes. We’ll stop at the armory to get that charm, then we’re off.”

      I followed him toward the main stairs, down into the main hall, and then down another wide hall that was paneled with purple silk above dark wood wainscoting.

      Magic hit me hard in the chest as we walked, an amazing signature that felt like joy and strength all rolled into one. It was so powerful that it almost made me feel like I was floating.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Um…” He searched for an answer. “You’ll find out eventually. It’s not my place.”

      “Does this place have a lot of secrets?”

      “Yes. Not many bad ones, though.” He led me through a heavy door and down wide stairs into the basement.

      “You aren’t locking me up, are you?” I hesitated on the stairs. Was this actually punishment for unwittingly bringing the attacker here?

      Cade stopped abruptly and turned, still towering over me despite the fact that he was on the lower stair. His gaze was intense. “No, Bree. I promise. We will not turn on you here. If you don’t make the grade, you won’t be able to stay. If you do something terrible, there could be disciplinary action. But there’d be a trial. We won’t just throw you in the dungeon without warning. We’re not the Order of the Magica.”

      My shoulders relaxed. I didn’t like the part about disciplinary action, but the rest made me feel better. “All right. Let’s get moving.”

      He nodded, then turned, leading me down to a wide stone hallway lit by golden torches. A massive wooden door with iron lattice on the front swelled with magic at his touch and spun open.

      The large room was full of weapons of every variety—both steel and magical. There were so many, and they were so fabulous, that I almost didn’t notice the man working in the corner, bent over a little table with a lamp glowing at the end.

      His head popped up, pale eyes gleaming. “Cade! It is almost done.”

      “Thank you, Coriandar.”

      “You must be Bree.” Coriandar smiled at me. “This amulet should help you control your magic. But its power is not infinite, so you will have to learn to control it yourself, eventually.”

      “Thank you.” I hated that both of these men now knew about my issues, but I stepped forward to take the amulet, unwilling to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Wear it well,” Coriandar said. “And it will serve you well.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but he smiled when I slipped the necklace over my head, so I figured I was doing it all right. “Thank you.”

      As Cade led me out of the room, my gaze lingered on the weapons. I loved the katana that had been a gift from my mother, and all my other weapons had been specially chosen. But a girl could dream. One could never have too many weapons.

      As we climbed the stairs, Cade murmured, “Coriandar will not share your control issues with anyone else, but you must learn to manage your magic. You were chosen to join the Protectorate because of your determination and fighting ability, and the sheer wealth of magic that you house within you, but you must train hard to wield it well.”

      I hated hearing it—knowing that I was so flawed—but he was right. My magic was on the fritz, and I had to get it under control. “I know. I will.”

      When we reached the hall at the top of the stairs, I turned toward Cade. “Ready, now?”

      “Aye. I’ll lead.” He reached for my hand.

      I took it, gripping his much larger palm in my own. Heat zinged up my arm, and I averted my gaze, unwilling to make eye contact while dirty thoughts were racing through my head.

      Cade threw the charm on the ground, and a sparkling gray smoke rose up. He stepped inside and I followed, gasping as the ether sucked me in and flung me across space.

      When I stepped out, we were in a huge, bustling square that was full of people in fabulous costumes. Three massive, ornate buildings surrounded us, with a large body of water making up the fourth side of the square. A tall, beautiful bell tower tolled the hour—four o’clock.

      All around me, people jostled. Most were wearing fantastic masks to complete their jewel-toned costumes, and many were lining up in formation. For a parade?

      “St. Mark’s Square,” Cade said. “The central point of the city.”

      “Busy.” What a time of year to choose.

      “Aye. And the best place to get a boat. Come on.” He gripped my hand tighter and pulled me through the crowd.

      We wound through bodies as feathers from headdresses poked me in the face and glitter landed on my clothes. These Venetians sure knew how to party.

      We neared the water, which was actually an extremely large bay from what I could tell, and found rows of boats lined up. We passed the traditional gondolas with their curved ends and headed straight for a cluster of sleek wooden speedboats.

      “What, no gondolas?” I asked.

      “Those are for stealth. We need speed.”

      We jumped off the stone quay onto the floating wooden docks. An older man approached, his gray mustache fluttering in the breeze. He was even wearing the striped shirt of a gondolier. “Cade! Long time!”

      “Mario!” Cade reached out and shook the man’s hand. “We need your fast boat.”

      “For you, anything.” The man made the money motion by rubbing his fingers together. “Because I know you will pay.”

      “Always.” Cade smiled.

      “With damage deposit.”

      “Of course.”

      Mario gestured to a long, sleek boat built of gleaming wood. The cockpit was open, and it looked like the type of thing an old celebrity would ride around in. “Four hundred horsepower. Just what you’re looking for.”

      “Perfect.” Cade pulled a roll of cash out of his pocket and handed some of it over.

      My jaw dropped. I was used to seeing big wads of cash—we regularly charged 10k for a ride across Death Valley—and the roll he was carrying was a big chunk of change.

      Cade hopped down into the boat and I followed, my gaze sticking to the roll of money.

      “You always carry that much with you?” I whispered.

      “On jobs like this, aye.”

      “All right, then.” I found a spot next to the steering wheel and held on to the metal rail. There wasn’t much space in the boat—most of that was taken up by the engine compartment. Cade waved goodbye to Mario, who threw off the lines. He pulled us away from the dock, then we joined the rest of the boats in the harbor.

      It was slow going at first, weaving between the party boats that were full of dancing revelers.

      “Where are we going?” I shouted over the wind.

      “Poveglia Plague Island.”

      “Plague Island?!”

      “No longer. But it was once used as a quarantine. They say that half the soil is made of decomposing bodies.”

      “Ugh.” I shuddered. All those poor people.

      “Now, it’s the home of the Vampire of Venice.” We reached an open area in the bay, and he pulled on the throttle. The engine roared and the boat punched ahead, flying over the water like a race car.

      The wind whipping my hair back from my face was so loud that it was impossible to talk. But whoever the Vampire of Venice was, I probably wasn’t going to like him. Vampires were a rarely seen species, since they often hung out in their own realm. I’d only ever met one in real life.

      We raced across the sea, heading toward a small island that was pretty far out. I kept glancing at Cade, who looked natural out here on the open water, with his dark hair whipping in the breeze and his gaze focused on the water ahead.

      As we neared the island, which was quite small, I made out the building that sat on the only hill. It looked old, eighteenth or nineteenth century, and there was a depressing air about the place.

      Cade slowed the boat and pulled toward a large dock that jutted out into the water.

      A figure came striding down the dock as we neared, hooves thudding against the wooden slats. His top half looked like that of a bull.

      “Holy fates, is that a Minotaur?” I asked.

      “Only one there is,” Cade said.

      “So, the Minotaur. The one from Greek myth?”

      “Aye. And now gainfully employed.”

      “All right, then.”

      “Who goes there?” the Minotaur roared. His voice was rough and loud, carrying with it a serious threat. I’d fought way bigger monsters than him, but still, I shifted nervously.

      “Bree Blackwood and Cade,” Cade shouted.

      “Oh!” The Minotaur bowed low. “Welcome, god of war.”

      “Thank you.” Cade pulled the boat up alongside the dock and tossed the rope to the Minotaur.

      The air of threat surrounding the beast had lifted, no doubt because he respected the hell out of Cade. But he didn’t respect me yet, so I kept an eye on him as I climbed onto the dock.

      Cade followed. “We’re here to see the Vampire of Venice.”

      “Of course.” The Minotaur gestured to indicate the dock that led to the island.

      We set off toward land, which looked like a wild, abandoned island. The building on top of the hill looked even more haunted and decrepit from here. Torches blazed at the entrance, a spooky invite to a party to which I’d rather RSVP ‘no.’

      “The Vampire of Venice has eccentric tastes,” I said, poking around for some details.

      “This was once an insane asylum,” the Minotaur said. “Back in the nineteenth century.”

      “Oh, bummer.” I frowned. “Sad.”

      “Sad?” Cade asked. “Most people would say creepy or cool.”

      “Well, asylums were never great places, were they? Most of the people just had epilepsy or other conditions that weren’t a threat to anyone. They just needed treatment. But they got locked up here instead.” I shivered, sadness for those poor souls filling me.

      “You’re very empathetic,” Cade said.

      “I don’t know. It’s just sad, okay?” I searched for a way to get the subject off me.

      “Empathy,” Cade said.

      I punched him lightly on the shoulder, surprisingly comfortable with him.

      As we neared the house, I swore I could feel the ghosts that haunted it. I shuddered, really not wanting to go inside.

      I quickened my pace. Best to get it over with.

      The Minotaur led us up the expansive steps to the massive front doors, which creaked open to admit us.

      “Like a freaking haunted house,” I muttered.

      I stepped into a fabulous entryway. The huge, glittering chandelier alone had to be worth every penny I’d ever earned in my whole life. Shining marble floors gleamed, and priceless paintings decorated the walls.

      “Some asylum,” I muttered.

      “The Vampire of Venice has made some modifications in the years since her great ancestor lived on this island,” the Minotaur said. “The original Vampire of Venice. Fiametta de Bastian, died in 1576. Her ancestors now form one of the most powerful families in the Venetian underworld.”

      “And we’re going to meet the boss?” I murmured to Cade.

      “Aye.”

      The Minotaur led us to the back of the house, into a huge office decorated in navy and gold. A woman sat behind the desk. She rose when we entered.

      She was slim as a skeleton, with pale skin stretched tight over prominent cheekbones. She wore a sleek black suit that buttoned up to her neck, with her ebony hair slicked back in a long ponytail. Of course her skin was pale and her lips blood red. White fangs barely showed. All in all, she made a fabulous picture of a vampire mob boss.

      “Cade.” Her voice dripped with ice, but it was somehow warm.

      Even when she was being welcoming, she sounded like a stone-cold bitch.

      I liked her. This woman got shit done.

      Her gaze moved to the Minotaur. “You may go, Mino.”

      The beast bowed and left.

      “Vittoria de Bastian.” Cade bowed. “It is good to see you again.”

      “And you,” she purred icily. I didn’t know how she managed to make a purr icy, but I did know that I didn’t like that purr.

      Dang it. I’d have kicked myself if I could. No reason to feel jealousy over Cade. That was stupid. And dangerous.

      “And who are you?” Vittoria turned her blazing blue eyes on me.

      “I am Bree Blackwood. And we’re here because we need your help.”

      “Hmmm. Straight to the point.” She gestured us toward her desk. “I like it.”

      I strolled toward her, Cade at my side. She watched me coolly, properly interpreting the threat that I posed. A lot of people underestimated me—which I liked—but not Vittoria.

      I respected that.

      She sank elegantly into her chair. It was a massive affair of carved wood that matched her hulking desk. Both were so ornate that they made my eyes bleed, but it was the colorful glass lamps that took the cake for gaudy. It wasn’t my taste, but I had to say that it suited the Vampire of Venice.

      Cade and I sat in the large red chairs in front of her desk.

      “What can I do for you?” she purred.

      “We’re looking for Ricketts,” Cade said. “We’ve heard that his base is here in Venice. Since you know everything about the underworld in your city, we’re hoping you can tell us where he is.”

      “Ricketts.” She sneered. “That interloper.”

      “Interloper?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She spat the word. “My family and the other great families of Venice—the Zanotta, the Contarini, and the Badoera—have been running the supernatural crime world here for centuries. Then that newcomer arrived…” The disgust in her voice would be worthy of an Oscar. I could feel the loathing. “He breaks the laws of our kind. Targets the weak and the poor.”

      “You don’t do that?”

      “No!” She scowled. “The weak and the poor have no money. And there’s honor in what we do. There are plenty of evil bastards to wring for all they’re worth.”

      A mob boss with a conscience. I’d like her if she weren’t occasionally shooting Cade hot looks.

      “In addition to stepping on our business, Ricketts has found a way to wring pennies from the poor and to prey on the most vulnerable.” Her red lips twisted.

      “Why don’t you stop him?” I asked.

      She scoffed. “Do I look like Wonder Woman to you? I am a businesswoman. Not a charity.”

      “Wouldn’t you want to kill him if he’s cutting into your bottom line?” I knew I was giving her twenty questions, but I really wanted to know what this woman’s deal was.

      “Of course I’d love to take him out. I even know where he lives—it took me ages to find that. But he’s as powerful as I am now, because of his magic. As powerful as all the families. That makes him our equal, and it allows him to enter the pact.” Her gaze sharpened. “We will not engage in assassination attempts against other families. Else how can we ever be safe ourselves?”

      “Hmmm. Smart.” I nodded.

      “Vittoria has always been clever,” Cade said.

      “What do you want with Ricketts?” she said.

      “To kill him.” I grinned.

      Her eyes brightened with interest, and I swore she almost clapped. “Really? Perfect. You’re outsiders with motivation who cannot be traced back to me. The perfect ones to do the job.”

      “Does that mean you’ll tell us where he is?” I asked.

      “Of course. In exchange for something,” she said.

      “We’re killing your enemy.” I made my voice hard. “That’s enough.”

      Her gaze drifted to Cade, turning sultry. “Perhaps just a small token of your appreciation for my assistance, then.” She leaned across the desk toward Cade, whispered in his ear.

      I resisted the desire to smack her away—really, jealousy did not become me—and stewed in my seat.

      She sank back behind her desk.

      Cade gave her an impassive gaze. “I’ll consider it.”

      She nodded, clearly content. “You can find Ricketts at San Zaccaria.”

      I frowned. “A church?”

      “Under the church.” She shook her head. “The idiot has built his headquarters under the church.”

      “Wouldn’t that flood?” I asked. “Venice is on the water.”

      “Exactly. It is moronic. He uses magic to shore up his defenses, but one day they will fail. It is unnatural to be underground in Venice!”

      She was clearly very bothered by this. I couldn’t blame her.

      “Any other details that you can share?” Cade asked.

      “Yes. You should enter via the Grand Canal and the back canals. It is a windier route through the city, but the other way is blocked by poltergeists. From our reconnaissance, I’ve learned that there are two statues at the entrance of the church. They are guards, not decoration, meant to scare away supernaturals. Incapacitate them, then find the church’s basement. From there you must make your way past enchanted blockades. But I know no more.”

      “Thank you.” Cade stood.

      I followed.

      Vittoria eyed Cade, her gaze burning. “Remember that I want that date.”

      He nodded, but said nothing, and we hurried from the room. I could feel Vittoria’s gaze on our backs. At least she hadn’t eyed our necks while we’d been in there.

      When we reached the outside, I sucked in the fresh air gratefully. It was hot and humid, but at least it wasn’t the heavy perfume that cloaked the old asylum.

      The Minotaur led us to the boat, and we sped back across the bay as the sun set, cutting across water that glowed as orange as the sky. Venice loomed on the horizon, fabulously beautiful.

      I’d never been to a place like this—never made it off the West Coast, in fact—but it was fantastic.

      Near the city, Cade piloted us between the other boats full of revelers, entering the Grand Canal. It was massive, surrounded on both sides by huge mansions. The canal itself was crowded with boats, all decked out for the parade.

      “At least this will allow us to slip through undetected,” Cade said. “With so many people here, we’ll blend.”

      I nodded, taking in everything, keeping a wary gaze out for threats.

      There were supernaturals and humans here, all mixing as one, though the humans had no idea. The costumes made it possible for the supernaturals to come out in droves, many wearing their natural wings and horns. It was risky, but I couldn’t blame them.

      Cade pulled his phone out of his pocket and typed something in.

      “Calling someone?” I asked.

      “Google maps. I have no idea where this church is.”

      “Smart.”

      A few moments later, Cade turned our boat onto one of the smaller canals, edging past gondolas with inches to spare. At least this boat was very narrow.

      We motored slowly under an ornate bridge that was covered by a roof. On top, four men fought a vicious fistfight, while onlookers cheered.

      “Tradition,” Cade said. “Going back to the Middle Ages.”

      One of the fighters took a hit so hard that he flew off the bridge, splashing into the water below us.

      “Aaaand that’s the goal of the whole thing,” Cade said.

      “Not bad.”

      “Not at all.” Cade directed the boat through increasingly smaller canals, taking us deeper into the city. Soon, the streets were empty and the golden lamps positioned farther and farther apart. The sound of revelry disappeared. Beautiful buildings crowded either side of the canals, and balconies hung with laundry that fluttered in the breeze.

      We motored under a bridge. As we came out the other side, a thud sounded behind us.

      I spun, catching sight of a gray-skinned demon wearing a black leather jumpsuit. His horns were sawed off, and his hand glowed with strange green light. Since his magic already felt like a headache, it’d probably knock me straight out if he hit me with it.

      “Ricketts wants you,” he hissed, foul breath wafting toward me.

      “Duh.” But I’d be going to him on my terms.

      As he raised his hand, I called upon my magic, grateful for the charm Cade had given me. It allowed me to grasp my magic quickly and fire a tiny burst that knocked him off his feet.

      Wow! Like old times.

      He slammed onto the stern of the boat, and I lunged to grab him before he could fall into the canal.

      I dragged him toward me by the arm, calling my dagger from the ether, and pressed it to his neck.

      He was still gasping from the shock of my sonic boom. It felt roughly like your insides were being pulverized, from what people had told me.

      “Where is Ricketts’s headquarters?” I poked the tip of the dagger into his neck. I trusted the Vampire of Venice, but it didn’t hurt to double-check. Not when the stakes were so high.

      “Never telling you,” he hissed.

      “Sure you will.” I lowered the dagger to his crotch. “I’ll castrate you before I send you back to hell.”

      Actually, the idea made vomit rise in my throat. But this always worked on dudes.

      His yellow eyes flared bright. “San Zaccaria!”

      I grinned, then stabbed him in the throat and shoved him overboard.

      Pain suddenly gouged me in the chest, spreading outward like knives, and I gripped the boat. My heart felt like it stopped beating. Tears filled my eyes as I sucked in a shallow breath.

      But it wouldn’t go in.

      I couldn’t breathe!

      The Lithica poisoning was really hitting me now. Panic flared in my mind.

      Then the pain stopped.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, finally able to get air into my lungs.

      Holy fates, that’d been scary. It’d only been a few seconds, but it’d been so visceral.

      Turning to stone would be a nightmare. No wonder people eventually caved and went to Ricketts for the cure.

      I stood shakily and dusted off my hands, then stored my dagger in the ether and pulled the pain potion from my pocket. I swallowed the whole thing in one gulp, blessed relief finally flowing through me. At least temporarily.

      I went to stand next to Cade.

      “Good work,” Cade said, clearly having not noticed me. He’d been in front of me. “By the time he wakes up in hell, it’ll be too late to warn Ricketts that we’re coming.”

      “I guess he’s still sending goons after us.” Why was he suddenly so interested in us? I worried at my lip. “You’re sure they’ve got a lot of guards on Ana?”

      “More than two dozen. And they’ll put her somewhere secure.” He glanced at me, understanding in his eyes. “I’m sorry that you’re worried.”

      “She’s tough. Stronger than me, actually. I shouldn’t worry.”

      “You did well with the charm.”

      “Thanks for getting it.” It might be a temporary fix, but it was amazing to be in control again. No way in hell I’d use it underground—I didn’t trust it that much—but it was nice to have up here.

      We really needed to succeed, and I’d take whatever weapon I could get.

      Cade pulled the boat over to a small floating dock. “We’ll go on foot from here. Too narrow after this point.”

      I got out of the boat and climbed the five stone steps up to the main sidewalk. There were no cars in Venice, not that any would fit on this little walkway.

      Cade climbed out and tied the boat off, then joined me. We set off down the walkway, going deeper into the city. Cade took one more look at his phone, then tucked it into his pocket. “We’re nearly there.”

      We turned right into an alley, the buildings looming on either side. Eventually, it spilled out into a large square, with a huge church across the way. The place was entirely empty save for two guards.

      They looked like stone statues, but when I reached out for the signature of their magic, I caught the slightest whiff of rotting garbage.

      “Ew,” I whispered.

      “Evil,” Cade murmured.

      Yep. The darkest magic always smelled like a dumpster fire.

      I reached for Cade’s hand, pulling him close to me and leaning in, swaying. “Pretend we’re drunk. Just some lost tourists.”

      “Smart.”

      Maybe. They were only supposed to repel supernaturals, and this might not trick them. But at least we could try. And I didn’t hate being pressed up against Cade, even as I knew it was a bad idea.

      I’d been alone a long time and Cade was…well, Cade.

      We ambled closer to the statues. Cade’s heat singed me, but I did my best to ignore it, focusing instead on the statues.

      “Holy fates,” I whispered. “They’re not alive.”

      “No.”

      The guards were meant to look like statues—and they did—but something about their magical signature was distinctly dead. Maybe it was the scent of rot?

      It was subtle, whatever it was. If Cade and I hadn’t had such strong magic ourselves, we wouldn’t have been able to sense it.

      “Go for the kill, then,” I said. Because whatever magic had been used to reanimate these corpse guards, it was some dark stuff.

      “Agreed.”

      We stumbled up the steps, keeping our charade going till the last moment. When our feet landed on the top step, dim light swirled around the guards. The stone veneer covering them chipped away, and their magic surged forth. Their bodies were half decayed, with maggots crawling out of their empty eye sockets.

      I gagged at the stench, fear racing through me, chilling my skin. I used it as my cue, breaking away from Cade and calling on my sonic boom power.

      I hurled a defined blast at the nearest zombie-thing, letting Cade take care of the other.

      It slammed the guard into the wall behind, but he just pulled himself off and grinned at me.

      Damn it. Couldn’t pulverize the insides of the undead, it seemed. If I wanted to really blow him apart, I’d also have to take out the historic church.

      Not an option.

      I drew my daggers from the ether. Given the choice, I wouldn’t get anywhere near a zombie.

      I threw the blade, which sank into its neck, but the creature kept coming. Fast.

      Right. Too good to be true. Dismemberment was the way to go.

      I stashed my second dagger in the ether and drew my sword, swinging for the zombie’s head. My blade sailed through the decayed sinew and flesh, cutting through bone. The head tumbled to the ground with a thud, but there was no arterial blood spray.

      Hey, that was convenient.

      I could get down with killing zombies.

      But the thing kept coming, almost upon me. The stench was gag-worthy.

      My heart pounded as I danced back and slashed for the legs, taking out the left one. My blade couldn’t cut entirely through the right leg, and the creature reached for me. It gripped my non-sword arm. Pain flared.

      “Ow!”

      The thing had an iron grip. It squeezed until stars flashed in my eyes and I thought my bones might break.

      Awkwardly, I swung my blade at the arm that gripped me, severing the limb at the elbow. Then I kicked the creature in the chest, sending him crashing backward onto the stone portico.

      The beast began to crawl toward me on its last remaining leg and arm.

      “Oh, hell no.” I leapt toward it, severing the arms and then the leg.

      Finally, it lay still.

      I stood, panting. The severed arm still clutched my bicep. It’d stopped squeezing, but its grip was so strong that my eyes watered. I tried yanking at it, but it held tight. Then I tried prying the fingers off. No dice.

      Freakin’ zombie strength.

      Panting, I turned toward Cade.

      His zombie was in about twenty pieces, and definitely not moving anymore. In fact, it was already starting to disappear. Magic, I had to guess. Didn’t want the humans finding zombie bits. That was the trouble with living in a mixed community—hiding the magic was difficult. The Order didn’t allow that kind of negative press with humans, though, so it was necessary.

      “Nicely done.” I pointed at the disgusting arm hanging off my own. “But could I get a little help here?”

      Cade winced at the sight of the zombie arm gripping my bicep.

      “Yeah.” I grimaced. “It stinks like a two-month old tuna salad had a baby with a diaper.”

      “Descriptive.” Cade approached and quickly pried the fingers away from my arm. He tossed the limb away.

      I sagged. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      He wiped his sword on one of the fallen zombie’s ragged shirt, getting rid of the gore. I retrieved the dagger I’d thrown and wiped it off, too.

      Technically, I didn’t have to retrieve it—the expensive magic that kept it stored in the ether would collect it for me. But next time I used it, it’d be covered in whatever blood or gore it had collected the last time. Adding a cleaning spell had been too expensive.

      Cade turned to the massive wooden doors of the church and pulled one open, slipping inside.

      I followed, immediately enveloped in the cool darkness. The scent of candles and wood polish surrounded me. In the distance, lights glowed on the stained glass. The air was so still and silent.

      “There’s no one here,” I whispered.

      “There will be more challenges below.”

      “He’s good with his spells.” Ricketts’s magic had proven that he was a badass. I wasn’t looking forward to whatever waited for us.

      I crept around to the side of the church, looking for stairs that would lead down. A nondescript door caught my eye, but when I tugged on the door handle, it didn’t open.

      “Locked.” I ran my fingers around the door seam, feeling a prickle of magic. “By a spell.”

      Cade approached, spreading his hand out over the door. I stepped aside as he closed his eyes and his magic swelled. The scent of a storm at sea washed over me. He stepped back. “It’s protected by an incantation. We need to know the words to unlock the door.”

      “Hmmm. We’re not going to figure that out.”

      “It’s not a problem.” He pressed both palms to the door, and his magic flared around him.

      This was different, though. Darker.

      His eyes blazed black, their usual green hue drowned out by darkness. I stumbled backward as his magic brushed my skin, filling my mind with visions of battle and blood and death.

      Magic burst on the air, the spell that protected the door breaking.

      I leaned against the wall, letting the horrible images of death and war fade from my mind. Cade turned to me.

      “Whoa.” I panted, still shocked by the way his magic had changed. The darkness of it. “You broke through that spell.”

      “God of war.” His face was serious. “In a sense, that means god of death. Nothing like the true gods of death, but I can use that power to kill some spells. Not complex ones, but that one wasn’t complex.”

      “Wow. That’s actually kind of scary.”

      “I know.” He smiled grimly. “Useful, though.” He tried the door, but it was locked by a plain old human lock. So he stepped back, as if he were going to charge the door.

      I grabbed his shoulder. “Hang on. I’ve got it.”

      He stepped back, and I approached the door, digging into my pocket for my wallet. I pulled out two narrow picks, then stuck them in the lock.

      It took a few seconds, but I finally found the pin.

      I pressed.

      It clicked.

      The lock disengaged.

      I twisted the door open and grinned, then stuck the picks back in my wallet.

      “Well done,” he said. “How’d you learn that?”

      “I’m not a cat burglar, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      He raised his hands. “Hey, I know you’re on the right side of the law.”

      “Hmmm.” I scrunched up my face into a doubtful expression.

      “Sort of.”

      “Exactly. I just aid and abet the criminals in their escape to Hiders Haven.” I shrugged. “And anyway, I don’t always agree with the Order of the Magica.” They’d once hunted my friend Cass, and she was a decent person. “So if folks are running from them, I’ll help.”

      “Fair enough. I’m not on their side. So you learned that as a hobby?”

      “In my childhood.” For when we needed a place to sleep after our mother had been killed. But I wouldn’t be telling him that.

      “A story for another time.”

      “Sure.” Not. I started down the staircase, ready to end the conversation.

      Dim wall sconces lit the way. The air became cooler and damper as we went.

      At the bottom was a plain room built of rough stone. My boots splashed into water. I crinkled my nose. It smelled wet. And muddy. The air was damper, and I could imagine all the water in Venice, pushing at these walls, held back by magic.

      “This is the stupidest thing ever.” Underground in Venice? Idiot. “Magic can only hold back the water for so long.”

      “Agreed.”

      We stood still for a moment, inspecting the room, swords drawn and ready for anything. There were no doors or windows. Just a plain room. Some boxes were piled against the wall, slowly rotting away.

      I frowned. “He’s tried to make this look like storage.”

      “There must be a hidden door.” Cade sloshed toward one wall, inspecting it.

      I trudged over to the other wall, grimacing at the feel of the water around my calves, flowing into my boots. I pressed my hands to the stone wall, feeling for any kind of magic.

      I didn’t find it until I reached the far wall—the slight pulse of magic that indicated a spell of some kind. “Over here, Cade.”

      He splashed toward me, then ran his big hand over the wall.

      As he studied the magic, I rubbed my foot against the base of the wall under the water, searching for some kind of lever that might ignite the magic to open the door. The water was too murky to see through, but my toe slipped into a crevice in the wall.

      “Jackpot.” I grinned.

      “What is it?”

      “I think it’s a lever.” I pressed my toe into the divot, hitting a little soft spot that depressed slightly under pressure. I could feel magic around it.

      “Underwater?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Right where my left leg is.” I stepped back so he could test it.

      He found the divot with his toe. “There’s magic around it.”

      His leg flexed slightly—which was pretty easy to see since he had the muscular legs that you’d expect on a god of war or an Olympic wrestler—and magic flared around the door. It glowed a pale white, then the whole thing disappeared.

      Wall sconces burst to life, flames flaring brightly on the walls of the room.

      “Whoa.” I stepped back.

      The room within was full of bones.
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      “It’s one of the decorated crypts,” Cade said. “Like in Rome.”

      My gaze traced over the space, which was about the size of the entry hall back at the castle, with columns supporting the arched ceiling.

      Every wall and the entire ceiling was covered by thousands of bones, all laid out in decorative patterns. There were swirls made of skulls, geometric shapes made of leg bones, and even some full skeletons dressed like monks. They were pinned to the walls with attachments I couldn’t see. Ragged brown robes hung loose around their forms, and their skulls grinned at us. In the ceiling, a headless jeweled skeleton was the centerpiece. Like the room we stood within, the water was about calf level.

      “Monks,” Cade said.

      “This must be why Ricketts built his headquarters here. And the magic keeping this place from flooding is older than we expected. It might not be his at all.”

      “Aye. Ricketts chose well. There will be an enchantment in there. Something to keep us from passing.”

      I glanced at Cade, struck again by his strong competence. We were technically underwater and about to walk into the lion’s den, facing magic meant to destroy us, and Cade didn’t look a bit worried.

      Me, on the other hand?

      I was shaking in my boots.

      Whelp, that’s my cue.

      “Let’s do this thing.” I leapt into the room, sword raised in front of me.

      Magic exploded in the air. All around, the skeletons burst to life. The robed monks that were attached to the walls jumped down to the floor first, their skeletal hands reaching for us.

      I lunged for one, slicing out with my blade. I severed the thing’s spine, and it tumbled into the water. Another came from behind it. I took the head, but it kept coming. So I went for the spine again. It collapsed.

      “Go for the spine!” I said.

      At my side, Cade fought like a tornado, his sword flying and bones clattering.

      I hated to see the destruction of something as historic as the crypt, but if this was magic, it’d probably go right back to normal once we were gone.

      Sweat dampened my skin as I swung my sword, every strike colliding with a skeleton. Their bones fell into the water, which wasn’t as muddy in this room. Beneath the surface, I could see the bones of the skeletons crawling across the ground to knit back together.

      As they reformed, more bones broke off the walls and formed more skeletons. They charged us, dozens at a time.

      I panted, trying to keep them off of me.

      “Back to back!” I shouted.

      Cade and I lined up with our backs to each other, fighting off the skeletons that came at us in a circle.

      One skeleton wasn’t too scary. But masses of them? Some wearing the ragged robes of ancient monks?

      Yeah, creepy.

      As I sliced through the spine of one skeleton, another got ahold on my arm. Like the zombie, it squeezed with a grip that could crush titanium. My eyes watered as I heaved my sword at the attacking skeleton, slicing down through its arm and straight through its spine.

      The thing splashed into the water, but the arm hung on.

      This was a trend that I didn’t love, but at least it didn’t stink like the zombie arm. I wasn’t going to look a gift skeleton in the mouth.

      Bones clattered all around us as our swords whirled, but the skeletons kept coming. When one grabbed my calf, Cade’s huge sword swung down and demolished the creature. A few moments later, I kept one from grabbing his arm.

      We weren’t a bad team.

      Not that it was helping us win.

      “There are too many!” I panted. “They keep reforming.”

      “The magic’s too strong.”

      Bones splashed into the water all around, but the masses of skeletons clawed for us, trying to make it past our whirling blades. They’d overwhelm us soon, drowning us in the shallow water. My heart thundered as sweat dripped down my spine.

      There had to be a way to stop these beasts. Something we’d missed. A trigger that would keep the magic in the room from igniting.

      Maybe I should have thought of that before leaping in, but I was Pavlov’s dog. Instead of drooling at dinner, I leapt into the fight when I felt scared.

      Usually, very handy.

      Now? Not so much.

      I scanned the room as I swung my sword, breaking skeletons on autopilot.

      A glint of something shiny caught my eye on the ground near the door. There was a bejeweled skull under the water, the sapphires glinting in the low light of the wall sconces.

      It was pressed up against the wall, where an unwitting intruder wouldn’t be able to see it before stepping in. But if you knew it was there, you could grab it.

      I glanced up, to the space where the only jeweled skeleton had been. He was starting to come alive, dragging himself off the wall. But he had no head.

      Unlike the other skeletons, he held a massive sword in his hand. The thing gleamed wickedly, its blade as sharp as mine.

      Oh, dang.

      A skeleton with a blade like that was gonna be trouble.

      I glanced at the gleaming skull on the floor, then up at him. An idea flared.

      “Cade! There’s a skull covered in jewels on the ground by the door. We have to get it and put it on the skeleton that’s trying to climb off the ceiling.”

      Cade hesitated half a second, no doubt checking out the skeleton above and the head by the door. “You go. I’ll guard!”

      “Okay!”

      Cade flew into action, stowing his sword in the ether and grabbing a skeleton by the arms. “Duck!”

      I did as he commanded. He swung the skeleton in a circle over my head using it to batter the other skeletons. He spun so fast that it was like a helicopter above me. It collided with our attackers, sending them flying back. They crashed into the walls and splashed into the water.  It was like the whole place had exploded.

      Whoa.

      I shook off my shock and stowed my sword in the ether, then raced for the bejeweled skull, Cade clearing the way. Water splashed high as I sprinted and lunged for the skull.

      I grabbed it up, the gems and gold cutting into my hand, and spun back to the middle of the room.

      All of the skeletons were in the water. He’d gotten them all.

      The skeletons were already slowly getting to their feet, but he’d bought us some time.

      “Come on!” Cade stood beneath the jeweled skeleton that had almost pulled itself away from the bindings that kept it attached to the ceiling.

      I ran for him, the skull clutched tight in my hand. This was like that scene from Dirty Dancing, but with more skeletons.

      Cade made a platform out of his hands, and I leapt onto it. He heaved me into the air. I stretched, reaching for the skeleton.

      I slammed the skull onto his neck, then fell. Cade caught me before I splashed into the water.

      The bejeweled skeleton stiffened, then flattened itself against the ceiling and froze. All around us, the bones flew back to the walls, pinning themselves back in place.

      I panted, holding on to Cade’s neck. I glanced at him.

      He grinned at me.

      I was filled with this insane desire to kiss him. Just press my lips against his fuller ones and see if was as good as I expected. It probably would be.

      Bad idea.

      I pushed away from him. “I’m good.”

      He set me down, his breathing growing steadier. “Quick thinking.”

      “Thanks. Good job on the skelecopter you had going there.”

      He chuckled. “Skelecopter?”

      “Sometimes I’m clever. But how’d you think of that?”

      “Once I realized that they were pretty strong, I figured it was worth a try. Ready to keep going?”

      “Yeah.” I sloshed toward the exit. “This makes me miss the desert.”

      “Don’t like water?”

      “Nope!” It was one reason this place freaked me out so much. “Not water like this! Too used to sand.” Though I actually really liked the Highlands. That place was pretty sweet.

      I stopped at the entrance to the next room, peering inside. There were fewer sconces in here, just enough to illuminate the place with a gloomy glow. It was a huge vaulted space, nearly as long as a football field. Stone statues sat in nooks against the walls, presiding over sarcophagi.

      I inspected the whole space, looking for some kind of lever or way to stop whatever enchanted the massive room.

      “I don’t see anything from here,” Cade said.

      “Me neither.” If there was a way to stop this room from lighting up, it was impossible to see from our vantage point. “Maybe it’s against the wall near this door? Like the last room.”

      “Maybe.” But his voice was doubtful.

      So was I. “Let’s go in and check near the door. You look left, I’ll look right. If there’s nothing there, we keep going. Take it as it comes.” I hated just waiting here, trying to figure out what would attempt to kill us.

      Let’s get this over with!

      Cade looked at me, his green eyes seeming to see right through me. He nodded. “On three.”

      I counted down, leaping into the room on one.  I looked left. “Nothing!”

      “Nothing!” Cade said.

      We ran, sprinting for the other exit. I gave it my all, hoping to outrun whatever monster would come for us.

      But nothing came alive. It was eerily silent except for our splashing footsteps. The dim crypt was creepy, but the threat was invisible.

      I slogged through the water, panting and sweating. Gosh, this was getting harder.

      Oh, shit.

      I glanced down. My heart dropped as my skin chilled with fear. “The water is rising!”

      It was up to my knees now. That’s why the threat was silent.

      I pumped my arms and legs, lungs burning as I ran. But it was almost to my middle thighs. And we weren’t even halfway across.

      Cade was running—the guy had almost a foot on me—but he was holding back. For me.

      But the exit was too far. We’d never make it. I could try to swim it, but at this rate….

      I’d drown.

      But Cade didn’t have to.

      “Go!” I screamed. “You’re faster than me!”

      I was barely able to run now. Water was to my thighs. Soon, I’d be wading.

      “Go!”

      Instead, Cade grabbed me around the waist and threw me onto his shoulder. Then he ran, sprinting across the water like a running back on speed. I hung on, bouncing like mad as water splashed all around.

      But the water kept rising. Faster and faster.

      I had to shift to keep my head out of the water, inching around so that I could see how far we were from the exit.

      Too far.

      We weren’t going to make it. Not before we had to swim, and unless he was part shark, we wouldn’t do that fast enough.

      The water was rising, cold and wet. I could feel it all around. It would drown us. It was so close. In my chest, in my mind.

      Use it, a voice whispered. Use it.

      I blinked.

      What the heck?

      The water is yours.

      I shook my head. Was I having a panic attack? I was a scaredy-cat about a lot of things, but I only freaked out before the main event. Not during. During the disaster, I was usually cold as ice.

      The water is yours.

      Holy fates, that was a voice inside my head. And I could feel the water. In my heart, in my head. It was part of me. Like my magic. It filled me, wanting to burst out. Magic, water, magic, water.

      I couldn’t tell the difference.

      And I had no idea what was happening. But something was changing within me. There was more magic in me. Or it was trying to burst out. Or something.

      I went on instinct, throwing my hands out and forcing the magic from me.

      “Go!” I screamed, directing all my magic and fear and rage at the water.

      It parted around us, like I was freaking Moses and this was the Red Sea.

      Cade stumbled briefly, then adjusted to dry land and sprinted full out like a freight train. I lost my grip on him and flopped back over his shoulder, my head near his lower back. I clung to his waist.

      The water held back on either side, a murky brown that threatened to crash in and drown us. But my magic held it at bay, something I didn’t understand but sure as hell knew was happening because of me.

      I bounced along on his shoulder, feeling like my ribs would break, and forced my magic to keep the water from crashing down on us. It felt like the water was part of me—like I could command it the way I’d command my sonic boom.

      But this was easily the least dignified way to learn that I had a new power.

      Cade sprinted through the exit, leaping at the last moment and landing on higher ground. Solid, dry ground. I let go of my magic.

      In the room behind us, the water crashed down, massive waves colliding together. Fortunately, the water stayed in the other room, magic keeping it from flooding the whole place.

      Cade set me down on a wood platform. I righted myself, panting and probably red-faced.

      Around us, dark water sloshed. We were in a long room. Though it was full of water, there was a large platform built over it, leaving a channel of water on either side.

      “What the hell was that?” Cade asked.

      “Um.” I glanced at him, unsure of how to respond. A noise in the distance caught my attention. I looked around Cade, catching sight of four large figures coming toward us on the large wooden platform. I looked back at Cade. “We’ve got company.”

      He turned, drawing his sword from the ether.

      “Guards,” he muttered.

      I drew my daggers, preferring the long-range game. I was getting tired.

      In the dim light of the wall sconces, I made out four demons. All an unrecognizable species, but their horns made it pretty clear where they’d come from.

      And where they’d be going back to.

      While I hesitated to kill other supernaturals, demons were another matter altogether. Because you couldn’t kill a demon. All you could do was kill its earthly form. It’d disappear and wake up in its original hell almost immediately. Where they were supposed to be, anyway, since demons weren’t allowed to roam the earth. Mainly because they did shit like this—working for evil masterminds. They’d eventually blow our cover with the humans.

      So killing a demon was pretty much guilt-free all around. Like low-fat yogurt. Except more murdery. And tastier, because that yogurt sucked. All the smiling women on the commercials could not fool me.

      The four demons lumbered toward us, their magic powering up and filling the room with its stench. They were all huge, each a different species. One with red skin, one with blue, and two dark gray ones.

      I hurled one of my blades at the nearest demon. It sank into his neck, and he collapsed back, crashing to the wooden platform.

      His companions roared and charged us.

      Cade answered with his own roar, charging with his blade raised.

      Whoa, big fella.

      He took out the first demon he met by slicing it right through the middle. I gagged, then raised my dagger.

      Before I could get off my shot, a demon threw a fireball toward me. His flame-red skin should have given me a clue.

      I dove, skidding against the wooden boardwalk as the fireball sailed overhead. It singed my cheek as it passed. Pain flared briefly.

      I scrambled to my feet as he charged up his next fireball, then threw my blade. It sailed through the air, end over end, and landed in his neck.

      He gurgled and collapsed backward, thudding onto the wide wooden platform.

      Necks were my favorite. Gruesome, but they got the job done. No one kept fighting with a dagger sticking out of their neck.

      The last demon—one with pale blue skin—hurled a huge icicle at Cade, but he blocked it with his blade. The thing exploded in the air, raining ice down on Cade as he swiped out with his massive blade.

      The demon’s blue head flew into the air, blood spraying. It splashed against Cade’s face and torso.

      Gag. Yup. Zombies were better. No blood.

      I trotted toward Cade. “You really like to go for the most gruesome kills, huh?”

      “I play to my strengths. And gory casualties seem to be my strength.”

      I grimaced, though he was right. A guy of his size and muscle power didn’t need to get fancy with the footwork.

      He stepped closer to me, raising a hand to my burned cheek. He didn’t touch, but I swore I could feel a caress all the same. “Are you all right?”

      I swallowed hard and stepped back. “Fine.”

      He gave me a long look, then knelt at the edge of the boardwalk and reached into the murky water, splashing a bit on his face.

      “Careful! Keep your mouth closed.” I wasn’t sure what was grosser—demon blood or that water. “You could definitely catch something. I wouldn’t be surprised if your leg spontaneously falls off.”

      He rose, his lips parted in a chuckle. “Are you a clean freak?”

      “Not wanting to wash my face in water that has dead bodies in it hardly gets me clean-freak status.”

      He gestured to all the demon bodies with his sword. “I’ll have you know that I kept all of these bodies out of the water. I’m considerate like that.”

      I barked a brief laugh, then pointed back to the watery room we’d just come from. “What do you think was in those sarcophagi? No way those things are watertight.”

      Cade grimaced slightly. “Fair point.”

      “Exactly.” I strode over to the demon bodies that had already started to disappear back to the underworld, grabbed my two daggers, and wiped them on the demon’s shirt.

      “You’re handy with more than just a sword,” Cade said.

      “If your magic caused catastrophic damage, you’d become handy with weapons, too.” I grinned at the memory of bar fights back in Death Valley Junction. “No one likes it if you blow up the best bar in town over a poker disagreement.”

      “You like poker?”

      “I spent my formative years in the closest thing to the Old West. Of course I like poker.”

      “Hmmm. Maybe a game sometime.”

      Strip poker.

      Nope, nope, nope! Of course my mind went right there, but my smarter self would not tolerate such shenanigans. If I wanted to keep my distance, strip poker was literally the worst way to go about that.

      “Sure, maybe.” Never. I turned and inspected the rest of the room.

      “We will need to talk about your new magic, though,” he said.

      “Not now.” I inspected the rest of the room, but there wasn’t much to see. Just the wide, wooden boardwalk that led to heavy wooden doors on the far end of the room. I pointed to them. “Twenty bucks his lair is back there.”

      “Agreed.” Cade strode toward it.

      I kept pace with his long strides, my gaze zeroed in on the door. I clutched my daggers, ready for a fight. No way I’d throw a sonic boom down here and risk the church collapsing on us.

      We stopped at the wooden doors, and I pressed my ear to one.

      “Nothing,” I whispered.

      Cade nodded, then slowly pushed one open and stuck his head inside. Half a second later, he walked through. I followed.

      “Whoa.” I whistled low.

      The room was empty, like a foyer. We were still in the crypts, with the same arched ceilings and support columns, but the place had been fancied up considerably. Crystal wall sconces shed more light on the space, making it look artistically historic rather than old and creepy. The room was still slightly flooded—maybe two feet of water—but the boardwalk was a beautiful gleaming wood laid with a brilliant red rug. Channels of water ran along either wall and sloshed under the boardwalk.

      “Ricketts likes the finer things,” Cade said.

      “No kidding.”

      A splashing sound made me turn. I squinted at the water, but saw nothing.

      I shook my head. No way there were fish down here. “You hear that?”

      “Aye.” Cade’s brow furrowed. “Let’s go. There will be more people down here. I’m not keen on running into them. We need the element of surprise.”

      “Right. Antidote first, though.”

      We set off across the boardwalk, crossing under an arch. This room was more like a long hallway, narrower, but with the same wooden boardwalk hovering over the flooded ground.

      “He really went to a lot of effort to work underground,” I whispered.

      “Hardly worth it,” Cade said.

      The hair stood up on the back of my neck as we made our way deeper into Ricketts’s lair. So far it was empty, but it wouldn’t stay that way. There were several doors up ahead, and we hurried toward them. Searching every room in this place could take a while.

      Footsteps thudded in the distance.

      “Someone’s coming,” I whispered.

      “In there.” Cade pointed to the closest door.

      We darted into the room, which was thankfully empty, and quietly shut the door. I could just barely make out the sounds of footsteps in the distance.

      Please don’t come in here…

      The only light in the room came from the thick gap under the door on either side of the walkway. It’d been channeled out so the water could flow freely. The dim light illuminated the space just enough to make out the boxes that were piled up on the platform that covered almost the entire floor. A two-foot area around the whole thing was open to the water below.

      A splash sounded from across the room. Same as before.

      I stiffened.

      Next to me, Cade turned quietly to face the room, his gaze going straight to where the splash had sounded.

      My senses went on high alert as I squinted into the dark. I could barely make out the individual towers of boxes. But something was definitely splashing around.

      Two glowing green eyes appeared near the floor.

      Something was crawling out of the water!

      I raised my blade, hesitating. Waiting to see what the heck it was.

      “Shhh,” it hissed.

      “Shhh?” I whispered back.

      “Quiet.” It raised a slender arm, putting a finger to its lips. Or at least, where I thought lips would be.

      “What is it?” I whispered to Cade.

      “No idea.”

      “Come to help.” Its voice was more of a rusty hiss than anything else. Like it wasn’t used to talking.

      The creature crawled up to us, skinny and almost human shaped, with dark gray skin. The glowing green eyes provided enough light to see its face, and it only appeared sort of human. Long hair hung from its head, looking more like weeds than anything else.

      The creature was creepy, but for some reason, I wasn’t afraid.

      Not because it was small, which it was. No larger than a child. But I felt a strange kinship with it.

      “Who are you?” Cade asked.

      The creature ignored Cade, its eyes riveted to me, as it crept toward us on its webbed feet and hands.

      “Who are you?” Cade repeated.

      “I talk to her, the one with the power.” Its gaze stayed glued to me.

      “I don’t have any special power,” I said.

      “You do, water woman. It is why I speak to you.”

      Water woman? “Who are you?”

      “Squido, of the Kappi clan. We lived here once, my people.”

      “Kappi? Like Kappa, the water creatures?”

      “The Italian branch. This was our home, until he came.”

      “Ricketts?”

      Squido nodded. “Magical obstacles were meant to protect us, but he turned them to his will.”

      “You mean the rooms with the skeletons and rising water?” I asked.

      Squido nodded. “Now he is here, and he built these stupid wooden platforms, and my family is gone.”

      “Why are you here, then?” I asked.

      “To cause problems.” The creature grinned, revealing blackened fangs. “I come back to taunt him. I don’t like him.”

      “Me neither.”

      The creature grinned wider. “Yes. Yes. What do you want here? Only one to come here who doesn’t stink of evil.” Squido’s green gaze darted to Cade. “Him, too, though he’s not special like you.”

      “I’m not special.” Nope! No weird magic to see here, folks!

      Squido shrugged. “What do you want here?”

      “To find a potion and to kill Ricketts.”

      Squido clapped his—or her?—webbed hands together. “Yes. Yes. I will help you. And you will give us back this place.”

      This was the guide we needed. Squido could get us through this labyrinth. I looked at Cade. “Can we give it back to them?”

      Cade frowned, brow furrowed, then he nodded. “Aye. If this is the ancestral homeland of the Kappi clan, we can make that happen.”

      Squido’s eyes glued to me. “How?”

      Hmmm. Smart water monster. Squido wanted a plan before we got down to business.

      I looked at Cade. “How?”

      “If we don’t take out all of Ricketts’s men, I’ll come clean up the rest myself. Then the Protectorate can see about making this a restricted area. A sanctuary protected for the Kappi clan.”

      I grinned, liking the sound of that. It was like an endangered species preserve, except for water monsters. I looked at Squido. “Satisfied?”

      “I trust water woman. You trust him?”

      “Yes.”

      Squido nodded happily, eyes glowing. “Come, come.” He waved a webbed hand. “I will help you.”

      Thank fates for supernaturals who hated Ricketts. They were our biggest asset.

      “First, we have to find where he stores his potions. Then we’ll go for him,” I said.

      “Yes, yes.” Squido nodded. “We go to the crossroads. Potions to the right. End of the hall. Ricketts’s office the other way. To the left. I’ll divert guards, you steal and kill.”

      I winced. He made it sound pretty bad when he said it like that.

      Ah well. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and I wasn’t going to look a gift monster in the mouth.

      The sound of footsteps had faded, so I looked at my companions and said, “Ready to go steal and kill?”

      Cade grinned. “Aye.”

      “Yes, yes!” The water monster gave a little hop of excitement.

      “Right, then. Steal and kill.” I turned toward the door, wondering what my life had become. It’s not like I’d been on the right track before, but steal and kill was really off the rails.
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      Squido leapt off the platform and swam through the little channel to the right of the door. I looked down into the murky water.

      It was just slightly too narrow for me to sneak through that way. And no way Cade could fit.

      Thank fates.

      I really didn’t want to get in that stuff.

      We slipped out the door and into the empty hallway. Squido was swimming along the water channel on the left side. He waved at us to follow.

      I hurried along on silent feet, glancing into open rooms as we passed. Fortunately, all were empty, save one. And the person in that office was asleep on his desk.

      Crime was tiring.

      When we neared the crossroads, where the hall dead-ended and split left or right, footsteps sounded from the left.

      I stopped dead in my tracks next to Cade, gripping my daggers. Squido darted under the wooden walkway and swam down the left hall. There was a massive splash, then a shout.

      We ran for it, peering down the left corridor to see a guard wedged in the narrow water channel on the side of the hall, Squido on top of him, clinging like a monkey. He tore at the guard’s neck with his teeth.

      There was no screaming—Squido seemed to have gone right for the voice box—and hopefully no one had heard the initial splash and crash.

      If that was Squido’s signature move, I didn’t want to get on his bad side.

      I grimaced, then darted right, hurrying along next to Cade. Fortunately, the doors in this hall were all shut, and the one at the end wasn’t terribly far away.

      Magic seeped out from under the door, a dozen varying signatures.

      “Has to be his potions room,” I whispered.

      Blood Sorcerers performed their magic with blood. They could do some spells, but a lot of what they created was potions and enchanted charms. It wasn’t necessarily illegal, though it did walk the line. It all depended on how the blood was obtained. Willingly, and you were good to go.

      Unwillingly… Yeah, the Order of the Magica would object.

      And knowing Ricketts, I’d bet that he was high on their list.

      We stopped at the potions room door, and I pressed my ear to the wood.

      “We’re good,” I whispered, then pushed at the door.

      It didn’t budge.

      “Let me.” Cade laid his hand on the wooden door. His magic swelled slightly, and I stepped back, not wanting to get a taste of his death magic again.

      It still hit me, sending visions of battle and death into my mind, but magic burst on the air, and the spell that protected the door broke.

      He gripped the doorknob, but it didn’t turn.

      “I got it.” I dug into my pocket and pulled out my picks, then got to work. Six seconds later, it popped open.

      We stepped inside.

      Hundreds of magical signatures rolled out from inside the room. Everything from the scent of clean grass to the taste of old fish. Ick.

      Tables—cluttered with hundreds of bottles and all sorts of magical tools—lined every wall, and herbs hung from the ceiling.

      Before shutting the door, I peered back out at Squido. The body was gone, and so was he. Must have pulled it under the dock.

      I shuddered, then shut the door quietly behind us.

      The only light came from the dim glow seeping from under the door. Once my eyes adjusted, I hurried to one of the long tables against the wall, going straight for the candlestick.

      “Old school.” I lit it with a nearby match.

      Cade lit one of his own. “Hard to run electric down here, especially if you’ve stolen the place from some water monsters.”

      We held our candles near the vials and jars on the tables. They were stacked in wooden boxes and carefully labeled. There were hundreds.

      Acid bomb, illusion mist, eternal sunshine, murder, house cat.

      “House cat?” I muttered.

      “Maybe you turn into one?”

      “I don’t know.” I kinda wanted to take it, though. Just to see.

      Get on track!

      I bent low over the tables and studied the many little labels. My chest burned with pain as I searched, as if it were urging me on to find the antidote quickly. I tried to breathe shallowly to manage the pain. Thank fates Hedy had given us the pain potion. I couldn’t imagine what it’d be like without it.

      Cade went to the table along the other wall. A moment later, he stood straight. “Found it.”

      I hurried over, bending low to inspect the spidery writing that marked the little box full of potions.

      Lithica. Right between jelly legs and spider head.

      I poked at the glass bottles in the Lithica box. “There’s two different-colored bottles.”

      “One must be the poison, and the other the antidote.”

      There was no blue glass, so they hadn’t been decanted into bomb form yet. “Only he would know. Good security system. Not great for us.”

      “Hedy will be able to tell.”

      “Right, so we take it all.” I looked around for a bag.

      Footsteps sounded at the door just before it opened. Fear shot through me, cold and bright. I grabbed for the jelly legs potion, going for one with thin glass that was likely to be a bomb—those exploded on impact—then whirled around.

      “What are you doing?” An old man stood at the door, face incredulous.

      I hurled the jelly legs potion at him.

      He collapsed, his legs going out from under him. In his eyes, shock gave way to fear, and he opened his mouth.

      Cade was on him before he could scream, slapping a hand over his mouth. Quietly, he shut the door so no one could see us. “Get me a gag.”

      “On it!” I glanced around frantically, my gaze finally landing on some tape and white cloth. I brought it to Cade, who bound the old man’s mouth.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      “Ahhh, let’s call it good.” The man was at least seventy years old. His magic stank, a sure sign he didn’t use it for good, but… “I can’t kill an old man. Just make sure you tie him up good. We’ll tell the Order he’s here. I’m going to grab the potions.”

      I took the tape back to the box of Lithica and taped up the top so that the little jars would stay protected inside the wooden box. Then I tossed the whole thing in a large canvas bag I found hanging from a hook on the wall.

      “Do one last sweep,” I told Cade. “Take anything that looks like it might be an antidote, or anything that looks handy.”

      I grabbed a box and filled it with a few potions that said antidote, though they didn’t say to what exactly. But just in case… I didn’t want to get this wrong. Then I grabbed a few more potions just for the hell of it. They were usually expensive, and I could use them in a fight.

      Sleeping potion, acid bomb, smoke cloud, oil slick, and house cat.

      I put the fighting potions into a smaller bag so I could get at them easily, then joined Cade, who was putting another box into the big canvas bag.

      “We have to have at least a hundred bottles here,” he said.

      “Good. One of them has to be the cure. And I like the idea of cleaning Ricketts out.”

      “Ready to go find him?”

      “Born ready.” I winced. That sounded way cooler on TV.

      Cade grinned at me.

      “Whatever. Let’s go.”

      He nodded, kindly letting it slide, and we went to the door. He pushed it open, and I peeked out.

      “Coast is clear.” I slipped out into the hall, the smaller bag of weaponized potions over my shoulder. Weaponized potions and house cat.

      Which could be a weapon. Who was I to say?

      I just hadn’t been able to resist.

      Quickly, we made our way down the hall. My senses were on high alert, listening for footsteps and trying to pick up any unfamiliar magical signatures.

      I scanned the water around us, looking for Squido.

      A splash sounded from up ahead. A dark gray head popped above the surface of the murky water.

      “He’s there,” I whispered.

      Squido pointed to the door at the end of the hall. It had to be the room he’d said would contain Ricketts.

      We hurried forward. When we reached the crossroads in the hall, I slowed, pulling a potion bomb out of my little bag. I peered around the edge of the wall, looking down the hall toward the entrance to the catacombs.

      “Coast is clear,” I murmured.

      We moved toward Squido on silent feet.

      Then I heard footsteps.

      Dang.

      I darted back, peering around the corner. A demon was striding toward us. I hurled the potion bomb at him, using all the skill I’d honed while training with my knives.

      It crashed against his chest, exploding in a burst of green liquid.

      His eyes rolled back in his head, and he keeled over backward, landing hard against the wooden walkway.

      He didn’t move. Passed out.

      I rejoined Cade. “Let’s go.”

      We raced the last twenty feet toward Squido, who’d climbed up onto the walkway and crouched in front of the door at the end of the hall, excitement in his green eyes. He looked a lot like Gollum, but uglier and more charming, if that was possible.

      Squido pointed to the door. “Open. Seven inside.”

      I grimaced. Seven was a lot without using my sonic boom power.

      “Where’s Ricketts?” I mouthed.

      “Straight in. Behind desk.” Squido’s hiss was low.

      “The others?” Cade asked.

      “All around room. Sitting.”

      Cade, who was carrying the bag of antidote potions, took the thing off his shoulder and hung it over a wall sconce, no doubt so it wouldn’t get destroyed in the fight that was to come.

      I pressed my ear to the door, trying to focus on picking up any voices.

      Cade did the same.

      Our eyes met.

      Tension sent a shiver through me. We were just too close. Why hadn’t he faced the other way?

      I dropped my gaze.

      “What is it?” a voice growled.

      Not Ricketts’s. I’d only met him in person once, but his voice wasn’t that deep.

      “The magic that I need to catch them,” Ricketts said.

      At least, I thought it was Ricketts.

      “How, though?” the lower voice said.

      “I must determine that,” Ricketts said. “But it’s greater power than I’ve ever known.”

      I frowned. What the hell was he talking about?

      “I don’t know, boss,” growled the low voice. “You sure you trust her?”

      “You leave that to me!”

      “All right. All right! Just getting hungry. Making me antsy.”

      I pulled back from the door. If they were going to come out to eat, we’d lose the element of surprise. Cade drew back as well, clearly thinking the same thing.

      Then he pressed his hand to the door. His magic swelled so lightly that I could barely feel it. He turned to me and whispered, “No spell.”

      Good. “Let’s get this show on the road. I hate waiting.”

      Already, my heart was racing. We needed to get into the battle now.

      I dug into my bag for a smoke cloud potion and yanked it out. I held it up so Cade could see the label.

      He nodded. “On three.”

      Squido slipped back into the water, no doubt to launch a sneak attack from below. Little did Ricketts know that his stupid walkways had left a secret channel for his enemy.

      On three, Cade kicked down the door.

      I took a quick look inside—long enough to see Ricketts at the back of the room and three guys on each side—then I hurled the smoke bomb.

      The little glass ball exploded against the ground. Gray smoke plumed upward, filling the room. The jerks inside began to cough.

      Yeah, take that!

      He didn’t like a taste of his own magic, did he? I wanted to shout it, but that’d give away my position.

      I drew my daggers from the ether and rushed into the room, then threw them on memory. There was a thud. A splash. A delighted shriek from Squido.

      The second dagger clattered against the wall.

      One outta two ain’t bad when you can’t see.

      I crouched low and dug into my sack as Cade rushed toward the side wall, his huge sword drawn. Though I’d normally prefer my sword, in this smoke, I’d have an advantage with the bombs.

      Anyway, I liked to mix it up. Adventures in demon slaying. It was important to keep one’s work interesting, after all. Variety was the spice of life.

      My hand closed around a potion bomb as the smoke in front of me brightened with a yellow glow.

      Fireball!

      I dove left, skidding low along the ground as the fireball sailed overhead, singing my hair.

      “Who are you?” Ricketts bellowed through the smoke.

      “Your worst nightmare.” Ah, crap. That also sounded cooler in the movies.

      Whatever.

      I dug into my sack for another potion bomb. The smoke was clearing, and I spotted a large form cutting through the gloom. I hurled the potion bomb. The demon dodged, so fast I could hardly see him, and the bomb exploded against the stone wall.

      Dang.

      Super-fast demons were damned hard to fight. Sword or bombs?

      Squido leapt from the water behind the demon, catching him by surprise and clinging to his neck and forehead. He sank his fangs into the demon’s skull, and the demon whirled around, trying to grab him.

      Bomb it is!

      I grabbed a potion bomb and heaved it at the beast. It slammed into his back, exploding in a burst of pink smoke. The demon howled, and the smell of burning flesh rent the air. He tumbled onto his front, Squido going down with him. The little water monster gave another shriek of glee.

      Ricketts had climbed onto his desk to get a better vantage point. His long black jacket flapped around him, making him look like a Matrix wannabe. His dark hair and goatee were ruthlessly trimmed, and his black eyes blazed.

      A hulking demon stood in front of him, guarding his master.

      To the left, Cade was fighting the only other demon. The beast was eight and a half feet tall if he was an inch and wielded a blade as long as I was. Squido was still on top of his demon, chowing away.

      I grimaced, turning my gaze back to Ricketts, who looked enraged.

      “Hiding behind your hired gun? Afraid to fight?” I taunted.

      Ricketts grinned. Shark-like. “I have you right where I want you. After all that effort, you came right to me!”

      “Where? Perfectly in line to kick your ass?” I dug into my sack.

      He hurled a potion bomb. I dived left, and it sailed by me. The glass ball exploded against the wall, and a plume of white mist unfurled. I lunged away from it, toward Ricketts. It was the only direction to go to get away.

      But the mist caught me in its grip, clinging tight to my legs. I tried to run, but its grip held tight. Like the blob from that movie.

      I threw the potion bomb in my hand.

      It crashed into the chest of the big demon, and surprise flashed on his face.

      “What, thought my arms were caught, too?” I asked.

      Light swirled around the demon and he shrank, turning into a white house cat with piercing blue eyes.

      I looked at Ricketts. “Seriously, an actual house cat?”

      I couldn’t kill a freaking kitty. Even if it was a demon. The cat hissed and ran behind the desk.

      Well, that was one way to get rid of enemies. But I really hoped he’d turn back into a demon. I did not have time to find a home for a magical demon cat.

      On the other side of the room, Cade continued to battle the huge demon, landing a good blow to the side. They were evenly matched, both bleeding from wounds to their arms and chest. It might be a while.

      I pulled my sword from the ether as Ricketts dug into the pocket of his flowing coat. He pulled out another potion bomb.

      Shit.

      I swung the sword for the mist that surrounded me, hoping I could cut through the stuff. Ricketts chucked his bomb. I dodged as best I could, but with my legs trapped, I couldn’t go far.

      The acid bomb nailed me in the shoulder.

      I shrieked as the pain tore through me. “Bastard!”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I hacked at the mist surrounding my legs. The grip loosened, until finally, I slipped free.

      Ricketts dug into his pocket, then flung another potion bomb. I dove left, avoiding the bomb but not the backsplash. The thing exploded against the wall, spraying me with a freezing cold solution that burned my skin.

      “I haven’t tested that one yet,” Ricketts said. “What’s the verdict?”

      “That you’re a two-bit egg sucking rat bastard.” I scrambled to my feet.

      I lunged for him, sword raised.

      He stuck his hand into his pocket, but before he could pull anything out, the desk beneath him rocked, rising up from the ground and throwing him off it.

      Right into me.

      I collapsed under him, but not before my sword sliced his arm. He hissed and rolled off me.

      Behind him, the big demon who’d turned into a house cat climbed out from behind the upended desk. The spell had worn off while he’d been hiding under it.

      Cade landed a killing blow to his massive demon—a stab right to the neck—then leapt for the demon who was no longer fabulously fluffy.

      I scrambled to my feet and raised my sword, going for Ricketts.

      He threw a potion bomb to the ground in front of him. It exploded and magic surged up, a pearlescent shield. My sword collided with it.

      “Ah, ah, ah.” Ricketts gave an evil smirk. “Not through my shield.”

      “I’ll just wait it out. Or Cade might get you.”

      “He won’t. But I will get you.” His eyes glittered with promise.

      “Pretty hard to get me when you’re outnumbered.” Behind him, Cade beheaded the last demon. “And yep, there goes your last guard.”

      “Oh, there’s more than one way to get you. And now I have the means,” he hissed. Then he threw something on the ground.

      I caught sight of a black pebble right before a silvery cloud burst up.

      “No!” I screamed, lunging for him.

      I slammed into the barrier, getting a miserable electric shock for the trouble. Pain surged.

      He stepped into the transportation charm and disappeared.

      “Damn it!” I nearly threw my sword to the ground, but I’d never do that. No amount of frustration would make me let go of my weapon. But it was close. “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

      Squido looked up from his demon, who’d almost entirely disappeared. “Missed?”

      “Yes.” I scowled. “But we’ll get him, Squido. I promise.”

      Squido nodded. “You’d better.”

      Cade wiped his blade off on one of the demon’s shirts. “Are there any more in the building, Squido?”

      “I think not. But more may come. He has more.”

      “We’ll take care of them.” Cade looked toward me. His chest and arms seeped blood, but otherwise, he looked as dashing as an ancient Celtic warrior. Which he was, basically. Except for the ancient part. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” I stepped toward him, then immediately stumbled. “Okay, no.”

      Adrenaline had kept me going, but now I was starting to feel my wounds. The acid bite on my shoulder, in particular.

      Concern darkened Cade’s features and he approached, studying my shoulder. “The acid has stopped eating your flesh, at least.”

      “You really know how to soothe a girl.”

      “Sorry. But your leather jacket protected you.” His gaze met mine. “Let me heal you.”

      “You can heal?”

      “It’s the other side of the battle power. Wounding and healing. That gives my power balance. I don’t use it often, though.”

      “Wow.” That sounded great, but… “It’s not that bad. Let’s get out of here and deal with it. I don’t want Ricketts coming back with reinforcements. We really only had a chance when we had the element of surprise. And we need to get these antidotes to Hedy so she can identify the proper one.”

      “I’ll call Emily, the transport mage. She can meet us at the safe house.”

      I nodded, then turned toward Squido. “Can you lead us out of here so we don’t get drowned or destroyed by skeletons?”

      Squido nodded. “Yes, yes. Come.”

      We followed him out of the room. Cade grabbed the bag of antidotes from where he’d stashed it, then we headed down the boardwalk. Though there wasn’t supposed to be anyone here, my senses were on high alert.

      I couldn’t wait to get out of this underwater death trap.

      When we reached the crossroads in the hall—one direction leading out, the other leading to the potions room—I stopped and looked at Cade. “You think we can clean him out in sixty seconds?”

      He nodded.

      “Good.” I looked at Squido. “Hang on a moment.”

      We ran to the potion room. The man was still bound in the corner.

      “I’ll send someone down to pick him up,” Cade said. “We’ll give him to the Order.”

      “Good.” I didn’t like the idea of killing non-demons. Even bad ones.

      We grabbed up several large sacks and filled them with as many potions as they would hold. Probably got ninety percent of the stash. Call me greedy, but I liked the idea of cleaning him out. It’d also give him less weapons.

      My shoulder burned as we carried our booty back to Squido, who waited for us.

      “Good.” He nodded, then turned and hurried down the hall.

      It didn’t take long to make it back, not with Squido knowing just how to get us through the enchantments.

      At the stairs, Squido said goodbye.

      “We’ll take care of the rest,” I promised, meeting Cade’s gaze.

      He nodded.

      “Good.” Squido waved, and we hurried up through the quiet church.

      “Where now?” I asked once we made it out onto the front steps of the church.

      “I’ll find out.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket, then gestured for me to follow.

      We hurried through the narrow, darkened streets of Venice. I listened as he talked to someone—presumably someone from the Protectorate—and made arrangements to meet.

      He hung up as we reached the speedboat, and carefully lowered his sacks of potion bombs into the cockpit. I did the same with mine.

      We hopped in, and he pulled away from the dock, the engine at a low rumble.

      “How are those wounds?” he asked.

      “Fine.” They burned like hell, actually, but I wasn’t going to complain. Wouldn’t do any good, anyway.

      The moon hung heavy and full in the sky, glittering on the canals.

      “We’re going to a Protectorate safe house,” he said. “Emily, the transporter, will meet us there.”

      “The transporter?”

      “Yes. She’ll take the potions back so that Hedy can determine the cure.”

      “Perfect.” We’d lose very little time that way.

      The smaller back canals were dead silent as we motored through the town, passing historic buildings with baskets full of flowers tumbling from the windows. Despite the quietness of the back canals, the Grand Canal was still bustling with party life. People in costume were singing and dancing.

      I slouched low in the seat, not wanting anyone to see how beat up I was. I didn’t know how alert the cops were here, but we didn’t need to get caught by humans. Any delay was unwelcome, since I was beyond ready for some dinner and a shower. And maybe a bit of that healing Cade had promised.

      When he pulled the boat up to a massive white mansion at the edge of the Grand Canal, I looked at him. “You have got to be kidding me.”
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      “Not a joke.” He pulled the boat into the garage—boathouse?—that was on the first level of the four-story mansion.

      “This is really the Protectorate’s safe house? One of the biggest mansions in Venice?”

      “Aye. Ricketts may send his goons after you, but they won’t get through here.” He cut the engine and tied the boat off to the dock, then climbed out. He reached a hand down.

      I took it with my good arm and let him haul me up, then helped him gather the bags out of the boat. I followed him to the stairs, wincing as the protective magic prickled over my skin.

      “Let me go first,” he said. “The magic will recognize me and disengage.”

      I swept an arm out. “Age before beauty.”

      He chuckled, then disengaged the charm locking the door and started up the stairs. We passed the first three floors entirely. By the third flight, I was panting, exhausted from the day’s endeavors.

      “These floors are empty,” he said. “Security.”

      “What kind?”

      “Statues that come alive on the first floor, poison gas on the second floor, and giant snakes on the third—they’re just magic though. Otherwise, it’d be inhumane.”

      “Snakes don’t like mansions in Venice.” I nodded sagely. At least, I was aiming for sagely. “Everyone knows that.”

      “Precisely.”

      I grinned, liking how he went along with my silliness. It was the only thing keeping me from tearing up over the pain in my shoulder.

      He let us onto the fourth floor, disengaged another locked door, and my mouth immediately watered at the scent of pizza. The lights were already on, illuminating an amazing living area that looked like something out of a fancy old movie.

      “Took you long enough.” Emily grinned, stepping forward out of the living room, which was done entirely in cream and pale gold. Several pizza boxes sat on the table. “Brought you food.”

      “Thank you,” Cade said.

      “You’re a saint.” I beelined straight for her, handing over the box containing the antidotes. “The cure is one of the potions in here, but Hedy will have to test them. And seriously, thank you for the pizza.”

      She nodded, and I didn’t waste any time, leaving her to chat with Cade while I went for the pizza. I chowed down on pepperoni, trying not to pay attention to my arm or the pain in my chest.

      I prayed that Hedy could identify that antidote soon.

      “See you later!” Emily called. Then she disappeared.

      I swallowed the last bite of my third piece of pizza as Cade joined me. I gestured to the fancy room, and the huge arched windows that gave a view of the Grand Canal. “The Protectorate sure likes it fancy.”

      “Not always. But when in Rome… Or Venice.” He sat next to me, his big form taking up a good bit of sofa real estate. He leaned in to inspect my arm and shoulder. “It still looks bad. Can I do something about it?”

      “Like what exactly?” I swallowed hard. He was so close that I could see the different colors of green in his eyes, the small muscles and veins in his hands. Against all odds, he still smelled good.

      Heat flushed through me.

      “My healing power is the opposite of death. I’d give you a small amount of my power. Of life. And your wounds would disappear. It’s a last resort, something I do rarely.”

      “Um, okay.” I shifted so that my shoulder was near him.

      He raised a big hand and hovered it over the acid burn. He was even closer now. So close I could just lean in and kiss him.

      I hadn’t been attracted to someone in ages. And Cade was…well, a freaking war god. And as handsome and strong as you’d expect one to be. I swallowed hard, trying to focus on anything else.

      Then his power began to flow into me, strong and bright. I gasped. It filled me with light. With warmth. And I felt him.

      Not physically, but who he was. Like, the qualities that made him unique.

      Bravery, honor, pure goodness. A little bit of danger and ruthlessness. Each quality felt slightly different but was so distinct.

      Then heat ran through me, shivering along my skin and into my bones.

      Desire welled up.

      His for me? Or mine for him?

      My gaze darted to his. The green of his eyes blazed with warmth, his lids slightly lowered. His full lips parted.

      Warmth surged through me. The pain had faded from my body, and pure want had taken its place.

      His gaze dropped to my lips. He gripped the edge of the table tightly, his knuckles turning white. The one that hovered in front of my shoulder trembled slightly.

      Oh fates. Did he want to kiss me?

      From the heat in his gaze—yes.

      I leaned in slightly, more of a sway than a conscious movement.

      He swallowed hard and removed his hand that hovered over shoulder. “It’s better.”

      The spell broke. The connection severed.

      I gasped, leaning backward. The heat was still there, the desire. But the connection was gone. I almost vibrated with the loss.

      Had he really wanted to kiss me? Why hadn’t he?

      Not that it mattered. Get it together.

      Finally, I composed myself. “What happened there?”

      His brow creased. “That’s unusual.”

      “I could feel you.”

      “Me too.”

      “Really?” My heart thundered. “What did you find?”

      “Honor and love. Fear and bravery.”

      “Fear?” My gaze snapped to his.

      “Aye. I could sense it back in the crypt, too. Anytime we were about to face a new challenge. But then you’d throw yourself right into it.”

      “Well, yeah. Of course I was scared. I’m not a freaking idiot. I’ve got a highly developed sense of self-preservation.”

      “But you jumped into the fight anyway.” His green gaze searched mine, assessing.

      The heat still hadn’t faded, but the strangeness of talking about myself on such a…a personal level, was starting to drive it off.

      “Why’d you jump in if you were so afraid?”

      “Gotta get the job done.”

      “So as soon as you get scared, you leap into the fray.”

      “Yeah. I’m like Pavlov’s dog now. Scared, fight. Scared, fight.” I shrugged. “It’s worked out well for me so far.”

      “I’d say so.” He nodded, eyebrows raised and his expression clearly impressed. “I’ve been with many people in battle. Thousands. Not just what I’ve seen myself, but a sense I get. Like I’ve known all the warriors who’ve ever lived. Many of them lack fear.”

      “Ha, well, not me.”

      “That’s what makes you braver than most.”

      Heat singed my cheeks. “Let’s change the subject.”

      “All right.” His gaze sharpened. “You developed new magic back in the tomb.”

      “Actually, let’s talk about how brave I am.”

      His keen gaze pinned me like a bug. I swallowed hard, the heat inside me intensifying into a searing discomfort.

      I was majorly attracted to a guy I couldn’t trust.

      Sure he was honorable, but where did that honor lie?

      Not with me. He barely knew me.

      And sure, the Protectorate said they wanted me and Ana, but would they still want us when they learned what we were? They wanted our skills and power, but they didn’t know where that magical power came from. Even we didn’t know that. But my mother had sure put the fear of discovery into us.

      “Bree. You can tell me.” His deep voice was soothing.

      Except that it did just the opposite for me. “Not much to tell.”

      “You have serious power. Magic that you need to learn to control.”

      “I will.”

      “I understand that you’re wary,” he said. “I’ll help you.”

      “Okay.” Yeah, right.

      “I mean it.”

      “Hmmm hmmm.” I stood and wandered over to the window, knowing that I was blowing this. I wasn’t doing a good job at deflecting his interest or attention, but I wasn’t used to having a real conversation with anyone besides Ana. Or Rowan, when she’d been around.

      The rest of our life was fighting and bullshitting with our clients. This ‘up close and personal’ stuff was like a dog trying to speak English. And I was the dog.

      “You should eat. The pizza is getting cold.” I pushed open the window and leaned out, sucking in the warm, fresh air.

      The sight below was breathtaking—the wide Grand Canal stretched out in both directions, moonlight glittering on the water. Huge mansions lit by golden light loomed on either side, and colorful boats floated below.

      It’d be really romantic if I weren’t scared for my life. And Ana’s.

      That was my priority right now. Then figuring out if we’d stay at the Protectorate. I was scared of revealing what I really was, but I was also scared of my new powers.

      So, which was more frightening?

      I had no idea.

      I turned back to Cade.

      He was eating a slice of pizza and watching me, a ridiculous activity that he somehow managed to make look sexy.

      Oh, I was an idiot.

      “We need to figure out where Ricketts went,” I said. “If he has another bolt hole.”

      Cade nodded. “We will. But first, we’ll rest. You look like you’re about to fall over.”

      I felt like it, too. But now that an antidote had been found, the worst of our time crunch had passed. “Okay. Tomorrow we’ll get started.” I turned and inspected the large room. “Which way to a bedroom?”

      He pointed left, to a doorway near the windows. “Take that one. There are women’s clothes in the armoire. And I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I nodded, not bothering to say goodnight, then turned and headed to the bedroom.

      I flicked on the light, getting a glimpse of a bedroom that looked like something a king would sleep in—all ivory and gold again—and immediately headed for the bed.

      I barely made it out of my dirty clothes before falling face-first onto the downy mattress. As I drifted off, images of Cade flashed through my mind, along with snippets of the conversation I’d heard through the door at Ricketts’s headquarters.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I shot awake, heart pounding

      I know where Ricketts is.
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      The conversation that I’d heard through the door had been running through my head all night. Finally, I’d put it together. In a dream, maybe?

      I leapt out of bed and raced across the room, realizing right before I hit the door that I was nearly naked. I grabbed a blanket that had been thrown over a chair near the window and threw it over my shoulders, then burst out into the living room.

      “Cade!” I shouted. “Get up!”

      There were four doors leading off the main living area. Which was his?

      I ran toward the one directly across from me. Right before I reached it, he pulled open the door and stepped out. I nearly collided with his naked chest.

      If I hadn’t been so freaked out, I’d have taken a moment to admire his godlike muscles. And since he was a god, I wouldn’t have been embarrassed about describing him as godlike.

      “What is it?” His dark hair was mussed from sleep.

      “I know where Ricketts is.”

      “Really?” His eyes sharpened, any last vestiges of sleepiness disappearing.

      “Yeah. He said there was more than one way to get to me. He meant my sister.” The loss of her would be worse than my own death.

      Ricketts must have known that.

      “Back at his compound, we heard him through the door. He was talking about magic that would finally allow him to capture us. Someone gave it to him. His goons haven’t been successful, so I haven’t worried too much about them. But he would be. Now he has something that will help him try to nab us directly.”

      “And since he’s failed with you, he’ll try for her.” Cade nodded, his face serious. “That makes sense. We’ll go to her immediately. She’s in a safe house in northeast Scotland. A castle in the woods with excellent security. Don’t worry. There will be over a dozen guards around the property, ready to apprehend Ricketts or his men. And there are more in the castle with her.”

      “A trap. Good.” I turned to go back to the bedroom to get dressed. “Let’s get out of here soon. Do we have a transport charm to get to Syre?”

      “Syre? I didn’t say where she was located. How did you know?”

      I turned. “We have our own connection charms. We bought them a while ago.” After Rowan had disappeared. If only we’d done it sooner. “Family is everything, Cade.”

      His gaze shuttered slightly.

      Hmm. Did he no longer have a family?

      That was a question for another time.

      I hurried back toward the bedroom and got dressed in record time, digging through the assortment of spare clothes in the armoire. I found jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket that suited me, then returned to the living room.

      Cade was dressed and ready to go, wearing clothes that were identical to his last ones.

      “You keep things stored here?” I asked.

      “In all the safe houses.” He pulled a black stone out of his pocket. “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” I joined him and took his hand.

      He threw the stone on the ground, and a plume of sparkling gray smoke rose up. We stepped into it, appearing in the woods in Scotland a moment later.

      Into chaos.

      Panicked shouts echoed through the forest. My heart leapt into my throat, and I spun around, searching for the threat. The morning sun filtered through the trees, illuminating the broken branches and trunks that had been snapped in half.

      “He’s here!” I drew my throwing knives from the ether and raced for Ana, drawn by the tug in my chest.

      Cade joined me, his long legs carrying him ahead of me.

      The destruction of the woods was crazy—huge trees torn up and toppled over. Broken branches and gouges in the dirt. Something catastrophic had torn through here. A body lay about fifteen feet off the path of destruction. A man.

      I didn’t stop, though guilt tugged at me.

      But I could feel Ana. She was here. I had to get to her.

      The forest lightened as I neared the edge. People were leaping out of the trees and joining me on the path, running for the castle ahead. Some looked familiar, like Protectorate staff. They must’ve been the guards.

      “What happened?” I screamed at a nearby man.

      He was blond, and his magic smelled of the sea. His gaze looked wild. “Tornado.”

      In Scotland?

      That was insane.

      I sprinted out of the forest. In the middle of the clearing sat a tall stone tower surrounded by a hulking castle wall.

      A chunk was torn out of the wall, and a large gray tornado was sweeping off into the distance.

      Then Ana disappeared.

      I felt it, deep in my chest, and stumbled, going to my knees.

      She was no longer here. And the tornado was gone, too.

      No! I scrambled to my feet, heart thundering.

      The sun shone brightly on the mountains sweeping out in front of me. They were coated with purple heather, a beautiful sight if not for the chaos of the wounded castle and the people running around, shouting for their colleagues.

      I ran for the castle, for answers. For Cade.

      I found him at the edge of the wall, staring through the giant hole that had been torn by the tornado. The castle inside was a single tower with walls at least ten feet thick. It was easy to get exact dimensions since the danged corner of the castle was missing too.

      Near the castle wall, Hedy was on the phone. Possibly with the Protectorate? Jude ran out of the castle, scrambling over the broken stone. Her gray hair was coated with dust, and the stone-cold expression that I’d first seen her wearing was replaced with panic.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it!” She ran up to us, panting. “He came as a tornado! Blasted through twenty of our guards before we realized what was happening.”

      “Did he get Ana?” Cade demanded.

      “Yes. He got her.” I turned on Jude, voice harsh. “You said she’d be safe here! But she was bait. And she was caught.”

      “I’m sorry.” Jude’s expression hardened. “He shouldn’t have had weather magic like that. No one has weather magic like that.”

      “Someone gave him more power, but I have no idea who,” I said. “It just happened, though. We heard him talking about it in Venice.”

      “Damn it.” A thundercloud crossed Jude’s face.

      “Bree, can you locate where your sister went?” Cade asked.

      I frowned, focusing on the connection charm that I hoped would help me find Ana. I stepped back from everyone, trying to clear my mind. This was why we’d bought these things. So we wouldn’t lose another sister. I couldn’t bear to lose another sister. Tears pricked my eyes.

      Please work.

      If Ricketts knew that she had a connection charm, he could do something to block it. Fear chilled my skin.

      Please don’t realize.

      “What’s she doing?” Jude asked Cade.

      “Give her a moment.”

      I envisioned Ana, begging the connection charm to make a link. Finally, it flared to life inside me. I looked up. “Mexico. A hundred miles east of Mexico City. That’s where he’s taken her.”

      Jude nodded, her expression firm and accepting. “Fine. We’ll send reinforcements with you.” Her gaze met Cade’s. “How many transport charms do you have?”

      “Three more.”

      Jude nodded. “Good. That will transport fifteen people. Emily can take more.”

      Hedy hurried up to us. “Bree. Your sister has had her antidote.” She dug into her pocket and handed me a little vial. “Here’s yours. Take it before you go.”

      “Thank fates.” At least that was fixed.

      I looked down at the vial. Did I trust her?

      For so long, I’d trusted no one but Ana. But Ana had trusted Hedy enough to take the potion.

      And I did trust Hedy. Even though it was strange to admit to myself.

      Bottoms up.

      I drank the potion, then shivered as strength flowed through me. The pain in my chest faded, a glorious pleasure. I hadn’t realized how crappy I’d been feeling. I’d chalked up any weakness to exhaustion, but it’d been the poison.

      “Thanks. I feel a lot better.”

      “Bree!” A feminine voice sounded from behind me.

      I turned.

      Caro ran for me, Ali, and Haris at her side.

      “We were in the woods, guarding the castle. I’m sorry he got past us.”

      “He had magic none of us anticipated. Something huge.”

      “Let’s go get her,” Caro said. “We’ve got your back.”

      My chest warmed. No one had ever said that to me except Rowan and Ana. “Thanks.”

      “Where are we off to?” Ali grinned. “I’ve been itching for a fight.”

      “Mexico.”

      Cade joined me, resting a big hand on my shoulder. It was stupid, but I drew strength from it. Behind Caro, a crowd gathered. About twenty of them.

      Our reinforcements.

      Maybe this Protectorate thing wasn’t so bad after all. Not if they had our backs like this.

      “I have three charms,” Cade said. “Divide into groups of five. Three will take the charms, Emily will take the rest.” He turned to me. “We’ll go first with Emily and get the coordinates. Then she’ll return and tell everyone else where to go.”

      “Perfect.”

      Cade handed the charms over to Jude, and Emily joined us.

      “Ready?” She held out her hands.

      Cade and I each took one.

      “Imagine where we’re going,” she said. “Picture it in your mind as clearly as you can. I’ll take us there.”

      “Okay.” I did as she asked, feeling the location more than seeing it. But there was water and jungle, the sound of night animals. Moonlight.

      A moment later, the ether sucked us in. My heart thundered as we stepped out into the dark night.

      In front of us, the moon hung heavy over an island in the middle of a calm lagoon. A massive step pyramid sat in the middle of the island, surrounded on all sides by smaller pyramids.

      “Texochtatlan,” Cade breathed. He tore his gaze away and looked at his fancy watch, pressing some buttons. He looked up at Emily and rattled off some numbers.

      Coordinates, I realized.

      She nodded and disappeared. Cade’s awed gaze returned to the abandoned ancient city.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “The capital of the supernatural Aztecs. Human Aztecs built Tenochtitlan, which is now in Mexico City. It was much like this. But this one is too far into the jungle. Humans have never found it.”

      “Aztecs?” Shit. Back when we’d still had a TV, before Rowan had disappeared and we’d spent all our spare money hunting for her, we’d loved old history shows. “Didn’t they practice human sacrifice? Blood sacrifice?”

      Cade’s gaze turned dark. “They did.”

      My heart almost burst out of my chest, and fear iced my skin. “Oh no. That’s what’s changed. The reason he’s upped his game in trying to catch us. He’s not just going to kill us. He wants more than that. Magic. Our blood.”

      “Aye. This is no coincidence.”

      I sucked in a ragged breath and started forward. No time to delay.

      The lagoon was about fifty meters from us. A long bridge, at least a hundred meters in length, stretched over it. Several more bridges spanned the lagoon on other sides. The full moon gleamed on the massive pyramid in the middle of the island. It had a wide, flat top and was built of huge steps, unlike the Egyptian pyramids that were smooth sided.

      We were too far away to see people, but Ana was definitely here. I could feel her.

      “It’s been abandoned for centuries,” Cade said. “The supernatural Aztecs lasted longer than the human ones since the conquistadors never found them, but they left here long ago.”

      My gaze raced over the bridge and the city beyond. It was magical, in an ancient kind of way. I could just imagine the ceremonies they’d once had here.

      “Badass,” a voice murmured from beside me.

      I turned to see Ali, his gaze wide. Haris and Caro stood next to him, along with Jude and another man I didn’t recognize. I spun, catching sight of about fifteen more people behind us.

      Everyone was here.

      “Let’s go.” I started for the bridge, Cade at my side.

      “We’ve got this,” Caro murmured.

      I hoped so. Without Ana…

      There’d be nothing.

      I stepped on the stone bridge, and a vibration of magic sang up my leg. I looked up at Cade. “Be ready for anything.”

      “I feel it,” he murmured.

      I drew my throwing daggers and jogged across the bridge. On either side, the water gleamed murkily in the moonlight. As we neared the middle, the magic in the air became stronger. A fierce prickle that made my hair stand on end.

      Protective charms.

      Nearby, the water splashed. I jumped, whirling. Everyone stopped in their tracks, frozen.

      The water splashed again, big enough that it could actually be the freaking kraken.

      Then a monster burst forth, mouth gaping wide with serrated teeth gleaming in the moonlight. It hurtled for the bridge, cutting through the water with unnatural speed. It looked like a giant monster frog, a demon from the depths.

      “Cueyatl,” Cade said. “Mythical Aztec beast.”

      “How do they think up these things?” It should have been kinda silly, but instead, it was freaking terrifying. And my measly weapons wouldn’t do any good against something of this size.

      The beast crouched in the water, eyeing us from twenty feet away. Gauging the distance for its next jump?

      I shuddered, then dug into my satchel and pulled out a random potion bomb, then hurled it at the beast. It exploded in its mouth, a plume of blue smoke rising into the air.

      Nothing happened. Crap!

      Someone heaved a massive fireball, but it, too, was devoured by the monster. Caro’s deadly water jets bounced off the beast.

      Then the thing was on us, leaping through the air with its jaws open wide. Its gaping maw was so big, it could swallow me without chewing.

      We threw ourselves to the ground. The beast sailed overhead, water and slime dripping coldly onto our backs. A loud splash sounded from the other side of the bridge.

      I scrambled to my feet, leaning over. It was turning around, making a big circle to try again.

      “It devours our magic,” Cade said.

      “Could be growing stronger,” Caro added.

      My mind raced, heart thundering. The water called to me, a living thing that I could feel as if it were an extension of myself. I had no freaking clue if it would work, but…

      Not like I had a lot of options.

      I called to the murky water, feeling every molecule and envisioning it rising up, forming a great wave. It did as I commanded, water sucking back from the shore and gathering underneath the giant fanged frog, picking it up like a boat on the sea.

      “Back!” I screamed, and the water flowed away from the bridge, carrying the beast with it.

      The monster leapt from the mounded wave, but I forced more water at it, catching it in mid-leap and carrying it away.

      Then I turned and ran, desperate to get off the damned death bridge.

      Ahead of us, a dozen war cries rent the night. Warriors burst from the ground, ghostly gray figures of muscular men and women wearing feathered headdresses and carrying spears.

      Their blazing blue eyes landed on us, and they charged.

      Shit. There had to be over thirty of them.

      The bridge was only wide enough for two at a time. They charged onto it, footsteps thundering as they waved their spears and shouted.

      Even with my new charm, my sonic boom might destroy the bridge and send us into the water with the Cueyatl, so that was definitely out. I couldn’t bet everyone’s lives on it working.

      Though they were a ghostly gray color, they looked solid. I prayed weapons would work.

      I hurled one dagger, then another, striking two in the chest. They stumbled and fell. Their companions leapt over them.

      “Duck!” Caro screamed.

      I ducked low. Water streamed over my head, spearing through the chests of two ancient warriors. They tumbled back into their compatriots, but were soon overrun.

      “Trade me,” Cade shouted.

      Caro joined me in the front, shooting her deadly water spouts while I dug into my pouch full of potion bombs. A big part of me really liked using Ricketts’s own magic against him.

      I hurled the bombs at the warriors, lighting one on fire and coating another with acid. They both leapt into the lake. Caro took out the next two, but there was an endless stream of them.

      The rest were nearly upon us now, only five feet away.

      “Switch!” Caro yelled.

      Cade took her place. I drew a shield and my sword. He drew his.

      And we collided with the warriors, blocking with our shields, slicing through their wooden spears, and jabbing with our blades. In the tight quarters, I remained keenly aware of Cade.

      Last thing I needed was to take out my backup.

      Finally, we reached the end of the bridge, spilling into a mass of the warriors. But at least we had more room to fight.

      I called upon my sonic boom power, throwing it out in front of me to clear a path. It exploded, bowling over a dozen of the fighters.

      “Go!” I raced through the opening, headed for the massive pyramid in front of us.

      Ana was up there. I could feel it.

      Cade stayed close by my side. I sprinted full out, determined to get past the warrior guards. A quick glance behind showed that they’d closed back around our fellow fighters. The Protectorate was holding their own, though, keeping the warriors occupied while Cade and I ran for the pyramid.

      On either side, smaller pyramids dotted the path. But it was the enormous one, at least three hundred feet tall, that we needed to reach.

      The moon was getting low. Dawn was near.

      Was Ricketts waiting for dawn? Many ancient sacrifices had been timed around the sun.

      I sprinted faster, trying to ignore the magic that prickled at my skin. As we neared the pyramid, I thought that maybe I could make out the figures on top. There were more on the stairs, about a quarter of the way up the pyramid.

      Two of them. Guards.

      “Watch out!” I screamed.

      The figure on the right, his cloak whipping in the wind, raised his hands. Magic exploded on the air.

      The ground beneath my feet rose up. He was controlling the earth!

      I leapt off the rising ground, stumbling onto flat earth, then kept running. I had to get close enough to throw a sonic boom or potion bomb. We were still so far away.

      The figure on the left hurled a bolt of lightning at us. It cracked, loud in the night, and the flash made my vision go. Blindly, I dove left, skidding on the ground and narrowly avoiding the strike. Then the earth began to rise beneath me.

      My heart thundered as I scrambled to my feet and ran across the rising earth, leaping over loose gravel and trying to find the steadiest parts. When I reached the edge, it had risen over eight feet in the air.

      Cade ran below me, having avoided the rising earth.

      I took a running leap, trying to break my fall by rolling. Pain sang up through my leg as the ground tore at my skin, but I managed to make it to my feet and keep running.

      A lightning bolt shot right at Cade, but he dodged, leaping aside. Then his round shield appeared on his arm. He heaved back, then hurled the thing at the mage.

      It sliced off his head. He flew backward, crashing into the pyramid and lying still.

      The shield turned in the air. The earth mage roared, throwing out his hands. Again, the earth began to rumble and rise. But the shield silenced that mage, too, taking off his head just as neatly.

      “Nice.” I gasped, running as fast as I could toward the pyramid.

      Sweat poured down my face. The sky began to lighten. Dawn was definitely coming.

      Finally, after what felt like ages of running, we reached the edge of the pyramid.

      More than a thousand normal steps led upward, a staircase cutting through the large stone ledges that made up the major steps of the pyramid.

      My lungs already burned and my heart felt like it was about to explode, but I began to climb, racing as quickly as I could. What I wouldn’t give for the buggy right now. Those wheels could tear right up these stairs.

      “Go ahead of me!” I shouted. He was so much faster.

      He nodded and ran, but only made it up a short way before the stone ledges on either side of him began to shift.

      A stone jaguar leapt out of the pyramid, charging for him. He returned his sword to the ether, and then brilliant silver light swirled around him.

      A second later, the huge wolf stood in his place, then lunged for the jaguar. They collided in a mass of fangs and claws, wrestling on the stairs.

      Holy crap.

      Still pretty insane to witness.

      I ran past them as Cade grappled with the cat, leaving him and the rest of the Protectorate behind. As the sun rose, it was just me.

      Running out of time.

      I was halfway up the pyramid when an ear-piercing shriek rent the air, chilling my skin. I looked toward the sky, gasping when I caught sight of the winged snake. It was huge. White feathers decorated its wings, and green scales gleamed in the low light of gloaming.

      The snake dove for me, hurtling through the sky. I lunged away from its gaping jaws, barely avoiding a bloody death. The creatures swooped high into the sky, diving back to take another shot.

      I called upon my sonic boom power, grateful as hell to have this magic.

      But he needed to be close, so I could ensure he was hit with the hardest part of the blast. He was so big I’d have to throw everything at him.

      I waved my arms. “Come and get me!”

      He hurtled toward me, mouth gaping to reveal gleaming white fangs as long as my arm. My heart leapt into my throat as I powered up my magic.

      Come on, come on!

      He was nearly on me, so close that I could smell his fetid breath.

      With a scream, I threw my magic at the beast, using the charm to help my accuracy.

      The sonic boom tore through the night, slamming into the monster and sending him tumbling through the sky. Thank fates!

      I spun, sprinting for the top of the pyramid. The sky was now red as fire, the dawn sun lighting up the ancient ceremonial site.

      When I reached the platform at the top, my lungs burned and sweat poured down my face. I gasped, taking in the scene.

      Ana was tied to a pillar, wind whipping her blonde hair away from her face. Ricketts stood in front of her, a gleaming black dagger raised. Red sunlight glinted on the blade.

      “Nooooo!” I ran for them, hoping my scream would distract.

      Ricketts jerked, then brought the blade down.

      Right into Ana’s flesh.
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      Rage and fear filled me to bursting as I sprinted for them.

      Ricketts whirled around, his dagger dripping blood. His black coat whipped in the wind, and his eyes gleamed with power. “Good! You’re here.”

      I reached into my satchel and hurled a potion bomb at him. He dodged it, rolling to the ground.

      Ana thrashed against her bonds, blood pouring down her shoulder.

      Thank fates.

      Not a fatal blow.

      Ricketts rose to his feet, glowering at me. “You use my own magic against me?”

      “Duh.” I grabbed another potion bomb. “I like the poetic nature of it.”

      He reached into the pocket of his long black coat and withdrew a round glass vial. But instead of hurling it at me, he threw it to the ground.

      I lunged for him, afraid he’d run again. But instead, a great orange cloud of fire burst up from the ground. Ricketts waved an arm toward me, and the flame rushed forward.

      I hurled a sonic boom toward the flame, but it sailed right through. Crap!

      That never happened. Fire always exploded against my sonic boom. But not Ricketts’s crazy fire.

      I dove low, covering my head. The fire blazed over me, singing my back.

      I leapt up, drawing one of my daggers from the ether and hurling it at Ricketts. He dodged, but it plunged into his shoulder.

      He howled.

      Good. Tit for tat. Just like he’d given Ana.

      I raised my other blade, but before I could throw it, he shoved something into his mouth. A half second later, the air turned gray around him, swirling until he turned into a tornado.

      Crap!

      The thing was huge, roaring in the quiet dawn. This was the new magic he’d been given.

      It thundered toward me, tearing across the top of the pyramid. My heart thundered wildly as I called on my magic, throwing the biggest sonic boom I could manage.

      It cracked loudly in the air and crashed into the tornado, disrupting the wind pattern. The thing exploded, throwing a human Ricketts off his feet.

      “Ana!” I ran for her, drawing my sword.

      She grinned, her face creased with pain and her shoulder pouring blood. “Bree!”

      “I gotcha.” I sliced the bindings at her back, and she tumbled forward.

      I tried to wrap an arm around her waist, but she pushed me off. “We gotta fight.”

      She grimaced, then threw out one of her protective shields as Ricketts rose to his feet.

      I prayed he was almost out of his strongest spells. How many could he fit in those pockets?

      The sun blazed bright on him, lighting his face up with a red glow that made him look like the devil. In fairness, the goatee didn’t help matters.

      “You two are more trouble than you’re worth,” he hissed.

      I edged behind Ana’s shield, powering up my sonic boom.

      He hurled another vial to the ground. This time, an ice monster burst forth, eight feet tall if it was an inch. It gleamed in the light of the rising sun. Ricketts waved his arm, and the beast thundered toward us.

      Ana charged up her shield, her magic swelling on the air. The luminescent barrier grew, but the ice monster kept coming.

      My heart thundered. I drew my sword and shield from the ether, ready to take on the ice monster if I had to. But these things were strong.

      Please work, I begged Ana’s shield.

      The beast roared as it neared, mouth opening to reveal long fangs made of ice, then slammed into the shield, breaking into a thousand pieces.

      As Ricketts stared in shock, I dove low under the barrier and hurled my sonic boom at him. It burst through the air and bowled him over.

      I sprinted for him, sword drawn, and leapt onto his prone form, straddling him. Before I could get my blade to his throat, he bucked, throwing me off.

      Suddenly, he had a dagger in his hand. He lunged for me, slicing at my side.

      Pain seared. Panic rose.

      I kicked him in the stomach.

      He gasped, rolling away from me, but I scrambled after him. He was climbing to his feet. If he had a transport charm, he’d get away!

      But Ana was there, kicking him hard in the shoulder. Right where my first dagger had landed. He howled and flew backward.

      I leapt onto him, lining my blade up with his throat, the point of my long sword pressed to his skin.

      His eyes fluttered open.

      “Why do you want our blood?” I demanded.

      “Because of what you are.”

      “What are we?” I pressed the blade deeper against his throat. Blood trickled down his neck.

      He grimaced. “You don’t know?”

      “Tell me!”

      He chuckled, a pained expression on his face. “Oh, this is rich. She’ll get a kick out of this.”

      “Who? Who is she?” I pressed the blade slightly deeper, enough to threaten. “And what are we?!”

      A shadow cut out the rising sun. With my peripheral vision, I caught sight of Ana, Cade, Caro, and Ali walking toward us across the top of the pyramid. More of the Protectorate followed.

      Backup.

      A few moments later, they stopped, circling us.

      Ricketts’s eyes darted around to the rest of the group. A wild kind of fear, then determination, filled his eyes. “I’m dead anyway. She’ll kill me for failing.”

      What the—?

      He thrust himself up toward the sword, forcing the blade to pierce his throat.

      Arterial blood sprayed me.

      “Damn it!” I rolled off of him, gagging.

      He choked on his blood, then lay still, dead eyes staring toward the sky.

      I collapsed onto my butt, chest heaving. He’d killed himself. The bastard had killed himself rather than reveal what we were.

      Cade nudged him with his toe. “Smart man.”

      Caro nodded. “Son of a demon didn’t want to give up his information.”

      “Probably thought we’d torture it out of him,” Ali said.

      I looked up, disappointment and anger filling me. “Would you?”

      They all shrugged.

      “Not likely. But possible,” Jude said. “Depends on what’s at stake. How evil he is.”

      Ana stepped forward, pressing a wadded-up cloth to her bleeding shoulder. She kicked Ricketts in the ribs, then spit on him.

      Then she met my gaze. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Emily transported us back to the Protectorate in groups. Ana and I went last, along with Cade and Ricketts’s body. I didn’t know what they were going to do with him, and I didn’t ask.

      But then again, leaving bodies on top of archaeological sites was some pretty weird littering, so maybe they were just cleaning up.

      It was still dark when we arrived, the early morning hours cold and silent. As soon as we appeared on the lawn in front of the castle, Caro and Haris hurried over to us.

      “Come on,” Caro said. “We’ll head to the infirmary to get patched up, then it’s eating time.”

      Since I ached all over, that sounded like a good idea. Food wouldn’t be too bad, either.

      “There’s a procedure to these things!” Haris said. “You can’t forget the beer, Caro. That’s step three of celebrating a victory.”

      “Fine, fine!” She grinned. “Procedure is everything.”

      I looked over at Ana, suddenly at a loss.

      We’d done our job—catching Ricketts—and they’d done theirs—providing backup and getting us our buggy back—so we should be leaving now.

      But I was unsure.

      And it was obvious from her expression that Ana was too.

      I didn’t want to like it here… Or to need to be here. But we did. We had nowhere to go, and it was possible that our concealment charms were gone, now that Ricketts was dead.

      And this place was actually pretty awesome. It was hard not to like.

      I glanced over at Cade, who stood only a few feet away. The idea of leaving him made my chest ache. Which was also pretty annoying, really.

      “Stay,” he said. “I think someone will want to talk to you in a little while. You’ll want to hear what they have to say.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      He just shook his head. “I’d tell you if I could.”

      “But then you’d have to kill me?”

      He sighed dramatically. “Rules are rules.”

      A tiny chuckle tried to escape me.

      “Come on,” Caro said. “Eating time.”

      “Hang on!” Jude walked toward us and stopped in front of Ana and me. She looked at us both. “You did well, you two. Most initiates don’t have the training or skills that you two have. But your time in Death Valley taught you well.”

      “Well, it was that or die,” Ana said.

      I grinned. But Jude’s words warmed me.

      “Whatever it was, I hope you’ll consider the Paranormal Investigative Team when you complete your training.”

      “Oooh.” Caro’s brows rose. “What an honor.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded at Jude. “I appreciate it.”

      I still didn’t know if we were staying, but it was nice to be invited. To be wanted.
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        * * *

      

      After getting patched up and eating a meal in the Great Hall with everyone, I was ready for a nap. Not that I knew where I’d take that nap—in the temporary room we’d been given?—but it didn’t matter in the end.

      Cade came and found Ana and me. He’d eaten on the other side of the hall, away from us, but I hadn’t been able to keep my eyes off him.

      Ana said he hadn’t been able to keep his off me, either. His timing must have been impeccable, however, because I’d never noticed him looking.

      “Will you two come with me?” he asked. “There’s someone who would like to meet you.”

      “Someone new?”

      He nodded.

      I looked at Ana. We both shrugged, then rose and followed him out of the raucous Great Hall and toward the same room that had pulsed with power yesterday. The one that felt like strength and power.

      As we neared, the feeling of magic grew stronger—even more so than yesterday. It was like the push and pull of massive waves.

      I gasped, reaching for Ana’s hand. She gripped mine hard, clearly feeling weird as well.

      I looked at Cade. He looked totally unaffected.

      “What is that?” Ana asked.

      “I’ll let her introduce herself.” Cade stopped at the door.

      Her? Magic of this strength was coming from a person? Wow.

      He knocked, then pushed it open. The magic that rolled out nearly sent me to my knees. Cade gestured for us to enter.

      I sucked in a deep breath and walked in on shaky legs. Ana followed, entering a room that was full of brilliantly colored paintings on the tall walls.

      The door shut behind us. I could feel that Cade wasn’t in the room, but all my attention was on the figure in front of us.

      If it was a woman, then she was unlike any I’d ever seen.

      She gleamed with a pale white light, her features almost reptilian. When she stood, her form shimmered, as if she weren’t really there at all. Almost like she was a ghost.

      “Welcome, Bree and Ana.” Her voice resonated with power, though it wasn’t loud.

      “Um, thank you.” I shot Ana a quick glance, then approached the table. “But who are you?”

      She gestured to the chairs in front of us. I eyed her warily as we sat.

      She followed. “I’m Arach. The spirit of the dragon who gave her magic to create this castle.”

      “Dragon spirit.” Holy crap. I’d never met a freaking dragon before. They were at the top of the paranormal pecking order. “The Protectorate was formed by dragons?”

      “Yes. Before the Order of the Magica and the Shifter Council formed as the governments of the magical world, supernaturals needed someone to protect them. To help those in need when an injustice was done. So the dragons stepped in. Before they went for their long slumber, the dragons gave a small part of their magic to the Undercover Protectorate. It was their gift to the world. I volunteered to create the castle and be the spirit that would oversee operations, to the best of my ability.”

      “Holy crap,” Ana breathed. “The Protectorate is cooler than I thought. There are dragons here.”

      Arach gave a small smile. “I am not able to stay here for long, however. It is difficult to control my corporeal form.”

      “But you came to meet us.” What the heck was going on?

      “Yes. You are special, Bree and Ana. There is something very unique about you. I thought so from the moment I learned of you, but these last few days have proven that to be true.”

      “Cade told you about my magic?” Jerk. I’d wondered if he’d blown my secret. I didn’t know what that crazy water power was—but I certainly didn’t want anyone else knowing about it.

      “No,” Arach said. “He has not spoken of you at all. Your mother told me about you.”

      “My mother?” Ana and I spoke in unison.

      “How?” I demanded.

      “She wrote us a letter just before she died, wanting to bring you here. Because of what you are, and the risks that the outside world poses to Unknowns such as yourselves.”

      I stiffened. Ana did as well.

      “Don’t worry.” Arach held up her hands in a placating gesture. “We don’t feel the same way as the Order of the Magica. Unknowns are safe here. Valued.”

      My muscles relaxed, but only slightly. The Order was famous for persecuting those who were different and powerful. Unknowns were both.

      “How can we trust you?”

      “You wear the Mark of Power,” Arach said. “The four-pointed star mark at the top of your spine.”

      Shock dropped my stomach to my feet. I glanced at Ana. Only our mother knew that we had those marks.

      Our mother had truly believed that revealing our species would get us killed. Yet she’d told Arach. She’d trusted Arach.

      “If she sent you a letter before she died, why did it take you so long to find us?” Ana asked. “That was ten years ago.”

      “After she died, you ran immediately. When we went to the homestead in Alaska, you were gone. We finally found you about a year ago. Then we watched, waiting to see if you were worthy. That you were who your mother said you were. But when we realized that you were being harassed by Ricketts’s men, we sent Cade and his fighters.”

      Good timing. “Did you determine that we are who our mother claimed?”

      “You are. When your magic became unreliable, Bree, we knew that the change was coming. And I can feel that you have more magic now. Another power?”

      I hesitated, but only briefly. Arach was no con-dragon. “I can control water now. It just happened. But I don’t know why.”

      Ana shot me a WTF? glance.

      Arach smiled. “You will be powerful. But you must learn to control your magic. Else it will devour you. Body. Mind.”

      “Devour?” Ana’s voice quavered. My insides did the same.

      “Yes. Unknowns have great magic that manifests later in life. Bree, you are going through that change now. If you can learn to control it, your true species will be revealed. If you cannot…you will stay an Unknown. A dead Unknown, because your power devoured you from the inside out. Like a dying star. Though the process may not be quick. It is different for everyone.”

      Shit.

      I’d know about the changes coming—not about the potential dying. “Can you help me learn to control my magic?”

      She nodded. “We are your best hope. You will have to train hard. And you, as well, Ana. Not just for your own benefit, but so that you can one day join one of our divisions. It is a great honor, but you must prove yourselves worthy.”

      I glanced at Ana, my head reeling.

      “How many Unknowns are there?” I asked.

      “In the last hundred years? Just you two.” Her expression sobered. “Three, if you count your sister.”

      My heart leapt at the mention.

      “Do you know where she is?” Ana demanded.

      “Is she alive?” I asked.

      “I do not know,” Arach said.

      “Would you help us find her?” I asked. That would be huge.

      Arach hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Yes. You must focus on mastering your power. That takes precedence. But we will help.”

      That was fine. I didn’t want to collapse in on myself like a dying star, so I was happy to make the deal. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t keep negotiating.

      “How’s the pay?” I asked.

      “Quite good, depending on which division you join. Not what you used to earn in Death Valley, but you wouldn’t need as much. We’ll take care of concealment charms, if the one that Ricketts gave you has faded with his death. It is vital that you continue to hide what you are from the outside world.”

      “Our mother’s prophecy is true?”

      “Yes. Someone will seek to use you—even kill you—for what you are.”

      Not great.

      “But not you?” Ana asked.

      I wanted to fist bump her, because that was a damned good question.

      A small smile creased Arach’s face. “I hope that it will be mutual. We will help you master your powers, and in return, you will work for one of our divisions, helping to protect the magical world.”

      “We’ve never worked for anyone else,” I said. “I don’t really want to. And frankly, I don’t think I’d be any good at it.”

      “Once you’re trained—which I imagine you won’t like, as you will have to take orders—you will be on your own. Most jobs are self-driven here. You do it as you see fit. We’re built on trust.”

      Trust. Just as Cade had said.

      “Don’t forget that you could have friends here. Security. A life.” Arach’s eyes seemed endlessly knowledgeable at this moment. Like she knew what we lacked.

      She did. Because this was sounding tempting.

      I looked at Ana, who gave a tiny nod.

      I met Arach’s gaze. “A trial period. Two months.”

      Arach smiled and nodded. “Excellent. I am glad to hear it.”

      Happiness burst inside me. I might be conflicted about working for someone else, but I’d really wanted to stay. At least for now. I don’t think I’d realized how much.

      A quiet knock sounded on the door.

      “Perfect timing.” Arach rose, and drifted toward the door. We stood and followed her.

      “So, you really built this place?” I asked.

      “Yes. The magic was a gift from the other dragons, before they went for their slumber. But this place is built from my blood and bones, and now my spirit guides it.”

      “Wow. That’s a serious gift,” Ana said.

      Arach smiled and opened the door to reveal Caro. “Caro here will show you to your new apartment. Remember—train hard, and be worthy.”

      Caro waved to Arach. I turned to say goodbye, but the dragon spirit had disappeared into the air. Immediately, the immense magic that had filled the room faded a bit.

      Caro bounced impatiently from foot to foot. Her platinum hair was in wild disarray and excitement gleamed in her steely eyes. For someone with such a terrifying and deadly magical gift—not to mention a stone-cold attitude in battle—she was much more chipper and lighthearted than I’d expected.

      “So, what’d you think?” she asked, her brows wiggling. “You got to meet Arach! She normally never comes to see new members.”

      “Yeah, that was wild,” I said.

      “I had no idea that the Protectorate was this cool,” Ana said.

      “It is.” Caro’s face sobered a bit. “But she means it. You really do have to train hard and be worthy. It’s our motto, and boy, do they mean it.”

      We had excellent motivation to try, at least.

      “Since you’re staying, let me show you to your new apartments!”

      I glanced at Ana, intrigued. “All right.”

      Caro led us up the great stairs and through a maze of hallways of all styles—some done with silk wallpaper and chandeliers, others still in their original castle form, complete with flickering wall sconces. At one point, the Pugs of Destruction raced by, each carrying a large ham in its mouth. The last one—the winged pug—farted as it ran by.

      “Watch out for them,” Caro said. “They’ll steal the beer right out of your hand.”

      As we neared the back of the castle, mullioned glass windows provided a view of the grass lawn and an ancient stone circle.

      Cool.

      As a girl who’d lived in shitty wooden houses in the middle of nowhere her whole life, it was pretty danged awesome.

      Caro stopped in front of a wooden door painted deep blue. “This one’s for you, Bree. Ana, yours is the one next to it.” She pointed to a door about twenty meters down. “Come on. I’ll show you up.”

      We followed her up the spiral staircase. The space was empty for the first thirty feet, with glowing yellow lights dotting the walls, and we only reached an actual room near the top. Caro pushed open a door to reveal a round living space.

      I stepped in, my heart fluttering in my chest. I hated myself for it, but I honestly felt like a kid on Christmas morning.

      The space was round, with a beautiful living room on one side and a kitchen on the other. Gorgeous. Until now, all we’d had was shitty hand-me-down furniture that had been crap fifty years ago.

      This was so perfect, and so pretty, that I could hardly believe it.

      “It’s amazing,” Ana said.

      “No, this is amazing.” Caro strolled toward one of the windows on the wall and waved us forward.

      I followed, my head buzzing slightly. When I caught sight of the sweeping view of the cliffs and ocean at the back of the castle, I gasped. The stone circle sat right below my window.

      “See?” Caro said. “Nice, right? Each tower is enchanted to look the way the inhabitant wants it to.” She spun around, gesturing to the decor. “Apparently you like the modern contrasted with the historic. Very nice, if I do say so. Mine looks like a pixie unicorn vomited rainbows all over it.”

      “I wouldn’t peg you as the type,” Ana said.

      Caro shrugged. “We like what we like.”

      If someone had asked me what my design aesthetic was, I’d have said something like “not broken.” Apparently, this tower knew me better than I knew myself.

      “This is insane.” The luxury of this place boggled my mind. “Are you freaking serious? They let you live here?”

      “Why not?” She shrugged. “People give up a lot to work and live here.” She hesitated. “Well, honestly, most of us are losers and loners, so this is an upgrade. But still, there’s nothing wrong with living in a nice place. It helps with recruitment.”

      “I’ll say.” Ana roamed toward the spiral iron staircase that led upstairs, presumably to a bedroom.

      “Well, I’ll leave you guys to it,” Caro said. “You know which door is yours, Ana.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “No problem. I’m glad you’re here!”

      She hurried out of the room and down the stairs. Ana and I were silent until we heard the bottom door slam.

      Then we turned to each other. I wanted to go check out her apartment, but the elephant in the room was about to trample me.

      “Can you believe we’re doing this?” I was still kind of shocked. We were survivors. Together, we could handle anything. We’d made it on our own all this time. But now, maybe we didn’t have to?

      “I can’t believe it. No, I can.” Ana shook her head. “It’s a game changer. This place is amazing. And the Undercover Protectorate. That’s really cool. Being a part of something like that.”

      “If we pass the training.” I wanted to. I wanted to get ahold of my magic. And if this was as cool as it seemed, I wanted a place here. “Having a purpose other than survival would be…awesome.”

      We could help people who were as scared as we’d been. As we were. Because the threat wasn’t over yet.

      “Let’s focus on the survival part, first,” Ana said.

      “I’m worried about what Ricketts said before he died.”

      “About the woman.” Ana nodded. “I think you’re right. He wasn’t acting on his own at the end there. Someone had gotten to him. He didn’t want money anymore—just my blood for some kind of ritual.”

      “We need to find out who.” Not knowing was an axe hanging over my neck. “But at least now we have some help.”

      “And help finding Rowan.” Ana spun in a circle, taking in the amazing view from all windows. “Rowan would love this.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. Rowan was the only thing that could make me cry. “She would.”

      “We’ll find her.” Ana swallowed hard. “If she’s alive, we’ll find her.”

      I reached for Ana’s hand, squeezing tight. “I love you, nerd.”

      “Love you back, double-nerd.”

      I grinned. “Let’s go check out your room.”

      “Yeah.”

      We walked out of my apartment and down the stairs, both quiet. Thinking.

      Whatever came at us, we would figure it out. Together.
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      The day after we moved into our new apartments, Cade and I returned to Venice to help Squido clear out the remnants of Ricketts’s underground lair so his family could return. A crew from the Protectorate hauled off the stuff that Hedy might want to check out, and the Order of the Magica had agreed to make this a protected area for the Italian Kappis. All in all, a win.

      After we finished, Cade and I sat on the steps of San Zaccaria, catching our breath from the work and watching the sun set in a brilliant display of orange and pink.

      “I think you’ll do well at the Protectorate,” Cade said.

      “Thanks.” We watched the sunset in silence for a while before I spoke. “Why didn’t you tell anybody about my new power?”

      Arach knew. And everyone else would eventually, as my powers manifested. But he hadn’t spoken of it to anyone.

      “It’s not my story to tell.”

      I smiled, liking that answer. A cool breeze rustled over my face, smelling of flowers and night and happiness. The last one was weird, but I swore it was true.

      The colors had faded from the sky and Cade stood, reaching down for my hand to help pull me up.

      I took it, his large palm swallowing my own, the strength in his touch sending a frisson of pleasure zinging up my arm. I let him help me to my feet, my mind buzzing with awareness.

      He stood so close that the scent of his skin wrapped around me, bringing with it the smell of a storm at sea. It soaked into me, making my head spin. Heat seared, warm and fierce, sinking into my muscles and sending electricity blazing through me.

      I licked my lips, so intensely aware of him that it felt like we were one, and glanced up.

      His gaze was on my face, heat in his green eyes. Tension pulled at his jaw, as if he were resisting.

      What? Me?

      His full lips parted, just slightly.

      He wanted to kiss me.

      With all the stress of the past few days—the past few years—riding on my back, all I wanted to do was forget. To do something fun and spontaneous and totally free.

      I wanted Cade. And he wanted me. The heat that burned me came directly from him. From the grip of his strong hand that still cradled my own, a point of contact that seared me.

      I threw my arms around Cade’s neck and kissed him.

      Once, hard on the mouth.

      His lips were full and soft, giving me a buzz unlike any I’d ever experienced. It spun through my head and veins, lighting me up like a live wire. He groaned, low in his throat, and his hand tightened on mine.

      I pulled away, panting.

      He swallowed hard, gaze hot. There was desire, but also something else in his eyes. He swallowed again, regret flashing across his face.

      “That can’t happen again.” His voice was rough.

      Shit. “You didn’t like it?”

      “I wanted it. But you’re a trainee with the Protectorate now,” he said. “It’s…a conflict of interest.”

      So he did like it!

      But then my face flamed. I’d just made an ass of myself. And he was right. It was a conflict of interest. I wanted a place at the Protectorate—or at least to earn the right to be there and find Rowan, even if we didn’t stay forever.

      So making out with Cade was a terrible freaking idea. Not to mention the whole trust thing. Growing close to Cade was a one-way ticket to a giant mess.

      I stepped back, nodding. “You’re totally right. Bad idea. Very bad idea. Sorry. I should have asked before I kissed you.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I should have said no, but I didn’t want to.” His voice was low. Warm.

      Oh, hell. I stepped back a foot.

      My new life was confusing enough. New home, new job, new threat to my life. But then he had to go and say something like that? Something that made it so clear that he actually did want me?

      “Ready to go?” My voice squeaked. Awkward.

      “Aye.” His lips quirked up in a devastating smile.

      We turned and walked away from the church, headed to the boat waiting in the canal. As we silently crossed the square, tension thrummed between us like a living thing.

      Oh my fates. With this between us, it was going to be damned hard to work with him in the future. Whatever the future might bring.
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      The beast’s eyes glowed, fierce and red.

      I crouched lower in the bushes, peering through the leaves and praying it couldn’t sense me. The creature was made of magic, not flesh and blood, so I actually had no freaking clue what it could sense. But better safe than sorry.

      And hey, maybe it was like a T-Rex. If I didn’t move, I’d be okay.

      “How’s it going?” Ana’s voice whispered out of the comms charm around my neck that the Protectorate had given me for this test.

      “Not a great time, Ana.”

      “Well, you’ve only got fourteen minutes left, so pick up the pace. The flag should be just beyond the portals.”

      She was right. If I didn’t get that flag, I failed. I’d been training at the Undercover Protectorate Academy for two weeks, and I was determined not to blow my first real test. All I had to do was make it through the enchanted forest and retrieve the scrap of red cloth.

      No big deal.

      Except magical monsters kept jumping out at me, forcing me to use my shaky magical power.

      I drew in a steady breath and called upon my gift. I was no longer using an amulet to help control my sonic boom—so this was all me. The magic thrashed around inside of me as I tried to get a grip on it.

      The beast roared, great jaws opening wide to reveal gleaming white fangs. Its body was made of black smoke that smelled of sulphur and death.

      I gagged.

      A monster from hell.

      It charged, massive claws digging up the dirt as it pounded toward me. I leapt up from behind the bush and hurled my magic, the sonic boom exploding out of me.

      But the boom veered right, missing the monster entirely and blowing up a Scots pine.

      Shit!

      The monster was so close I could see the flickering fire in its eyes. I jumped, grabbed onto the tree branch above me, and scrambled onto the limb. Rough bark scraped at my leather pants. The creature leapt, jaws snapping right beneath my perch. I climbed onto the next branch, panting.

      I clung to the tree, sweat forming on my skin. Below me, the four-legged smoke monster lunged, growling and snapping, its breath so bad that my eyes watered.

      I had less than fourteen minutes to snag that flag and prove I wasn’t the disaster student some people believed I was.

      And I was hiding in a tree.

      Right—this wasn’t my greatest moment.

      The Academy that trained initiates to join the Undercover Protectorate had turned out to be tougher than I’d thought. With my volatile magic, I spent most of my time training on my own, unable to join the main class.

      To say that gave a girl a bit of a complex was an understatement.

      Until I could get a handle on my magic, I was as likely to blow up my classmates as I was to complete whatever task I’d been assigned. I had a new power over water, but that couldn’t help me if there was no water around.

      This challenge would allow me to advance to the next level, but that wasn’t looking good.

      “What’s my time?” I asked Ana.

      This exercise was meant to simulate a real-life op in which I had a guide on the outside. The Protectorate solved crimes and protected the vulnerable, so this was a common scenario.

      “Twelve minutes, forty-five seconds,” Ana said. “You’ve got to kill that smoke monster, then get past the last challenge.”

      Shit. This was going to be tight.

      I called upon my sonic boom, dredging up the last of my magic. I hurled it at the beast. It collided with its smoky hide, but the blast was so weak the monster just snarled and growled louder.

      Great. Just fabulous.

      I was supposed to complete the test using my magic, but I clearly wasn’t going to manage it within the time.

      And I couldn’t fail. Couldn’t quit. My magic might be crap, but I had other skills.

      Better to break the rules and finish the job than to quit.

      “You’re an ugly son of a witch, you know that?” I asked.

      The creature just growled, a sound like metal gears grinding together. Its fangs glinted, making me shiver.

      I drew my sword from the ether and prayed, “Please work.”

      I leapt from the tree, my sword pointing downward. It stabbed into the smoke monster, sending a tingle of electric energy up my arms. Then the creature exploded in a blast of magic that smelled of dust and pine. It blew me onto my back.

      The breath oofed out of me. Pain flared.

      Aching, I scrambled to my feet.

      Yeah. That would have been easier with magic.

      Something sparkly caught my eye. I looked down at my shirt.

      Silver glitter coated my front.

      Damn it!

      Evidence that I hadn’t used magic to take out the challenge. Evidence that I might not be cut out for this at all—not the way things were going lately, anyway. The little demon of doubt clawed at my mind.

      Even if I managed to retrieve the flag, this was going to be a walk of shame.

      “Almost there?” Ana asked.

      “Yep!” I spun, memory of the forest directing me toward the middle, where the portals were located.

      I’d done several tests here over the last couple weeks—enough that I’d learned the lay of the land within this enchanted glen. Fairy lights floated amongst the gnarled old trees, lighting my way toward the portals in the center. Magic of a hundred varieties sparked on the air. This place was full of supernatural beasts—some who would help you, some who would hurt you.

      I sure as heck knew which ones I liked best.

      I sprinted through the forest, avoiding the roots that would trip me up.

      “Seven minutes!” Ana said. “Get that flag now, because it’ll take six minutes to get back to the checkpoint.”

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I sprinted harder, finally catching sight of the clearing with the three portals. A flash of red caught my eye. I looked up. The flag hung high in a tree.

      I could do this.

      I raced into the clearing, eyes on the prize.

      But something else caught my gaze.

      The abandoned portal glowed with a sickly, dark light. This clearing in the forest housed three portals—one to Edinburgh, one to Magic’s Bend, and a final one to the Fae realm. According to Cade—the irresistibly sexy Celtic war god whom I hadn’t seen in weeks—the portal to the Fae realm had been shut hundreds of years ago.

      But it looked different now. No longer the dull gray of a closed portal.

      Instead, black light spread out from the portal, creeping across the ground like veins of inky oil.

      I stumbled to a halt, my senses hit by the dark magic that flowed from the portal. It stank of rotten eggs and felt like spiders crawling on my skin.

      I shuddered

      This was wrong.

      Even the scary smoke monster hadn’t had dark magic that felt like this. It’d looked evil, but it’d been created by the Protectorate trainers, so the magic hadn’t actually been dark.

      But this magic was evil.

      And it was within the walls of the castle, in the heart of the Protectorate.

      Hesitant, I stepped closer, reaching with my senses to feel it out.

      What the hell was happening?

      The normally gray surface of the portal now gleamed like black oil. I was only twenty feet from it, and the stench was enough to make my eyes water.

      My breath grew shallow as I studied it, my heart pounding.

      Something pressed out of the oily surface, like a figure stretching out a sheet of black latex. It reached for me, hissing.

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I stumbled backward.

      Holy fates!

      “Breeee Blackwood.” The sibilant tones snaked through me, chilling my skin. “Come to meeee.”

      “What are you?” My voice shook. I stiffened, raising my sword.

      “Coooome.” It disappeared, sinking back into the portal, which still gleamed shiny and black.

      Holy fates.

      My breath heaved as I inspected the portal, careful to keep my distance.

      What the hell was happening? The Undercover Protectorate was supposed to be safe. This was not safe.

      “Bree? Where are you?” Ana’s voice made me jump.

      “Here.” My voice wasn’t as strong as it should be. I’d faced down monsters for ten years, fearlessly fighting my way across Death Valley. I’d seen the worst of the worst.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Because this? This scared me. The magic felt dark and evil. Like a nightmare that bound you in iron shackles and wouldn’t let go.

      “You better be headed back,” Ana said. “Time’s almost up.”

      “Right.” I shook my head, completely ignored the flag, and gave the portal one last, hard look. It was still shiny and black, and the inky veins crept out from it, snaking across the ground. They extended out about five feet across the forest floor.

      Oh man, this is bad.

      I turned and ran, sprinting through the forest, a vision of the portal blaring in my mind. My lungs burned as I jumped over roots and dodged around trees. By the time the trees thinned at the edge of the forest, my heart felt like it would explode.

      I stumbled onto the main lawn of the compound. In the center, a castle rose tall, a sprawling stone structure that looked like it was straight out of a crazy fairy tale. I had to get there, had to warn someone. Warn Cade.

      He was the first person who popped to mind, even though I hadn’t seen him since our disastrous kiss a couple weeks ago. As usual, I’d made a move I shouldn’t have.

      But he wasn’t here. Jude was the closest.

      Loud cheers drew my eyes away from the castle.

      Ana stood with Caro, the platinum-haired water sprite-demon hybrid who was our closest friend here. Next to them stood our other friends, Ali and Haris, the Djinns. Their dark hair gleamed in the summer sunlight. They’d all come to cheer me on in my last test. Now, they clapped and hollered.

      I’d made it within the time limit.

      I wished I had a red flag to give them instead of the news from the forest.

      Jude, the head of the Paranormal Investigative Team and the one in charge of this test, looked up from her stopwatch, her star-blue eyes sparkling against her dark skin. They swept over me.

      She frowned, no doubt realizing that I didn’t carry the flag.

      I jogged toward them, my mind racing.

      “What’s wrong?” Ana demanded. Her green eyes sharpened, glinting with worry. “Something’s wrong.”

      She knew me so well.

      “There’s something wrong with the forest.” I leaned over, panting from my run.

      “Wrong? What’s wrong?” Jude’s voice was razor-edged. Alert.

      I liked that she immediately took me seriously.

      I caught my breath and straightened. “The portal to the Fae realm—the closed one? There’s something wrong with it. It looks like an oil slick. And something tried to come out of it, but couldn’t manage.”

      “Oil slick?” Caro asked.

      “Never seen that before.” Ali scrubbed a hand over his face, brow wrinkling with worry.

      “Come.” Jude snapped into work mode. “We’ll have a debriefing. I want Hedy to hear this.”

      She took off toward the castle, her stride long and quick. She pulled a phone from her pocket, no doubt to call Hedy. I glanced at my friends, whose creased brows and worried eyes mirrored my own feelings.

      None of them looked like they had any idea, but hopefully Hedy might. She was in charge of Research and Development here at the Undercover Protectorate. In my two short weeks here, I’d gotten to know everyone a bit better, and I really liked the clever witch.

      I liked everything about this place, actually. Friends, a castle, security, and safety. There was even a cool pub called the Whisky and Warlock where we’d go to celebrate the end of a test.

      Instead, we had something really freaking creepy to deal with.

      “So, you have no idea what you saw?” Ana asked as we strode across the wide, green lawn toward the enormous castle.

      “Not a clue, but it was scary as hell.”

      “Nothing should be able to get in here without our permission,” Caro said. “Yet the thing almost succeeded?”

      “Yeah.” They’d increased security on the walls ever since the break-in two weeks ago. The intruder who’d been hunting Ana and me had made it in because he’d convinced a Protectorate employee to let him past the walls, but that couldn’t happen anymore with the new and improved spells.

      Except something was going on.

      “Hopefully it’s just a malfunction,” Haris said.

      “Hopefully.” But I seriously doubted it.

      We reached the castle courtyard, and the large wooden doors swung open to permit us entrance.

      The massive entry hall was pure chaos. The Pugs of Destruction rampaged in a wide circle, their ghostly forms bowling over two trainees carrying tall piles of books. Glittering lights floated near the ceiling as if tiny fairies had infested the castle.

      “Enough!” Jude roared.

      The pugs stopped, turning their black eyes toward Jude, then darted off down the hall to the left. The fairy lights stilled, then disappeared up into the stone ceiling.

      “A nuisance, they are,” Jude muttered as she led us up the huge sweeping staircase and down the wide hall toward her office.

      The five of us were silent as we followed her into the large room. The whole place was covered in maps. Not an inch of wall showed. Even the ceiling was painted with one massive mural of the world. It smelled of old paper and spices, something Jude had said preserved the paper of her precious maps.

      “You can sit,” Jude said.

      A huge desk sat on one side of the office with a large table on the other side. Jude went to a shelf full of rolled-up maps while the rest of us found seats at the table. Hedy breezed through the door, her long blue dress fluttering behind her as her silver and lavender hair glinted in the light. She looked like a mythical version of a fairy witch.

      “What’s this about a problem in the forest?” she asked.

      “Bree saw something.” Jude approached and rolled a map out on the table. It was sparse, with little detail. Just squiggly lines that indicated a sea and a forest and possibly some buildings, but nothing was recognizable.

      Jude pinned me with her gaze. “Tell us what you saw.”

      I looked up from the map, meeting the curious gazes of my friends and colleagues. “A black oily substance covered the portal.” I explained everything I’d seen, down to the feeling of the dark magic and the creature that had tried to come out of it. “And it told me to come to it. It called to me.”

      “Called to you?” Jude frowned.

      “Yeah.” I swallowed hard. “By name.”

      Hedy leaned back in her chair, face creased. “That’s unheard of. No one has used that portal in centuries, ever since the Fae closed it.”

      Jude pointed to the map. “For hundreds of years, we had access to the Fae land beyond the portal, though it’s not well mapped. We could enter, and a guide would escort us. They said it was too dangerous to wander unattended.”

      “Then, one day, the portal was closed,” Hedy said.

      Ana leaned forward. “Why?”

      “We have no idea,” Jude said. “The records are sparse, but we don’t think anyone ever knew.”

      “You couldn’t force the portal open to find out why they closed it?” I knew that the portals into the Protectorate were locked. Had the Fae done the same?

      “There is magic that could force it open,” Hedy said. “A key. But we don’t have it.”

      “It wouldn’t matter if we did,” Jude said. “We signed a treaty with the Fae. That portal was invitation only. Once it closed, they rescinded the invitation. To force it open would invite war.”

      “So if we need to go in and investigate, it could be a problem,” I said.

      “If it comes to that, yes,” Jude said. “But if that portal is a true threat, we may need to go in anyway.”

      Hedy stood. “But I’d like to go check the magic for myself. This can’t be good. Depending upon what we find, we’ll alert the other heads of the department and decide what to do.”

      I nodded, liking that plan, and stood to join her.

      There was no single boss of the Undercover Protectorate, as I’d learned. Caro had given Ana and me a complete rundown of operations. Arach, the dragon spirit, was the closest thing to one, but she only showed up in case of emergency. Instead, the five leaders of the different divisions made decisions as a group.

      “I don’t like this,” Caro muttered, her sea-colored eyes dark with worry.

      She wasn’t the only one. The stress of the other Protectorate members hung heavy in the air. This kind of thing was clearly unusual. Their stronghold was never breached…and this was the second attempt in two weeks.
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      It didn’t take us long to return to the forest. Ana, Caro, Ali, Haris, and I hurried along behind Jude and Hedy. The silence was tense, with even the forest animals keeping quiet. We’d had to make a stop at Hedy’s workshop to gather some of her tools, and by the time we were back in the forest, my nerves were frayed.

      Would the creepy figure try to come out of the portal again? To speak to me?

      “It really talked to you?” Ana whispered.

      “Yeah.” And fates, I hoped it talked to someone else next time.

      As we followed the path between the gnarled old trees, the fairy lights seemed to sparkle brighter, darting around.

      “Fairy lights are anxious,” Caro said.

      “Something feels very wrong,” Haris murmured. He rubbed his sweatshirt-clad arms and looked around nervously.

      “Seconded,” Ali said.

      I’d never seen the guys go anywhere without tossing a ball between them or kicking their hacky sack as they walked. But now, they were as alert as if we were going into battle. Bodies tense and magic thrumming on the air. Their forms flickered in and out of existence, as if they were holding their invisibility close, ready to deploy it.

      Seeing the powerful Djinn nervous ratcheted up my own sense of doom.

      “We’re nearly there,” Jude said.

      The rotten egg stink was starting to hit me, making my eyes water. “You guys smell that?”

      They all sniffed, their noses wrinkling.

      “A light smell of something off?” Hedy asked from up ahead on the path.

      “A light smell?” I shook my head. “No way. Really strong, like rotten eggs.”

      “It may be getting stronger,” Jude said.

      She didn’t sound convinced. They didn’t smell it as strongly as I did.

      I hurried along the path, closing the gap between me and Jude and Hedy, who led the group. We were near the clearing, close enough that I could see the black gleam of the polluted portal.

      I pointed. “There, see?”

      Were the black veins of dark magic even farther out now? Spreading?

      We approached, stopping about twenty feet away. The portal gleamed an oily black, but the creature wasn’t there.

      “It looks darker,” Hedy said. “The gray is nearly black?”

      “Nearly?” I looked at her, shocked. “It’s black as an oil spill. And the smell.”

      I nearly gagged just standing here.

      “It’s stronger now, yes.” Jude’s nose wrinkled. “It could be dark magic. It’s quite rank.”

      “It’s definitely dark.” I turned to Ana. “You see it, right?”

      A doubtful expression wrinkled her brow. “I see what they see. Dark gray. And a bit of a smell. But nothing like what you describe.”

      I looked at the others, confusion clouding my mind. Caro looked like she wanted to see it, but she didn’t. Neither did Ali and Haris.

      “We’re not saying you’re wrong,” Caro said. “Just that you may be capable of seeing something we’re not.”

      Ah, hell. If my newly developing powers involved seeing horrible dark magic that talked to me like a creepy stalker, that was not good.

      “I’m going to test it,” Hedy said. “We take all threats seriously, especially since the break-in two weeks ago.”

      “Is the creature here now? The one that spoke to you?” Jude’s hand hovered near the long dagger at her waist. She might not see it, but she did believe me. Thank fates.

      “No. It only appeared briefly, then disappeared.”

      Jude turned to Hedy, who was digging around in the big bag she’d brought along. “How long will this take you?”

      “An hour or two.” She pulled out her long wand. “The magic is faint. It’ll take a while to identify what is happening.”

      Jude nodded. “You do that. When you’re done, we’ll convene the council.” Jude looked at me and Ana. “And don’t the two of you have training to be at?”

      My mouth dropped open. “What about this?”

      “Hedy has it under control. But you are still trainees. And today is the day that tutors are assigned.” Her gaze dropped to my shirt, which I only now realized was covered in glitter. “And you, Bree, clearly need your tutor.”

      My cheeks burned at the same time a groan of frustration nearly escaped me. I choked it back.

      When Ana and I had signed up for this gig, Caro had warned us that training would be a bitch.

      And boy, had she been right.

      I’d spent all morning fighting monsters in the forest, but that still left time for training in the afternoon. With a tutor.

      Which I was so not going to like.

      I was starting to think maybe I wasn’t made of the right stuff, after all. I was a badass out in the desert, but those conditions were perfect for me. This place made me question myself in ways I never had.

      “We’ve brought in a specialist to help you with your specific powers,” Jude said, “since it’s the sonic boom that is giving you the most trouble, Bree. And Ana, there will be one for your power as well.”

      She was right. My sonic boom—the magic I’d relied on for so long—was going totally haywire. A couple weeks ago, I’d developed a power over water that was much easier to control. Why I was having trouble with the sonic boom was anyone’s guess. But I needed to learn to control it if I was going to find a place here.

      I nodded. “Will you tell me what you find here?”

      A tiny smile tugged at the corner of Jude’s lips. “When you’re done training.” Her gaze fell on the rest of them. “Don’t you all have something to be doing? Cases to solve?”

      Caro, Ali, and Haris all jumped, then turned and hightailed it through the woods.

      Ana and I followed them, sticking close together on the forest path. She was training just as hard as I was, but her goal was to expand her protective shield magic and to learn long-range weapons.

      We were settling in pretty nicely at the Protectorate, even though it was totally different than our old life back in Death Valley Junction. Our days were full of training and our nights full of hanging out with Caro, Ali, and Haris—sometimes at the Whisky and Warlock in Edinburgh and other nights in our apartments.

      So far, we liked it. A lot.

      But if we didn’t pass our tests—which were more of the fighting variety than the #2 pencil variety—we wouldn’t get to join. So we worked our butts off.

      I hadn’t seen Cade, which was both a blessing and a curse, but all in all, everything had been going pretty smooth until now.

      “Are you doing all right?” Ana asked.

      “Yeah. Freaked out, but I’ll be fine.” I glanced at her. “You really didn’t see the black oil slick over the portal?”

      “No. Just that it looked a little different.”

      Damn. Worry nagged me as we walked in silence across the lawn.

      We approached the main door of the castle, which loomed overhead, towers reaching for the sky. Mullioned windows glittered in the sunlight, and statues of gargoyles peered down at us. The massive wooden doors swung open, and we entered, hesitating once we reached the middle of the foyer.

      “I think we’re supposed to meet in the training room on the second level,” Ana said. “Do you know who your new trainer is?”

      “No. Schedule didn’t say.” At the beginning of each week, we received a list of training and tests we’d have to pass. This one had included a meeting on the second floor where we each hooked up with a trainer.

      “Do you think they’ll be able to help with your sonic boom?” Her gaze dropped to my shirt, where the glitter of shame still sparkled.

      “I sure hope so.” Because my magic was just as bonkers as ever, despite all the work I’d done here to improve. I could manipulate water when it was nearby, but controlling my sonic boom was nearly impossible. I lowered my voice so only she could hear. “If our magic is supposed to be from dragons, as Arach and our mother said, shouldn’t I have more control? Be better than this?”

      A sad expression crossed Ana’s face, and she shrugged. “I have no idea.” She looked at her hands, as if inspecting them for the magic she usually threw out. “I sure as heck don’t feel like I have the magic of dragons. All I can do is create a protective shield.”

      I squeezed her shoulder. Ana loathed the fact she had defensive magic in an offensive world. “At least you have control of it.”

      “For now. But I’ll go through my change, too. And then I’ll be in your spot.”

      “We’ll get through it. Together.” My gaze caught on a man who walked into the foyer behind Ana. He carried a massive stack of books. An idea flared. I met Ana’s gaze. “There’s got to be an enormous library here. What do you say we check it out after training? See if we can figure out anything about our magic.”

      She grinned. “I like how you think.”

      “We’re here, aren’t we? They’ve got more resources that we could never imagine. Let’s use them.”

      She held up her fist for a bump. I bopped it with my own and grinned.

      “Great idea, nerd,” she said.

      “Love you, double-nerd. Now, let’s go.” I saluted, then turned and took the left sweeping staircase and ran up two at a time, Ana at my side.

      We raced by an older man who tutted at us.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, then turned left, making my way down the wide stone corridor.

      Once again, I was struck by the history and grandeur of the place. A few people passed me, but only two shot me suspicious looks. Not bad. Two was an improvement.

      We found the second story training room and stopped at the door. I glanced at Ana and winked, then pushed it open to reveal a large room with a vaulted ceiling and large windows at the end.

      Three other trainees—two guys and one girl, turned to look at us—suspicion in their gazes. They’d entered the Academy shortly before us—it was a bit like a magical version of that FBI academy. But we hadn’t mixed with them much, given that my weird powers kept me away from most of the class.

      “Hey, Ana,” the girl said, looking through me.

      I scowled. Not like I was going to throw my sonic boom at her and blow her up.

      “Hey, Lacey,” Ana said.

      My gaze caught on a group of five figures at the far end of the room, silhouetted against the bright glass. They stood in a circle speaking, but one stood out from the others.

      He looked familiar—at least his size. Then his power hit me. The scent of a storm at sea, the sound of clashing swords and the taste of fresh apples.

      My stomach dropped as heat curled low inside me. My skin prickled with awareness, and a light sense of panic suffused my mind.

      The five figures disbanded and approached. As they neared, I got a feel for each of their signatures, but it was Cade’s who stood out to me.

      Cade. The sexy Celtic war god.
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      Shit, shit, shit. The last time I’d seen Cade, I’d kissed him smack on the mouth. It’d been amazing. Award-worthy.

      And then excruciatingly embarrassing. Like any rational person would do, he’d told me it couldn’t happen again because we both worked for the Protectorate. A conflict of interest.

      The worst thing was…he had a point. Workplaces and flirting were a recipe for awkwardness, at best, and lawsuits, at worst.

      Heat burned my cheeks. As much as I still wanted him—and boy did I—all I could remember was the searing embarrassment.

      But there was no way he was going to be my trainer. This had to be a mistake. My head buzzed as one of the other trainers stepped forward, a tall woman with long, blonde hair. She cleared her throat, then began to give a lecture about learning from a more advanced member of the Protectorate. I barely processed a word she said.

      Then the trainers split up, each heading toward one of the trainees.

      Of course, Cade stopped in front of me. We were a good fifteen feet from any of the other trainees, who’d gone off toward the side of the room. It felt like they were miles away. All I could see was Cade—broad-shouldered, quick-witted, handsome as the devil Cade.

      “You?” I demanded.

      “Me.” His low voice, coated in that sexy Scottish accent, wrapped around me.

      “I thought you only took the most dangerous jobs,” I said.

      “Aye.” He pointed at me. “And you are the most dangerous job.”

      I scoffed. “Hardly.”

      “You can blow up a house with your magic only partially charged. And you haven’t gained any more control over that magic in the two weeks you’ve been here. You’re a walking time bomb.” He towered over me. His shoulders were broad enough to block out the light from the windows, and his jawline could cut glass.

      My breath shortened as I leaned my head back to make sure my glare landed solidly on him and tried not to focus on his heady scent. It was so good that it distracted me, and I couldn’t afford that. But I’d forgotten how tall he was. At least six and a half feet if he was an inch.

      My mind went straight toward our kiss. The feel of his lips, the scent of his skin. It made my head swim.

      I shook it.

      Get it together.

      To get my mind out of the gutter, I went through the sneaky moves I’d use to take him out, a habit I’d gotten into early in life. Right now, it was better than thinking about kissing him. And a dude as big as Cade would require some serious sneakery to take down.

      “You’re thinking about how you’d take me out, aren’t you?” He grinned.

      “Uh, no.”

      He just grinned wider, becoming even more devastatingly attractive.

      “Fine. Yes, I was. But how’d you know?”

      “Great minds think alike.”

      “Oh, you’re thinking about how you’d take me out?” Crap! I slapped a hand over my mouth as heat blazed into my cheeks. “And by that, I meant like a wrestling move. To take me out out. Like in a fight. Not like, in the other way.”

      Holy fates, I need to be put in an insane asylum. Somewhere I’d never see humans again and be able to open my mouth. He’d just called me a conflict of interest. Now I was talking about dates?

      The corners of his full lips pulled up in a smile and he nodded. “Of course. A wrestling move. Absolutely nothing else.”

      “Why you?” I asked. “Couldn’t someone else train me?”

      “I’m the only one who can withstand your sonic boom. If it goes awry and hits me, I’ll be fine.”

      Right. Shit. Of course.

      Back in Death Valley, I’d hit him with a sonic boom meant to pulverize his insides. He hadn’t even wobbled on his feet.

      I couldn’t fight that logic.

      “Fine.” I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s get this party started. What do I do first, Teach?”

      “Let’s take it outside.”

      “Fair enough.” I didn’t want to blow up my new home. Especially not a castle this cool.

      “This way.” He turned and strode toward the door.

      I followed him out of the castle, my eyes constantly darting toward him.

      “We’ll go over there.” He pointed to a spot near the enchanted forest. “The magic of the forest might help give you some control.”

      “Really?” I’d never heard of anything like that before.

      “That’s where the dragons’ magic is the strongest. It’s the place they originally enchanted with their magic.”

      “Is that why the Fae built their portal there?” I asked, wondering if I should mention the issue with the portal. But Hedy and Jude had it under control. And if I didn’t like what they told me about it, maybe I’d mention it.

      I hoped they’d believe that it was a big deal. Because if they didn’t….I’d have to take matters into my own hands. Something was clearly wrong, and I couldn’t just ignore it.

      “It’s the reason they were able to build the portal there, aye,” Cade said. “Wait here a moment.” He jogged toward the forest and disappeared inside, returning after a few moments with an armful of large, dead branches.

      His expression upon leaving the forest was slightly off—wrinkled brow, worried eyes.

      “What is it?” I asked, wondering if he felt it too.

      I couldn’t be crazy. I’d really seen that black oil slick and heard the monster that had tried to escape.

      “Forest feels off,” he said.

      I was about to open my mouth to explain, but he shook his head. “Could just be me. Years of war have made me wary. But you need to train.”

      He turned away from me to set the sticks up in a semicircle, each about thirty meters from the other. He dusted off his hands and looked at me. “Targets.”

      “All right.” I rubbed my sweating palms against my jeans. I’d focus on this for an hour, give Hedy and Jude long enough to figure out the problem in the forest, then I’d maybe mention it to Cade.

      Everyone was right, anyway. I really needed to get a handle on my magic. The amulet Cade had given me before to help me control my magic had been a temporary stopgap. I needed to be the one driving this car.

      “So, you just want me to blast one?” I asked.

      “It’s a start.”

      “Yep.” One that I wasn’t feeling super great about. But I tried, because what else was I going to do?

      I sucked in a deep breath and called upon my magic. As usual, it zipped around my chest like a lightning bug on speed. Finally, I caught it, mentally gathering it up and hurling it outward.

      The sonic boom plowed into the ground about ten meters to the left of the tree branch.

      I winced.

      I was bad.

      “Again.” Cade crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Okay.” I sucked in another deep breath and tried again.

      Missed.

      Frustration welled in my chest, a hard knot.

      “Has it always been like this?” Cade asked.

      “Getting worse lately.”

      “All right. Try again. This time, clear your mind.”

      I did as he said, but this time, the sonic boom that plowed out of me was so large it destroyed all the branches and created a crater in the lawn.

      I gasped and stumbled backward. “Crap!”

      Cade frowned. “Did you mean for it to be that big?”

      “No!” I shook my hands as if I could force the frustration out of me. “It just does that sometimes.”

      “Wild card.”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t make a habit of getting down on myself, but damned if it wasn’t hard when I was faced with the reality of what my magic was becoming.

      What I was becoming.

      “But you’re not terrible with a sword, or you’d be dead.”

      “I’m excellent with a sword.”

      His face creased with doubt. “You’ve got skinny arms. You were good in Oregon and Venice, but you weren’t fighting a real warrior.”

      “Like you?”

      “Exactly.” He drew a sword from the ether, a long blade that looked wickedly sharp. “Try me.”

      “Oh, so we’re doing this now, are we?” Excitement thrummed in my chest. I drew my own sword, which was so much lighter and smaller than his.

      He approached, sword raised.

      Holy shit, this was happening. I grinned. This was something I could do. We circled each other, probably looking ridiculous. Anybody my size with a lick of sense wouldn’t go up against a god of war who was six and a half feet tall.

      Fortunately, I had more skill than sense.

      He lunged first, and I darted left and blocked with my blade. The sheer strength of his blow bent my arm backward, and I barely slipped away in time.

      The next strike was even harder, making my arm go almost numb. I dodged, then pretended to stumble.

      He didn’t fall for it, backing up instead of pouncing as I’d hoped.

      “Clever,” I said.

      “Always.”

      I went on the offensive, charging and swiping out with my blade. Before his could block it, I sliced down, toward his legs. He danced back, sparing himself a slice by mere millimeters.

      His appraising eyes met mine. “Nice.”

      “Like I said…excellent. Even against a god of war.” I lunged again, this time trying a move that required more speed than strength.

      Unfortunately, he was fast, too. He knocked my blade aside with his and reached out with his free arm, grabbing me around the waist and swinging me to the ground.

      “Ooof!” Pain flared in my back as I scrambled upright, barely keeping a grip on my sword. I danced back from him. “Are you tempering your strength?”

      “How could you tell?”

      “My bones aren’t broken.”

      He grinned. “Fair assessment.”

      “Well, don’t pull any punches with your sword work. When I beat you, I want it to be real.”

      “Beat me?” He laughed.

      “What? God of war doesn’t mean god of swords.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Hmmm, we will.” We went round and round like that, striking and defending, parrying and blocking. I landed a couple light blows, but he was too fast to ever take a real hit.

      Same for me. Though there were a few moments that made me feel like I might lose a limb, I dodged them by a hair.

      Sweat pearled at my temples and my mind was laser focused.

      I did better this time, meeting him evenly, as long as he used his sword and not his strength.

      Finally, he stepped back, hands raised. “A draw.”

      Man, he looked good when he was fighting. I grinned, propping my sword blade on my shoulder. “You’re too scared to keep going. You think I’m going to beat you.”

      “No. But I can see when I’m evenly matched. You’re good.”

      “I know I’m good.” I tapped my chin. “Actually, I remember saying I was excellent.”

      “I wouldn’t disagree.”

      “Good.” I went to point my sword at him and crow a little more—had to take the victories where I could get them—then it dawned on me. I lowered my sword. “Heyyy.”

      “Aye?”

      “Did you do that to get my confidence up? Pick something I’m good at?”

      “Are you accusing me of pulling my punches?”

      “Not with your sword, no. You’re sweating. And you were really trying there. I tied you fair and square. All I’m saying is that you might have had an ulterior motive. My magic may be a disaster, but no one has ever doubted I’m a badass with my blade. So you weren’t testing my blade.”

      “Fine, I may have been—” His eyes widened on something behind me.

      I whirled, sword raised. The forest was cast in shadow from the setting sun. Something flashed out of the corner of my vision. Cade’s arm?

      A massive beast hurtled out of the forest, thundering toward us on giant hooves. The monster was the size of a truck, a great skeletal boar with pieces of tattered flesh and muscle hanging from its bones. Its head was huge, with giant fangs and two long tusks. Eyes of flame blazed at us.

      A zombie boar? Or a hellbeast?

      Was it the thing from the portal?

      My heart thundered in my chest as the monster charged us, his hoofbeats shaking the ground beneath my feet. The creature reeked of death and evil.

      Joy sang through me, tinged strongly with fear. I felt like I was back on top of the buggy, fighting monsters in Death Valley.

      This was what I loved. What I lived for. Where I felt most comfortable. I might have been scared out of my pants, but it was my usual.

      I sucked in a deep breath, shoved the fear aside, and called upon my magic, grabbing hold of it and hurling it outward. The sonic boom exploded, shooting through the air and plowing into the beast, scattering its bones like candy flying out of a gruesome piñata.

      Then the bones disappeared into thin air.

      The boar—all evidence of it—was gone.

      What the heck?

      Understanding dawned. It hadn’t been the monster from the portal. My heart thundered, from fear and joy and stress all at once.

      I turned on Cade, noting the smile on his face. A sexy smile, that bastard.

      I pointed at him. “You did that.”

      “What?” He held up his hands, trying to look innocent.

      “You’ve never looked innocent a day in your life, so don’t even try.”

      He grinned.

      “You got my confidence up with the sword fight, then used magic to create the boar.”

      “I can’t create boars.”

      “No, but you could throw something that could create a boar. Some kind of fancy spell made by Hedy, maybe?”

      His eyes flickered.

      I pointed at him. “Gotcha. That’s what you did.”

      “And you blasted it away on the first shot.”

      “I do best under pressure. When the threat is real.” I shrugged. “Or feels real, at least.”

      “Which is what I suspected. Well done, Bree. Your magic might be going haywire, but we can count on you in a dangerous situation.”

      I returned my sword to the ether. “Of course you can. My whole life has been a dangerous situation.”

      “Aye. It’s what made you strong.”

      Well, I didn’t hate the sound of that.

      My gaze darted toward the forest, the memory of the portal distracting me from the compliment. Sure, it was Jude and Hedy’s job to figure it out. Not my place. I was a trainee, after all.

      Ha. As if that would stop me.

      I’d never been very good at following rules, after all. And this was important. I knew it was.

      “Cade, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      His gaze changed, turning almost wary.

      Shit. He thought I was going to talk about us. There was no us. And I wasn’t dumb enough to force the issue. I had to have my pride, after all. “There’s a problem in the forest. A portal. I saw it when—”

      “Bree! Cade!” The shout cut me off.

      I turned, spotting Jude, Hedy, and the librarian coming out of the forest.

      Potts, I thought he was called. I’d only met the stooped old man once, and he’d been a grouch.

      “That’s odd. Potts doesn’t leave his library unless forced.” Cade turned to me. “Are you talking about one of the portals in the forest? Is that where they are coming from?”

      “Yes. Maybe they should tell you.”

      The three of them hurried toward us, Potts moving much faster than I’d have expected him to. He looked to be about a hundred and fifty if he was a day. Worry creased Hedy’s brow, and her face was slightly blackened by silver dust. Magic gone awry? Jude’s expression was stern, as usual. Ready to deal with the problem, whatever it was.

      They stopped in front of us.

      Jude’s gaze landed on me. “The portal is a problem, Bree. Good job spotting it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s going on?” Cade asked.

      I was bouncing on my feet, dying to know what the heck was happening in the forest.

      It was bad. I knew it like I knew I liked pink cocktails.

      Jude nodded and explained the problem I’d found. “Hedy just finished her tests. She revealed the dark curse on the portal—the one that you could see, Bree.”

      “There is something slowly leaching out of the portal. A spell.” Hedy’s gaze turned to me. “But you said that a creature tried to climb out? And it spoke to you?”

      “Yes. It told me to come to it. It probably would have tried to get to me, but the portal stretched, holding it in.”

      “This has never happened before.” Cade’s brow furrowed. “We need to perform recon.”

      “Can’t you just destroy the portal to keep the curse from coming through?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Hedy said. “It is far too ancient, which means the magic is too strong.”

      Damn.

      “Recon is our best option.” Jude nodded. “Potts confirmed that no one has used that portal in over three hundred years.”

      “The records don’t lie.” Potts’s voice was whispery with age. He looked like he should smell of dust rather than evergreen.

      “I have a map,” Jude said. “It’s old and incomplete, but you can use it to start your recon.”

      “Good,” Cade said. “I can start right away.”

      Jude pointed to me. “Bree as well.”

      Potts huffed. “I still say she’s too young! Untrained.”

      “That may be true,” Jude said. “But she’s the only one who has seen the monster. Felt its magic. It called to her.”

      “I can track it,” I said. “Or at least identify it. The magic was unique. That’ll help.”

      Potts made some grousing noises, clearly unable to contain himself. “But she’s only completed her first tests. She has so many more to finish! She’s unproven.”

      While I was annoyed, he did have a point.

      “We can count on her in true danger,” Cade said. “I vouch for Bree.”

      My cheeks—and my heart—warmed at his words.

      “As do I,” Jude said. “I know it’s unusual to send a trainee on an important job like this, but Bree is unusually talented. This can count as one of her tests.”

      Heck yeah. One less timed fight in the forest was fine with me. I hated the false danger—give me the real thing any day.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I won’t let you down.”

      I hoped.

      Was I cut out for this? I didn’t know, but I was going to try. I had to try. The monster who’d called my name made that clear.

      “See that you don’t,” Jude said. “And you’ll have to be careful. Remember what I said about the Fae. With the portal locked, we are no longer invited there. This threat may be coming from them, or from someone else. But be quick on your toes.”

      “Don’t piss them off and start a war, you mean.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And hurry. That magic is spreading.” Hedy’s gaze was dark with worry. “And it’s the darkest we’ve ever seen. This is a serious problem.”

      “So, we need to go into the portal to find where the spell is coming from,” I said. “And stop it.”

      And figure out why the heck it said my name.

      That was freaky.

      “Exactly,” Jude said. “But to get through the portal, you need to make sure the dark magic doesn’t cling to you. It would coat you like oil, and there’s no telling what it could do to you.”

      “I have a contact in Edinburgh who can help.” Hedy handed me a glass vial full of the oily black substance that glazed the portal. It prickled against my palm. “She’s an Eclektica. A jack-of-all-trades who deals in spells. She can sell you something that will make you immune to the curse so that you can pass through unharmed. She’ll also give you a key to help you unlock the portal. It’s been closed so long that it will take special magic to open it.”

      “We’ll go find her right now,” Cade said.

      “Go to the Whisky and Warlock,” Hedy said. “Tell Sophie at the bar that you need to see Tabitha. She’ll take you where you need to go.”

      “Thank you for this chance,” I said. “I’ll find out what’s going wrong.”

      “We hope you will,” Jude said.

      Hedy’s gaze turned concerned. “In fact, we’re counting on it.”

      So was I.
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      We had to return to the woods in order to get to Edinburgh. The poisoned portal gleamed with black oil, the stench filling the clearing as we approached the portal that led to the Scottish capital.

      It glowed blue and bright, welcoming.

      “At least the Fae portal hasn’t poisoned this one,” I said.

      The corner of Cade’s mouth tipped up. “I couldn’t agree more. This is my way home.”

      “You live in the city, right?”

      “Aye.” He stepped up to the portal, then glanced at me. “Ready?”

      “Always.”

      He grinned, then stepped through. I followed, letting the ether suck me in. It pulled me through space, making my head spin, then spat me out onto the sidewalk of a bustling city street.

      It was a wild ride every time I used this portal, but it was beyond cool that the Protectorate’s castle was just a step away from a big city.

      All around, the Grassmarket bustled with life. Supernaturals of every variety hurried down the sidewalks on either side of the road, popping into pubs and restaurants and shops.

      “I really like it here,” I said.

      “Different than Death Valley Junction?” Cade asked.

      “So different.”

      While there was magic in Death Valley Junction, it didn’t feel half as awesome as this place. The Grassmarket was the Supernaturals-only section of Edinburgh, and it bustled with magical species of all varieties. Shop windows revealed shelves of potions, magical books, trinkets, and even enchanted foods.

      But my favorite part of Edinburgh was the Whisky and Warlock, the pub I occasionally visited in the evenings with Ana, Caro, Ali, and Haris. A long day of tests and training deserved the pinkest cocktail in the bar. Fortunately, Sophie, the bartender, was a pro. I hadn’t had the same drink twice, and every one had been amazing.

      I turned, heading down the street toward my new hangout. The sun was heading toward the horizon, sending a golden glow over the cobbled street. It warmed the faces of the historic buildings, lending them an even more magical air.

      We ducked under the low doorway and into the old pub. A fat black cat named Kitty sat on a chair in front of the crackling fire, and she welcomed us with a meow. I turned left into the little room with the bar where Sophie worked. The pub was like a maze, rooms and halls and nooks and crannies. But this was our room, where the Protectorate hung out.

      Sophie turned, a grin spreading across her face. Today, her dark hair was pulled up, and her T-shirt read Thank fates Festival is over.

      “Bree! Not your usual time.” Her gaze went to Cade. “And you haven’t been here in ages.”

      Probably not since I’d seen him here last. My cheeks burned. Had my impromptu kiss kept him away because he’d known he’d see me here?

      With my luck, that was the case.

      “Then it’s about time,” Cade said.

      I leaned against the bar. “Hey, Sophie. We need to see Tabitha, if you don’t mind.”

      Sophie’s eyebrows jumped up. “Tabitha? Something wrong?”

      “Hopefully not,” I said.

      “Well, I’ll ring her. It’ll take her a little while to get here. What will you have?”

      It was only polite to buy something if we took up real estate on the bar stools. “Something low alcohol. Pink, preferably.”

      “No problem. One Dirty Shirley coming right up.”

      “Pint of Tennent’s,” Cade said.

      Sophie nodded and turned, going toward the phone.

      “Not whisky?” I asked. It was what he’d ordered last time.

      “Don’t want the hard stuff before a job.”

      I grinned, liking the responsible answer. I’d seen too many drunken losers in Death Valley Junction.

      Sophie called Tabitha from the big black phone on the wall, then set about making our drinks. I leaned on the bar, tried to ignore the prickles of awareness at Cade’s proximity, and checked out the crowd. It was sparse at the moment, just a small crowd of Protectorate members sitting in the corner, in front of a hearth filled with glowing orange fire and a big black cauldron.

      The people looked familiar, but I hadn’t met them.

      They didn’t shy away from shooting me suspicious glances, however.

      Ugh, being the new girl.

      I looked away as Sophie approached, our drinks in hand. “One pint of Tennent’s and a Dirty Shirley!”

      “Thanks.” I took mine and sipped.

      Yum.

      Tasted sweet and bright. Cherry, maybe.

      I nodded toward the Protectorate members in the corner. “What’s their problem?”

      Cade lowered his beer and glanced over at them. He frowned. “They’re old guard. Been with the Protectorate for years. They’re usually suspicious of new recruits.”

      “Me in particular, huh?”

      The blonde woman on the left was shooting me the hairy eyeball.

      “If I had to guess, it’s that you don’t train with the others,” he said. “They can’t get their usual gossip on you, so they’re doubly wary.”

      Hmmm. I might have made good friends in Caro, Ali, and Haris, but it seemed I had a few more folks to win over.

      The question was if I’d ever bother.

      “Don’t let them trouble you,” he said. “You’ll earn your place here.”

      My heart warmed. He said it to be nice, but it sounded genuine. And it felt good. “Thanks.” I turned toward him. “Have you ever met Tabitha?”

      “Twice. She’ll be taking us to The Vaults.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There are a series of ancient tunnels built under Edinburgh. A section of them are used by the dark magic practitioners. But you need an escort to gain entrance.”

      Ooooh, creepy. I liked it.

      A voice sounded from behind us. “Cade, Cade, Cade. Long time no see.”

      I turned to see a woman step through the doorway.

      Her hair gleamed black and sleek, and she wore a black leather jacket over a red and blue kilt. Combat boots completed the ensemble.

      “Tabitha.” Cade grinned. “Glad you could meet us.”

      She shrugged. “It’s my job, isn’t it?”

      “That it is,” Cade said.

      I finished the last sip of my Dirty Shirley and waved. “I’m Bree.”

      “Good to meet you.” Tabitha hiked a thumb toward the exit. “You ready to get a move on?”

      We nodded and followed her out onto the street, which was now shrouded in dusk.

      This close, I could smell Tabitha’s magic—the scent of the beach and the feel of warm sun on my skin. Her magic was strong, but strange.

      “What do you do, Tabitha?” I asked as she led us down the cobblestone sidewalk toward the cliff, upon which perched the hulking Edinburgh castle.

      “I’m a runner. And a bouncer—sort of. Some people have passes to get into The Vaults, others don’t. If you don’t, you come to me.”

      We passed a Fae with her blue wings glittering in the light of the street lamps, and dodged around a couple of demons who probably shouldn’t be wandering free.

      But hey, I wasn’t the cops. And not all demons were bad, so who was I to say?

      The historic buildings rose tall on either side, their windows revealing all kinds of magical goodies. Most were closing up as the people began to choose restaurants and bars over shopping.

      We were about twenty yards from where the street dead-ended into the castle cliff when Tabitha stopped abruptly.

      “Hold on,” she murmured.

      We stopped, both stiffening. I hated being so aware of Cade, but it did help in situations like this.

      Tabitha shifted toward the building, letting people pass us on the sidewalk. We followed, pressing close to the brick wall.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Up ahead. See those four guys?” Tabitha jerked her chin toward a group of men who were loitering on the sidewalk, leaning against the brick wall and drinking from flasks.

      “Order members,” I murmured. I hadn’t seen many of them in Death Valley Junction, but my mother had taught me to recognize them by their perfect posture, buzzed hair, and their pressed clothes—no matter what they wore. Their sweatpants would be pressed when they went to the gym.

      With our unknown magic, it’d been important to stay under the radar. Way under the radar.

      Since the Order didn’t approve of Unknowns such as ourselves, learning to identify them had been a survival tactic.

      “Bingo,” Tabitha said. “Order, all day long.”

      “They’re on a stakeout,” Cade said.

      “Trying to blend in, but failing.” I eyed the only one with long hair. A wig—definitely. All of their clothes were meant to look casual and sloppy, but I could see where they’d shaken out the creases. Just the faintest lines. And their posture was too good. If there’d been only one, I might not have noticed. But four?

      Yeah, definitely Order members on a stakeout.

      “But what are they staking out?” I asked.

      “The entrance to The Vaults. It’s right there, at the base of the castle.” Tabitha cursed low under her breath. “I’d heard rumors that the Order was sniffing around. Not everyone uses dark magic in The Vaults, but most do.”

      The Order of the Magica tended to disapprove of dark magic, which I couldn’t blame them for. More often than not, it was used for unsavory purposes.

      But we currently needed some of that dark magic. Though the Order and the Protectorate would pretty much always be on the same side, Caro had explained that the Order’s hard-on for rules and regulations slowed down the Protectorate, who always took the difficult jobs the government didn’t want. Helping the little guys, solving the unknown cases, protecting the disenfranchised. That kind of thing.

      “Can we sneak past?” I asked.

      “No. But I’ve got something better.” Tabitha darted into an alley on our right. “Come on.”

      We followed her through the quiet, winding alley.

      Tabitha whispered back over her shoulder, “We’ll sneak up on them from behind. Tie them up, and I’ll alter their memories.”

      “You’re a mind mage?” I asked.

      Tabitha waggled her fingers. “The best. It’s why I do this job. I help newbs sneak into The Vaults—not everyone knows how to be careful.”

      We turned down an alley that spit out onto the street where the Order members stood. I could see the shoulders of one man who stood closest to the alley entrance.

      “We need to lure them in,” Tabitha said. “Can’t make a scene on the street. It’s too busy.”

      My gaze darted around the alley. There was a trash bin positioned about twenty feet from the end of the alley.

      I looked at Tabitha and Cade. “Cade, you pretend to attack Tabitha. Tabitha, you scream for help. I’ll hide behind the bin and ambush them as they come to save you.”

      Tabitha gave a thumbs-up. “I like it. Except I’m no damsel in distress. I’ll be Oscar the Grouch, you be Princess Peach.”

      Oscar the…? Oh. The Sesame Street character who lived in the trash bin. I had no idea who Princess Peach was, but she was obviously a damsel in distress.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll be the princess.”

      Tabitha dug into her bag and pulled out some short lengths of rope, then handed them to us. “Tie them up once you catch them.”

      We took the ropes, then crept toward the trash bin to set up our scene. Tabitha crouched down and pressed herself against the wall, her nose wrinkling at the scent of rotting garbage. There was some kind of greasy puddle right under her feet.

      Suddenly, I didn’t mind playing the damsel so much.

      I gripped the ties that Tabitha had given me in one hand and conjured my dagger in the other, then pressed my back against the wall and looked at Cade.

      Tension over the coming fight rose in my chest, the usual pre-fight jitters. I made a face at Cade, sneering. “Come at me, bro.”

      The corner of Cade’s full lips kicked up at the goofy tone in my voice. He stepped close and loomed over me, shoulders blocking out what little moonlight there was. His hands went to the bricks on either side of my face, caging me in. The ties that Tabitha had given him dangled from one hand.

      Immediately, the scent of a storm at sea drowned out the gross alley stink, and his heat warmed my front. Though we weren’t touching, it felt like the air between us was lit with sparks.

      My pre-fight jitters vanished as I imagined the feel of every inch of him, his hard muscles pressed against me. It made my breath come short and my skin blaze.

      I glanced up at him, catching the hard set of his jaw that was such a contrast with his full lips. Banked desire burned in the depths of his green eyes.

      Tension crackled.

      He was just as aware of me as I was of him.

      And this was why I’d wanted to be on trash bin duty.

      “Guys! Guys!” Tabitha’s low hiss broke through my trance. “Get it together.”

      Fates, we’d just totally blacked out on a job. It’d only been for a few seconds, but gazing at each other like two sex-starved teenagers had been bad.

      My gaze darted away from Cade’s, but I could still feel every inch of him even though we didn’t touch. “Yeah, yeah, we’re ready.”

      “I’ll take two,” Cade murmured.

      “Deal.” I glanced at Tabitha. “I’ll take the one you don’t grab.”

      “Leave minimal bruising,” Tabitha said. “No killing. If you can hold him till I get to him, I’ll use my tricks to make him compliant.”

      Fine by me. Killing people was high on my No Thanks list. Demons and monsters, no prob. People? Nope.

      “On three,” Cade said. He counted down.

      On one, I looked toward the end of the alley and screamed, trying to give it a real hint of fear.

      As expected, the Order members jumped up, then raced down the alley. Cade leaned closer, as if he were homing in on his attack, but I kept my gaze on the oncoming men.

      They ran two by two.

      My heart thundered as they neared. I vibrated with readiness, wanting to jump into it.

      “Let her go!” one shouted.

      “Bastard!” hissed another.

      I almost felt bad about the sneak attack. When they were almost upon us, Cade whirled and grabbed the first two by their collars, dragging them back into the alley.

      Tabitha leapt out from behind her trash bin and threw herself at one man, taking him down in pile of limbs.

      I lunged for the other, using my body weight to force him onto his back. He was a stocky guy, which made my landing pretty cushy. He grunted and thrashed, swinging a fist for my face.

      I dodged, pressing my blade to his throat. “Hold still!”

      His palm fired up with a glow of red magic. Red liquid dripped from it, and his magic felt like acid prickling against my skin.

      Ah, hell.

      Whatever his magic was, I knew I wouldn’t like it. I’d put money on acid or poison sweat, and neither of those sat on my list of favorite things.

      I pressed the dagger slightly deeper, not enough to really cut but enough to make him know I meant business. “Come on, guy. Chill.”

      He was about to slam his palm against my shoulder when Tabitha lunged toward us, laying her hand over his face.

      “Calm down,” she whispered. “Forget the last three minutes.”

      He slumped immediately, jaw going slack.

      “Holy fates, Tabitha.” I reared back, staring at her in horror. “What the hell?”

      “I’m a really strong mind mage.” She darted around us and sprinted toward Cade and the others.

      He’d dragged them back in the alley and wrapped his arms around both of them in a bear hug that looked like it was squeezing the breath from them. They were both conscious, but barely, their heads lolling.

      Tabitha placed her hands on the men’s faces, and they slumped in Cade’s superhero-looking arms.

      She stepped back and brushed her hands together. “Bring them over with the others.”

      Cade carried them over as if they weighed nothing, though each had to be over two hundred pounds. He laid them on the ground with the other two, and Tabitha bent low over them, laying her hands on their faces.

      “Your recon determined that The Vaults is no longer here. It closed down two years ago. Now, sleep.” She moved on and did the last two Order members, then stood and turned toward us. “Ready?”

      I saluted. “Anything you say, boss, as long as you don’t zap my memory.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I took a vow to use my power only for good.”

      “Like a superhero?” Maybe superheroes were on my mind after seeing Cade’s arms in action.

      “Exactly. My gift won’t make people do anything crazy, but it can do little stuff like that. And only if it won’t permanently harm someone.” She shrugged. “It’s not like I told them to forget their wives or anything. I’m not a monster.”

      No, but she was definitely a badass. “Fair enough. Let’s go.”

      We hurried out of the alley, leaving the men to their naps, and rejoined the night crowd on the sidewalks. It was emptier at this end of the street, and Tabitha led us quickly to the cliff face.

      There was a long set of narrow stone stairs leading up between the buildings toward the Royal Mile, the human area of town. On the other side of that, pressed between the stairs and the cliff face, stood a narrow building.

      “Come on.” Tabitha waved us toward the door.

      We followed her through the entry, into a cluttered old bookstore. The lights were dim, and every volume was bound in leather. Piles of books towered toward the ceiling, leaving a path toward the back.

      My heart leapt at the sight of all the old tomes. I’d never had much time to read in Death Valley, nor the money for books. And school had definitely never been a priority. Or a possibility, most of the time.

      I knew I wasn’t as smart as I could be. Or should be.

      But these books were awesome.

      “Why are we in a bookstore?” I asked.

      “Not just a bookstore, dearie.” The voice echoed through the room.

      I spun in a circle, looking for the voice’s owner. From the sound of her, she would be 102 if she was a day and with white hair and a flowered dress. I just knew it. The voice was so distinct.

      “There’s no one here,” Tabitha said. “This is the entry to The Vaults.”

      “So the house is talking to me?” I ran my gaze over every corner and crevice I could find. There really was no one else here.

      “Don’t speak of me in the third person.” The house humphed. “Ruuude!”

      “Sorry! She’s new.” Tabitha looked at me. “Come on.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Likewise. Don’t touch anything.”

      Damn.

      We followed Tabitha back through the stacks of books. She dug into her pocket, pulled out a glowing golden stone, and held it up. “If you don’t have one of these, the house pretends to be closed for the afternoon.”

      “Then the person just leaves?” I asked.

      “Of course!” the house said. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have control of this place.”

      Weird. But I didn’t dare say it out loud. I didn’t like horror movies, but I’d seen enough commercials advertising them to know that possessed houses always won.

      Tabitha stopped at a wide wooden doorway and pressed her golden stone to the wood. Magic sparked on the air, smelling of incense carried on a fresh breeze. The door swung open.

      “This way.” Tabitha led us onto a dark and quiet street.

      Historic-looking shops, no more than two stories tall, lined the cobblestone road that was devoid of vehicles. A few people walked along it, their figures illuminated by the golden street lamps. I studied the nearest shop, realizing it was built right into the stone mountain. It’d been carved to look like a building with a roof and everything, but it was all made of stone.

      Overhead, the stars twinkled high in the night sky. But the air didn’t smell as fresh as it did outside.

      “This is crazy,” I said.

      “Isn’t it?” Tabitha grinned. “We’re beneath the castle. A spell makes it look like the sky is up there, but it’s just rock.”

      An older man with white-streaked hair appeared in the doorway of the shop I’d been studying. He glared at me, his wrinkled face disapproving.

      “Get along!” he huffed. “Always loitering, the new ones. Either come in and buy an enchanted pygmy toad, or get off my stoop.”

      An enchanted pygmy toad? From a shop that smelled of mold and old paper? No thanks. Not even if the toad was enchanted to do dishes.

      “Come on, Amos,” Tabitha cajoled. “Chill your ride. We’ll get a move on.”

      He humphed. “You’d better, Tabitha Tweeter!” He shooed us along. “Now go!”

      She gestured us to follow her, so we did, walking side by side down the darkened street.

      “Tabitha Tweeter?” I asked.

      She winced. “You can see why I don’t introduce myself with my full name.”

      “Fair enough.” I glanced at Cade. “You ever been here before?”

      “Only a few times.”

      Despite the dark magic that hung on the air, his stride was relaxed. It made me twitchy, but apparently it wasn’t enough to bother a god of war.

      Tabitha led us past shops and pubs, most of which smelled or felt like dark magic. A few were more neutral, but they tended to deal in things that were iffier—like weapons and magical animals.

      Right after we passed a man selling a potent brew out of a barrel around his neck, Tabitha stopped at a tall door.

      Madame Mystical’s Magical Mementos.

      I looked at Tabitha. “We’re going to see someone called Madame Mystical?”

      “Yes. But if you call her that, you’ll regret it.”

      Yeah, I wouldn’t want to go by that name either.

      “She inherited the shop from an ancestor. The same line of Eclektica has run this place for centuries. And it’s been decades since a Madame Mystical has lived here. Just call her Melusine.”

      “Melusine, it is.”

      Tabitha pushed open the door and stepped inside. I followed with Cade close behind me.

      A dozen scents and tastes bombarded me at once—magic of all varieties lived within this shop. The space towered at least three stories high, with shelves lining the walls all the way to the top. Thousands of magical objects sat on the shelves, each giving off their own signature.

      The space in the middle was relatively empty: just a few display cases and some chairs. Near the domed ceiling, colorful birds fluttered. Or were they pixies? I squinted up, unable to see.

      “Tabitha.” The voice was deep for a woman’s, and echoed with power.

      I yanked my gaze from the pixies—definitely pixies—and sought out the voice.

      The woman stood on the other side of the shop, leaning against a wide wooden desk with her arms crossed over her chest. She had flame red hair flowing in waves to her waist and wore a slinky red catsuit. Matching red heels gave her an extra four inches of height, which was impressive considering she was probably already five ten.

      “Melusine.” Tabitha grinned. “I brought you some customers.”

      Melusine waved her hand around the space. “Browse at your leisure. Haggle at your own risk.”

      “We’re not here to browse.” Though I did like the look of some of the books that were stacked against the shelf nearest to me. And there was a wicked-looking dagger that called my name. “We were sent here by Hedy. She said you could help us with a cursed portal.”

      Melusine’s red eyebrows rose. “Now that sounds interesting.”

      She gestured me forward with nails that were tipped with black. They matched her eyes, which seemed to see straight through me.

      We approached, dodging the cases of shrunken skulls and ancient genie lamps. As I neared, I got a hit of her magic signatures.

      The scent of burning wood, the feel of a crackling fire warm on my face. I faltered just briefly.

      Dang, she’s strong. No wonder Hedy had sent us here.
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      We stopped in front of Melusine, who never took her eyes from my face. It almost looked as if she recognized me.

      Weird.

      I didn’t like it.

      But I shrugged it off and dug into my pocket for the vial of oil that had been scooped off the front of the portal, and handed it over.

      She reached for it, but instead of taking the vial, she grabbed my arm.

      Her magic flared, suddenly feeling too hot against my face.

      “Hey!” I yanked my arm back.

      Cade stepped in front of me, jostling me out of the way. “Back up.”

      Melusine just laughed and stepped to the side, her dark eyes peering around Cade and landing on me. She smiled, a crafty, pleased smile that made me even more wary.

      Then, she stepped back and sized up Cade. Her gaze widened with appreciation.

      “Well, hello, god of war.” She danced her fingers over his chest. “I was so distracted by your friend Njord here that I didn’t even notice you.”

      “Njord?” I asked.

      But she ignored me, raking her gaze over Cade’s tall form. What was it with all the ladies drooling over him? First the Vampire of Venice, and now Melusine?

      Inwardly, I winced. I hadn’t been much better. And it sure as heck wasn’t my place to be jealous.

      “Could you help us?” Cade asked. “We’ll pay.”

      “Oh, and how?” she purred.

      “Business, Melusine. We’re here on business.” Cade’s voice was firm.

      She rolled her eyes, then straightened. She snapped out her hand. “The vial, please.”

      Melusine was suddenly all business—as if a shutter had closed over her flirty side.

      I handed it over, and she took it.

      “Oh, interesting!” She raised it to her face and peered at it. “Right, let’s go to the back. Tabitha? Will you flip the closed sign? Then you can go.”

      “On it.” Tabitha waved goodbye to us, then hurried back to the door to do the job, and we followed Melusine toward the back of the room.

      She led us through an arched blue doorway that led into a smaller round room. The ceiling was only two stories above us and domed like the one in the larger room. More pixies floated up there, darting around, their colorful wings blazing like rainbows.

      “Illusions,” Melusine said. “Cruel to keep pixies underground.”

      Well, at least she had a conscience.

      There was a single round table in the middle of the space. It held a large stone basin that was round and shallow. Water gleamed on the surface. I felt a light tug in my chest, so subtle I thought I’d imagined it.

      Weird.

      I nodded toward the water. “This is all you use for your magic?” I’d never really heard of an Eclektica before.

      “I am half Selkie. Hence, the basin of water. It helps me focus my power and read different magics. Create them.”

      Half Selkie? The sea creatures lived off the coasts of Ireland and Scotland, as far as I knew. And turned into seals. I wanted to ask her if she turned into a seal, but bit my tongue. Asking “do you put on a seal skin and flop into the sea at night?” was probably not polite.

      Melusine approached the table and uncorked the vial. Cade and I joined her, standing on the other side of the table so we could get a good view.

      She raised the vial to her nose and sniffed delicately, then grimaced.

      “Rotten eggs, right?” I said.

      “Yes. And evil.” Her gaze met mine. “You said you need help with a portal?”

      I nodded. “That stuff coats it. The portal has been closed for centuries, but now it’s covered in that stuff and dark magic is seeping from it, poisoning the enchanted forest at the Undercover Protectorate.”

      “Oh, no good.” She shook her head slowly as she poured some of the oil into the basin. It sank deep into the water, unfurling and spreading out like a cloud of darkness.

      Melusine hovered her hand over the water, her magic flaring and her eyes glowing a bright silver.

      She shuddered and stepped back, rubbing her palm against her sleek red catsuit. Her gaze landed on us. “Right. If you’re going through that portal, you’ll need something to protect you from this curse. I’m not sure exactly what it is, but it’s destructive. Deadly for a human to be coated in that oil, I would imagine.”

      “Yeah, I don’t want to sign up for that,” I said.

      “Can’t say that I blame you.” She walked toward a dark wooden door and pulled it open, riffling around for what I assumed were supplies. Then, she shut the door and turned to us. “I’ll make you a spell that will temporarily protect you from the curse. But it’ll cost.”

      Shit. Was this something that could be expensed to the Protectorate? Because I was pretty much broke at this point.

      “That’s fine,” Cade said.

      I’d have to ask Hedy or Jude about him getting paid back. Although he was an official member. He probably had that sorted.

      “Step forward,” Melusine said.

      We did as she asked. She nodded at me. “You first.”

      I was about to ask what I needed to do when she raised a hand to my chest and hovered it near my heart. She dipped the fingertips of her other hand into the basin of water. Her palm near my chest glowed with red light, and something tugged within me. Then, she moved her hand toward the basin and dipped her fingers in. The glow sank into the inky black water and began to swirl around. It condensed into a tiny amount—no more than a cup—that was thick as oil and glowed red.

      Melusine scooped it up in a little vial, then corked it and handed it to me. “Drink that before you go through the portal. It should last a few days.”

      I took it. The vial was warm against my hand.

      She completed the same ritual with Cade, though his light glowed blue. Finally, she did a similar ritual with a key, dipping it into the remains of the oily water until it glowed gray.

      She handed it to Cade. “This will help you unlock the portal. I’ll send you a bill.”

      “Aye.”

      She escorted us from the room. The main shop was now empty, Tabitha gone.

      “Thank you for the help.” I nodded at her, then started for the door. Cade did the same.

      “Hold your horses, Njord.”

      I turned to her. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

      “That’s something you need to figure out.” She went to her desk and riffled through a drawer, then walked toward me. “Here.”

      She stuck out her hand. I reached to take whatever she was handing me, and she dropped a small golden stone onto my palm. “That’ll let you come back here without an escort. If you need my help, come back.”

      “I need you to tell me why you’re calling me Njord,” I said. “That’d be pretty helpful.”

      “Frankly, I have no idea.” She shook her head, confusion in her dark gaze. “But there’s something strange about you. Almost recognizable.”

      Dang. That’s not what I’d been hoping for.

      “Thanks.” I gave her one last, confused look, and turned. Cade waited for me by the door. I joined him.

      “What did she give you?”

      I held out my hand. The stone gleamed gold.

      “That’s quite an honor,” he said.

      “I’ll take it.” I shoved the stone in my pocket as we stepped out onto the darkened street. The Vaults were weird and creepy, but I kinda liked it. And a place like this could be useful.

      We headed down the street, back toward the exit. The crowd had grown, as if they’d waited until night to come out. Music spilled from some of the bars, and shops bustled with customers.

      It grew quieter toward the end of the street where Amos’s shop and the bookstore were located. As we passed the alley that ran along the side of Amos’s place, a rustling noise caught my ear.

      I glanced down the alley just in time to see several figures dart away from the wall and kick down a side door. They rushed inside.

      Adrenaline kicked into high gear, the memory of my own home being attacked by Ricketts and his gang spurring me on. Being attacked in your own home was the worst.

      “Come on,” I said. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What?” Cade asked.

      “Some people just broke into Amos’s place.” I darted down the alley, Cade behind me.

      “Not friends of his?”

      “Do you normally kick down the door when you visit your friends?”

      “No.” Cade drew his sword from the ether. “Would you like to lead or me?”

      “Me.” I liked that he immediately had my back.

      We reached the small wooden door, which had been shut behind the intruders. But there was shouting coming from behind it.

      I drew my sword from the ether and opened the door, rushing into the room.

      It looked like a utility room, with a long counter and large sink on the back wall. Shelves with empty terrariums lined the other two walls. Two guys were smashing the terrariums while another had Amos in a headlock.

      “You’ll never get my shop!” the old man shouted.

      Mobster bastards.

      I didn’t need to be from The Vaults to know what this was.

      “Take the two smashing the place up,” I said. “I’ve got Amos.”

      Cade darted toward the jerk who was so busy smashing stuff that he didn’t even see us.

      I shouted. “Hey! Pick on someone your own size!”

      The guy strangling Amos looked up. He was skinny, with greasy blond hair and not much chin. His beady eyes landed on me and he snarled. “Who the hell are you?”

      I immediately named him Rat Man, even though rats were way cuter than him.

      “Your worst nightmare.” I tried to give it my best Batman voice, but it really didn’t work. “Just let go of Amos.”

      At my side, Cade had already knocked the first guy unconscious and was moving for the second. Rat Man’s gaze darted to Cade and widened.

      “Let go of Amos or he’s on you next,” I said. “Though it’s actually me you should be concerned about.”

      Rat Man raised a dagger to Amos’s throat. The old man paled.

      “Let me outta here or the old man gets it.” Rat Man’s eyes were so wide and panicked that it looked like he’d just as easily mistakenly stab Amos.

      If Cade turned on him, he’d probably freak. I could try throwing one of my daggers at him, but moving my arm that fast could startle him too. And my sonic boom was out of the question. It could pulverize Amos.

      The sink behind him caught my eye, along with the tall faucet that gleamed in the dim light. Within, water waited.

      I could feel it.

      “Let me outta here!” Rat Man shrieked.

      Yeah, he wasn’t good under pressure.

      Screw it.

      I called on my new power over water—something I’d kept secret since I’d first used it in Venice—and imagined it shooting out of the faucet so hard it slammed Rat Man in the back of the head.

      It did as I commanded. And I could feel it. Feel the pressure and the power. The faucet snapped and a jet of water sprayed out, hard enough to slam Rat Man in the back and throw him onto his front. He lost his grip on Amos, who stumbled to the side.

      My gift over water was nothing like Caro’s, who could slice through a man with the water she conjured out of the air.

      Rat Man was still totally conscious and in one piece. He groaned and scrambled to his feet, throwing out his hand and blasting his magic at me.

      Green slime shot through the air and slammed against my chest. It burned like ant stings as it dripped down to my pants. “Ugh!”

      Rat Man ran right for me, trying to get to the door.

      I was so grossed out and annoyed that I dropped my sword and hit him with a right hook, smashing my fist into his jaw.

      He stopped dead in his tracks, eyes rolling back in his head, and crashed into the ground.

      Pain flared in my hand. I shook it. “Dang it!”

      “My shop!” Amos yelled.

      Cade dropped the unconscious vandal and strode toward the pipe that was still spurting water. He grabbed it and carefully squeezed it closed.

      “Whoa,” I muttered.

      Cade turned to me. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Just stings like the devil.” I tried to wipe the goop off me, flinging it to the ground. “Not acid, thankfully.”

      Amos approached, his wrinkled brow even more creased with confusion. He got right up close to me, peering up with bright eyes. “You are strange.”

      I stepped back. “Uh.”

      “There is magic within you that is not united.” He sniffed, his nose wrinkling. “Aye. You must fix the conflict within you. Join the two halves, or you won’t last long.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “That’s up to you to decide. But thank you for saving my shop.” His gaze darted to the damaged water pipe, but he looked more resigned than angry. “If you ever decide you would like a pygmy toad, you come by. On the house.”

      “Thank you.” I did not want a pygmy toad.

      “What’s going on here?” An authoritative voice sounded from behind me.

      I turned, catching sight of a tall man with golden hair and blue eyes. He was handsome, if you were into Ken dolls.

      I wasn’t.

      But he carried himself like a fighter, his broad shoulders and chest a clear indicator that he could throw down if necessary.

      I didn’t want to throw down. Not at the moment, at least. Not until after I’d had my shower.

      “Lawman!” Amos hurried forward. “These good-for-nothing-no-good-miserable-sons-of-dogs came here and tried to scare me out of my shop!”

      “Again?” The man shook his head. “You’ve got a valuable piece of real estate here, Amos.” His gaze landed on us. He nodded at Cade, a respectful gesture, then looked at me. “And who are you?”

      “Someone in need of a shower.” I looked at Amos. “You all right?”

      He nodded, clearly upset about his lost terrariums—for the pygmy toads, I had to assume—then he nodded toward the man he’d called Lawman. “He’ll take it from here.”

      “Great.” I gave a thumbs-up. “Then I’m outta here.”

      I needed a shower and I needed it quick. I left, passing by Lawman without making eye contact. I didn’t want to meet anyone new, especially not someone going by the name Lawman. He might have something to do with the Order. Though I doubted it. He had more of a vigilante air about him.

      Cade joined me out on the street, his gaze quickly taking in my soaked front. “Come on. I live close to here. You can get cleaned up.”

      I wanted to say that I’d do it back at the Protectorate, but honestly, this stuff burned like hell. “Thanks.”

      I followed him back through the exit and the book shop. As soon as we stepped onto the street, I sucked in a breath of cool, crisp air.

      “This way.” Cade led me down the street, going right and crossing the street toward a three-story building that looked to be at least a few hundred years old. We stopped in front of a green door. “This is my place.”

      He unlocked it, and we headed up three flights of stairs, entering another locked door.

      “Bathroom is across the living room.” He flipped on the lights to reveal a large space with a high ceiling and windows overlooking Edinburgh Castle. “I’ll leave some clothes outside the door.”

      “Thanks.” I raced across the living room, trying to take in as much as possible without dawdling. I was almost crawling out of my skin from the slime.

      Cade’s place was big and beautiful, filled with furniture that looked like a decorator had been told that Cade was masculine but classy, with a hint of the outdoorsman.

      Which was accurate.

      But it was the view that really got me. The castle, sitting high on the cliffs, glittered with golden light from the windows. I wanted to drift closer, take it all in.

      No time for that, though.

      I raced into the bathroom, which was spacious and modern, and cranked on the water, leaping beneath it without even taking off my boots.

      I groaned. “Gonna regret that.”

      But at least the cool water was washing the slime away. I struggled out of my clothes, then scrubbed up with the soap that smelled like him. It wasn’t the storm-at-sea scent of his magic, but something fresh and manly. Sandalwood?

      Cade was clearly a dude’s dude. But he carried it effortlessly, at least.

      I scrubbed until all of the prickling sensation went away, then hopped out and dried off with one of his towels. A neatly folded pile of sweats sat on the floor outside the door, which I scooped up as fast as I could and then darted back into the bathroom.

      As I pulled them on, I couldn’t help but feel closer to him.

      I was being weird.

      This was the shit girlfriends did.

      I was so not his girlfriend. Not even close.

      I was the colleague who he had wisely rebuffed.

      But that didn’t stop me from raising the sweatshirt to my face and taking a big ol’ whiff.

      Then I stared into the mirror. “Idiot.”

      I shook my head, then tugged on my wet boots—horrible— and bent over to fish the golden stone out of the pocket of my discarded jeans. I tucked Melusine’s gift into the big pocket on the sweatpants and hurried out of the bathroom. I’d have to ask for a plastic bag or something to deal with my gross clothes.

      “Where are you?” I called.

      The living room was located directly off the large entry foyer, but there were at least five doors leading out of the living room. Did he own the whole upper floor? What the heck did that cost in Scotland’s capital city?

      Nothing I could afford, that was for sure.

      “In the kitchen,” he called.

      I followed his voice to the large archway on the left, near the windows. It led to a large kitchen that looked like it’d been recently remodeled. Wood and stone gleamed, and the breakfast table sported another great view of the castle.

      “Who decorated this place? Manly Man’s Monthly?” I asked.

      “You just invented that.”

      “Indeed I did. It’s a men’s magazine for dudes who buy cologne that smells like aspen pine, fresh winter snow, and a hint of granite.”

      He laughed. “I don’t know who decorated it. It came like this. But I like it.” He studied me. “Feel better?”

      “Yeah.” I raised my arms. Eight inches of sweatshirt sleeve hung past my hands, which I shoved up to my elbows again. “Thanks for the clothes.”

      “It will do until we go back to the Protectorate.” He reached for a plate on the counter, then handed it to me. “Eat this sandwich, then we’ll go.”

      My stomach growled at the sight of the PB&J, and I took it. “Thanks. My favorite.”

      I chomped in, chewing happily.

      “That was a good thing you did earlier today.”

      I swallowed, suddenly feeling awkward. “Wasn’t going to leave an old man to get attacked.”

      “A lot of people would. Especially in a place like The Vaults.”

      “Well, I’m not a lot of people.”

      “No, you’re not. You noticed the problem, acted quickly, and fixed the situation.”

      “You didn’t mind following me in there.”

      “Why wouldn’t I follow you in there?” He leaned against the counter, all powerful grace and easy confidence.

      “Forget I asked.” Because I understood now. Cade didn’t mind following because he had nothing to prove.

      There’d been a lot of men back in Death Valley who’d felt the need to prove the size of their balls. It always came in the form of patronizing bullshit and needing to be in charge and having the last word. They’d never have followed a woman.

      Not Cade.

      He wasn’t a moron. And if you were a god of war, you probably lost any need to prove yourself to people or be the boss. You just were a badass. Which led to a level of chill that I liked.

      Too much.

      Of course.

      The memory of our closeness back in the alley made heat rise in my cheeks. I shifted, preferring to study the view of the castle rather than Cade.

      “You’ll do well at the Protectorate,” Cade said. “You’re just the kind of person they’re looking for. Strong, determined, competent.”

      My heart warmed. The guy knew how to compliment a woman. I’d been doubting myself, but maybe I shouldn’t be. But it wasn’t those words I latched onto. “Not we? You work there too.”

      “Not in the same way as the rest.” He gestured to the apartment. “It’s why I live here. I prefer to be on my own.”

      “I can see that.” I wouldn’t hate living here either. “Is it true you fight in battles around the world in your free time?”

      “Sometimes.” He shifted, clearly not wanting to talk about it, and reached into a drawer to retrieve a plastic grocery bag. He set it on the table. “You can pack up your clothes in that. Then we can get out of here.”

      I swallowed the last bit of the sandwich. “Thanks.”

      As I grabbed the plastic bag and retreated to the bathroom, I couldn’t help but wonder why he was so reticent to talk about his good deeds. Didn’t people normally do that? Why didn’t he?
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      Ana was waiting for me when I returned to my apartment. She sat on the couch, next to Mayhem, the winged ghost pug who’d adopted me as her own. Unsurprisingly, Mayhem was chomping on a ham she’d found in the kitchen.

      There seemed to be an endless supply of hams, just waiting for the pugs to snatch them.

      Ana’s brows rose at the sight of my oversized sweats, but I ignored her, diverting attention toward Mayhem instead. “Where the heck does she get all those hams? Shouldn’t the kitchen have figured it out by now that the Pugs of Destruction are going to steal them?”

      “I’m more interested in how a ghost dog can eat a real ham,” Ana said. “But don’t change the subject. Why are you wearing Cade’s clothes?”

      “Don’t get excited.” I tossed my bag of slimy clothes onto the side table and set down the golden stone Melusine had given me. “I got slimed.”

      Ana winced. “Did you figure out how to get through the portal?”

      “Someone briefed you?” I hadn’t had time to talk to her before I’d left for Edinburgh.

      “Word gets around.”

      “Yeah. We’re going in tomorrow morning at dawn.”

      “I hate that you’re going alone.”

      “It’s just recon. When we need backup, you’ll be the first in.” I took the middle seat on the couch, between her and Mayhem. Fortunately, the pug had mastered a strange way of eating that kept the ham from touching the couch. She might be a Pug of Destruction, but she wasn’t going to waste any precious ham juice on my upholstery. Since it was the first nice thing I owned, I appreciated it.

      I rubbed her back, not really making contact since she was a ghost. But it was nice, in a tingly way.

      “I was hoping you could do me a favor while I’m on recon,” I said.

      “Anything.” Ana turned toward me, giving me a full view of the sleeping ducks on her giant night shirt.

      “I’m starting to get some clues about what I am, but I have no idea what they mean. Can you find the library and do some research like we talked about?”

      “Of course. What have I got to go on?”

      “I’ve been called Njord—whatever that means. And this strange old man in Edinburgh said that I have conflict within me that must be resolved. Two halves that must be made whole.”

      “All right. Not a bad start.”

      I leaned back against the couch and stared up at the wooden ceiling. “I sure hope you can find something. Because this is starting to get scary.”

      Ana reached for my hand and squeezed. “We can handle it.”
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      Cade and I met early the next morning in the entryway of the castle. Though we had full kitchens in our apartments, I’d figured out early that there was a large communal kitchen on the first floor of the castle. A man named Hans was the head cook, and he made a mean cup of coffee.

      Before meeting Cade, I’d swung by there to grab a cup, and I was pretty sure it was the only thing keeping me standing. It was quiet this close to dawn, and no one in their right minds was awake.

      “Ready?” Cade asked as I stepped into the entry hall.

      He wore a backpack and was dressed in boots, and his dark clothes looked like they were made of sturdy fabric. Exploration gear, if I’d ever seen it.

      “Yep, ready.”

      Footsteps sounded from behind me, and I turned to see Jude descending the sweeping staircase on the left. She had a paper clutched in her hand. “I have a copy of that map here for you. If you’re not back in three days, we’ll send reinforcements in after you.”

      “Thanks.” I took the map that she handed me. “We’ll figure this out.”

      She nodded. “See that you do. Passing this test will go a long way toward advancing you at the Academy. And from a practical standpoint, that portal is a serious problem.”

      I nodded, feeling the pressure of the real-life test, and turned to Cade. “Ready to get a move on?”

      “Aye.”

      We said goodbye to Jude, then strode from the castle and across the lawn. The sun was peaking over the horizon by the time we reached the forest, though it was still dark within. The fairy lights helped illuminate the path, and made the nippy air feel just a bit warmer.

      When we reached the clearing, I raised my hand over my nose. “The smell is worse.”

      “Aye.” Cade’s voice hinted at his disgust.

      “And the curse has spread farther.” The black veins stretched across the forest floor, all the way to the edge of the clearing. “We need to hurry.”

      I pulled the vial of potion that Melusine had given me and downed it quickly, wincing at the taste of sour milk. “Ugh.”

      A cold chill raced over my skin, followed by a tingling sensation. Hopefully, that meant the potion was working.

      Cade drank his, then pulled the big key Melusine had given him from his pocket. He held it up and gave me an inquiring look. “Ready?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      My heart thudded as we approached the portal. The surface gleamed like an oil slick, and the memory of the creature pressing out of it made my skin chill with nerves.

      I called one of my daggers from the ether, gripping it like a security blanket.

      Cade raised the key to the portal and pressed it into the oily surface. There was no distinct keyhole, but the portal shimmered. He twisted the key.

      The portal glowed white, just briefly.

      “Go.” Cade pulled the key from the portal and stepped through, disappearing.

      “Now or never.” I sucked in a deep breath and followed.

      My skin crawled as I passed through, feeling like tarantulas were scuttling over my flesh. A shudder raked me as I stepped out onto a dimly lit beach, joining Cade.

      The sun was just starting to peek out from behind some clouds on the horizon, sending a hazy gray morning light over the waves and hard-packed sand. A forest to the left looked dark and abandoned. Sick, almost. The ocean to the right was gray and dark, waves lapping at the shore.

      A rustling sounded from behind me, and I whirled.

      A slimy pitch-black creature—shaped kind of like my imaginings of an alien—lunged for me. Its skin gleamed with the same oil that covered the portal, and there were no eyes in its elongated head.

      Right before it reached me, I hurled my dagger. It thudded into the creature’s skinny chest. The beast, which was well over six feet tall, wobbled, then reached out with a slender, claw-tipped arm. I lunged backward, but the monster was fast. It sliced through my arm.

      Pain flared.

      I stumbled backward, drawing my sword from the ether.

      But Cade was faster. He lunged forward, sword and shield in hand. The creature sliced out again, but Cade blocked with his shield. The beast’s hand clanged against the metal, as if it, too, were made of iron. Cade sliced his blade clean through its neck.

      The head crashed to the ground, exploding in a puddle of oil, and the body followed shortly after.

      “Thanks.” I gasped, catching my breath, and pressed my hand against the wound on my arm. It was so thin that it barely bled, thank fates, but it stung like the devil. Warily, I approached the fallen body. It had splashed into a pile of oil, though it’d felt solid when it was attacking. “What is it? It didn’t really seem alive, did it?”

      I hadn’t noticed it breathe. Or seen its chest move. And it’d made no sound.

      Cade nudged the oil puddle with his blade. “A spell. Or some other kind of monster. It’s not disappearing the way demons do.”

      I turned from it and spun in a circle, inspecting the beach. It stank like rotten eggs, and there was a gray tinge over the land. Black veins spread across the ground, just like the ones that were starting to infect the castle.

      “The poison is still here,” I said. “Killing the creature didn’t change that.”

      Cade chuckled. “That would be too easy.” He knelt down and touched one of the black veins that shot through the hard-packed sand. “The beast was a symptom, not the cause.”

      “Think there are more?” I squinted into the forest, which looked haunted as hell. Twisted trees reached for the sky, their leafless branches barren and dead.

      “Could be.”

      I unfolded the map Jude had given us. It was sparsely drawn with very little detail. “There’s almost nothing on this map.”

      “The Fae who once lived here did not permit the Protectorate much access, from what I’ve heard. They were a suspicious people.”

      “Clearly.” The mapmaker looked like he’d drawn the thing from quick memory after a brief visit. It looked like there was a settlement of some kind, past the beach and forest and an open space. I pointed to it. “What do you say we look for answers there?”

      “I’d say that’s a good idea.”

      We’d have to be sneaky since we didn’t know what kind of welcome we’d get, but going toward people was the best chance at getting answers. And I was doubtful that the Fae were behind this. Why would they want to contact me?

      The sand stretched out far ahead of us, the haunted forest on the left and the dark gray ocean on the right.

      “Too bad we can’t transport.”

      “If we knew exactly where it was, we could.” Cade patted the left pocket of his trousers. “But I do have a transportation charm in case we get into serious trouble. We’ll come straight back to the portal and return to the Protectorate.”

      “Sounds good.” I looked around. “I wonder if this dark magic is what made the Fae close their portal? Or if it’s new.”

      “The speed with which it is infecting the enchanted forest at the Protectorate leads me to think it is new.”

      “Good point.” I set off down the beach. It was exposed, which I didn’t love, but I was staying away from that forest and we had no boat to travel on the water. Not like I’d want to, anyway.

      Cade joined me, matching his stride to mine. Eventually, I became used to the stink of rotten eggs.

      We walked in companionable silence for a while. It worked for me, since silence made it easier not to put my foot in my mouth. I couldn’t help but still be attracted to him. Except he’d made it very clear how well that was going to work out.

      The sun climbed higher in the sky as we crossed the long beach. Eventually, a forest appeared at the far end.

      I rubbed my chest, suddenly feeling something strange.

      Like an awareness. A heaviness.

      My gaze darted to the sea. It called to me, almost as if I could hear the siren song.

      Holy fates. Was I feeling the sea?

      Nah.

      I tried to shake it away.

      “Do you hear that?” Cade murmured.

      “What?” I was so preoccupied with the ocean that I hadn’t been paying attention.

      “In the forest. A rustling noise.”

      “Great.” I inspected it as I walked, tracing my gaze over the large, dead trees. There were still a few green ones left here and there, but most were withered and leafless. Black veins crept up their trunks, strangling the life from them. “I don’t see anything.”

      A rumbling from my right pulled my gaze over to the sea. The waterline was pulling back from the shore! The beach was now twice as wide.

      “Cade!”

      He turned toward the sea, eyes widening. “Shite! Run.”

      I whirled and sprinted toward the forest, away from the receding ocean. I’d only ever heard of the sea receding in two cases—right before hurricanes and tidal waves. Either way, I wanted to be a hell of a lot farther from the water.

      Whatever was rustling in the forest was about to get some company.

      My breath heaved in my lungs as I ran. We were still fifty yards from the trees. When the roaring of the sea increased, I chanced a glance backward.

      My heart leapt into my throat and my skin chilled to ice.

      A massive tidal wave loomed overhead, bearing down on us. It rose over a hundred feet in the air, gray and dark.

      Shit!

      We’d never make it to the trees. Not that they could really help.

      “Cade!” On instinct, I lunged for him, wrapping my arms around his waist and taking us both to the sand.

      The wave crashed down on us, a force so powerful that I lost my hearing and my vision as it sucked us up and tossed us around like dolls. My blood thundered in my veins, and my head roared as I thrashed around in the water. Cold. It was so cold.

      Fear like I’d never known caught me in a vise. Cade’s strong arms wrapped around my waist. He was kicking, trying to reach the surface that we couldn’t see.

      The water surrounded me. Crushing. Seeping inside me.

      I could feel it.

      No way was I going to drown. Not in the ocean.

      The idea was freaking ridiculous, for some reason.

      I forced the water away from me, envisioning it retreating.

      Go, go, go.

      Away!

      I had no idea if it was working. Everything was gray and dark, and my lungs burned as we were thrashed about in the sea.

      Then I hit solid ground. The water rushed off me. I lay limp against the wet sand, choking on water. I rolled away from Cade, weakly retching up the water. Beneath my hands, the sand was wet and covered in a fine layer of sea grass.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, coughing.

      The air rushing into my lungs was the best feeling in the world.

      Beside me, Cade coughed and gasped.

      I looked up, having no clue what had just happened.

      We were surrounded on all sides by walls of water that rose fifty feet high. The blue sky filled the hole above our heads, and the sun shined down into the water, making it glint blue from this angle.

      “Holy fates.” I scrambled upright, whirling around in a circle to take it all in.

      There were fish in the water, staring at us like they were in an aquarium. Or like we were in an aquarium. Giant coral heads dotted the ground around us, white and red and yellow. There were even a couple of sharks staring right at me through the wall of water.

      At my feet, a squishy white thing flopped around.

      Holy fates!

      An octopus.

      I grabbed the thing up, wincing at the slimy feel of its skin, and ran for the wall of water. I thrust the octopus into it. Immediately, the creature poofed up, regaining its proper form now that it was submerged. I released it and yanked my hand back out. The octopus darted away.

      “What the hell is happening?” Cade asked.

      I stepped away from the wall of water—and the Hammerhead who was looking at me like I was a tasty snack—and joined Cade in the middle of our air-filled cylinder.

      “I have no idea.” I couldn’t take my gaze off the sea around us. Or the sky above.

      “Do you have any idea how to get us out of it?”

      “Our options aren’t great.” We couldn’t climb the walls of water. Nor did I want to walk into the water and try to swim my way up. It’d be fifty feet to the surface, and the sharks could get us. Not to mention, if this water collapsed, we were screwed.

      “You’re holding it back,” he said. “Can you clear another path toward the shore?”

      “Maybe?” I could feel the water—like it was part of me. It took hardly any effort at all to hold it like this. “But which way is shore?”

      “Bree. Turn around.” His voice had the calm steadiness of someone who knew something was going wrong.

      I turned to face the direction he was pointing. The water shimmered on that side. Figures walked toward us along the bottom of the sea. Nine of them. Women.

      They stepped out of the wall of water, entering our air bubble. Each was made of shimmering blue water, but their features and hair and clothes were so detailed that they looked real.

      My head spun.

      “They are not the Fae,” Cade said.

      I’d seen some crazy shit in the magical world, but this was beyond.

      Awkwardly, I raised a hand and waved. “Hi.”

      Fortunately, Cade didn’t draw his sword from the ether. Not like it’d do much good against an army of water women.

      They approached gracefully, the sun gleaming off their shimmery water surfaces, and stopped in front of us, forming a semicircle.

      All their eyes were on me.

      “Who are you?” one asked.

      “Um, Bree Blackwood.” I hiked a thumb toward Cade. “And this is Cade, the Celtic god of war.”

      They didn’t look at him, just crowded closer. I could see confusion on their faces, which was a bit weird considering I could also see through their faces.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Why are we here?”

      “We brought you here,” said the leader.

      “We wanted to know more.” The one to her left leaned closer, squinting at my face. Then she turned to the leader. “I think you’re right, Hefring. I can sense Rán in her.”

      “Rán?” I asked.

      “Our mother.” The leader nodded. “It is finally time.”

      The others began to chatter in an unknown language, voices rising over top of each other.

      “Time for what?” I asked.

      “Only you can determine that. But you must leave here to do so.” Hefring raised her arms.

      Sloshing water sounded from behind me. My heart leapt into my throat and I turned. The water parted, forming an air channel back to shore.

      I spun back to Hefring. “Who is Rán? What’s happening to me?”

      “You must go,” Helga said. “The passage won’t stay open long.”

      “But—”

      “Come, sisters.” Hefring stepped back toward the ocean. Her eight siblings followed, joining her in the water. They walked off, accompanied by a procession of sharks.

      “Come on.” Cade grabbed my hand and tugged me along.

      I gave one last longing look after Hefring and her sisters, then turned and ran. We sprinted down the channel, between the tall walls of water that housed fish who watched our progress.

      My lungs burned as we ran, but I pushed myself harder, not wanting to get caught if the sea slammed back down upon us. I could control it—yes. But I didn’t fully trust myself.

      As if on cue, the water began to crash down behind us, driving us on.

      Hefring encouraging me to get a move on? I could almost feel her presence as I sprinted, lungs burning.

      We sprinted onto the dry beach—the real beach—as the sea splashed down, returning to normal. I stumbled, going to my knees in the sand, and barely caught myself with my hands.

      I hung my head, panting, wet hair hanging in my face.

      Holy fates. This was nuts.

      I flopped onto my back, staring up at the blue sky. Cade lay next to me, arm thrown above his head as his big chest heaved up and down.

      “That was wild,” I finally said.

      “That was insane.” He rolled over to look at me, propping himself on an elbow so he leaned overtop of me. “Are you all right?”

      Concern glinted in his gaze. His wet sweater clung to the muscles of his chest and arms, while his dark hair glittered with water droplets that gleamed in the sun. Worse, his full lips were damp.

      My gaze went straight to them.

      Oh, fates.

      That near-death experience should have killed any desire I had lurking inside me.

      As if.

      I was a danger junkie. Fear fueled me. And so did Cade.

      The combo? Explosive.

      I licked my lips and drew in an unsteady breath. Cade’s hot gaze dropped to my mouth. The heat in his eyes made me burn.

      Yes.

      I wanted to lean up. Press my lips to his. But no matter how much I wanted him—and damn it, I knew he wanted me too—there was no way I was going to kiss him.

      Memory of my last attempt kept me pinned to the ground.

      “Um, I—” My mind scrambled for any words.

      Shutters fell over Cade’s eyes. He leaned back and sat up, resting his arms over his knees. I heaved myself up beside him, staring out at the now calm sea.

      “I don’t know why I can control the water,” I said. “But the power is new.”

      He nodded. “We’ll sort it out.”

      I hoped so.

      Cade pulled the pack off his back, opened it, and riffled through the contents. “Well, the food is mostly shot. I hope you like salty apples and granola bars, because that’s all that wasn’t ruined.”

      “How long will that last us?”

      “It’ll get unpleasant after a day. But we may find food. Or help.”

      “Here’s hoping.” I struggled to my feet, muscles aching and chest still on fire. Gingerly, I reached into my pocket and found the wet map. I unfolded it, grateful for the sturdy paper. Still in pretty good condition. “Let’s get a move on. There’s still a long way to go.”

      We started down the beach again, our clothes drying in the warm sun.

      “You have more control over the water than you do your sonic boom power,” Cade said.

      “I know.” It’d been worrying me. “And it’s weird. The changes have been happening fast. I had good control when you created that creepy monster, but other times it’s shot.” I looked at him. “I know you trust me in a pinch. But I honestly don’t know if my magic can stand up to the challenge anymore.”

      “You’re more than just your magic, Bree. That challenge was meant to prove you can do it. But if your gift changes, you’ll adapt.”

      A small smile tugged at my lips. Why did he have to be so great?

      I turned and quickened my pace. Finally, we reached the end of the beach. It butted up to a dark forest. I sniffed, nose wrinkling. “Still stinks.”

      “Rotten eggs and something else…” Cade’s brow wrinkled as he thought. “Blood?”

      “Ugh.” I searched the forest. The trees were closely spaced, and their bark was black. Whether it was natural or a disease, I couldn’t tell.

      I dug out the map and carefully unfolded it. “We’re nearly halfway there. We go through the forest, then the Fae city is in the clearing beyond that.”

      Cade nodded and stepped into the forest.

      I followed.

      Immediately, it was quieter. There was no gentle roar of the ocean waves, and the temperature dropped considerably without the sun.

      I looked up. Frowned. “There are no leaves on these trees.”

      “Yet it’s still dark.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I. Stay close.” He drew his sword from the ether.

      I followed suit. I could try my sonic boom here, but my blade was always handy. And there was no water other than the ocean. Soon, it’d be too far away to call upon.

      We walked as silently as we could, cutting between the trees and avoiding the bark that looked sharp-edged. There was no path from what I could tell.

      Did the Fae ever use this forest?

      Not from what I could see.

      A rustling sounded at my left. My heart jumped, and I glanced over, searching between the trees.

      “I see nothing,” Cade murmured.

      “Neither do I.” But it definitely sounded like something was there.

      Cade picked up the pace and I followed. We’d gone about two miles in when the smell began to change. It was more coppery. More—

      “Blood.” I gazed in horror at the tree nearest me.

      Crimson liquid was dripping down the blackened bark, pooling on the ground below. It smelled like blood.

      “Don’t touch it.” Cade jumped over a puddle of shining red liquid that had seeped onto the forest floor. I followed, sticking close by his side.

      I kept my grip loose on my sword, ready to swing.

      The forest grew darker as we got deeper in, the trees closer and the rustling sounds more distinct. There were rock outcroppings here and there, large granite boulders that cast shadows on the ground.

      My hair stood on end and my senses were as alert as a cat burglar’s.

      “Duck!” a strange voice shouted.

      It was so intense, so serious, that I followed instinctually. Cade did too.

      We ducked low as a man made of rocks hurtled toward us, then leapt over our heads.
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      My heart thundered as I whirled around to see what the hell had just happened.

      A man—at least, I thought he was a man, since he was made entirely of rough stone—fought a giant hairy winged thing.

      I stumbled back, side to side with Cade.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “I think the rock man is on our side.” Cade winced as the rock swung his heavy fist at the creature’s head and removed half its skull.

      The hairy winged thing flew to the side and slammed against a tree. Dead.

      The rock stepped back, dusting his hands together in a move that said job well done.

      I peered at the creature, realizing it was a giant bat-like thing. Huge fangs protruded from its mouth. Blood began to seep from every inch of its skin, flowing into the ground, which drank it up like a sponge. The bat shrank down to nothing.

      “Ew!” I grimaced.

      “Yeah, not pretty, those VDBs.” The rock man sounded like a teenager with a slightly strange accent. New Zealand-ish almost. “Murderous pests, is what they are.”

      “VDBs?” I asked.

      Rock man turned to us and smiled. He was about the size of Cade. But yeah, he looked like a kid. Or at least, as much as a rock figure could look like a kid.

      “Vampire Demon Bats, the scourge of this fair land.” He swept out his arm to indicate the creepy forest. “You’ve never seen one before?”

      “No,” Cade said. “We’re not from around here.”

      “Well, I coulda told you that. Ain’t nothing but rocks from here to the abandoned city. The VDBs saw to that.”

      I stepped forward and held out my hand. This kid was going to be our ally, if I had anything to say about it. “I’m Bree Blackwood. Thanks for taking out the VDB.”

      He nodded and smiled, then stuck his hand toward mine. He gripped it gently, as if consciously trying not to pulverize my bones. “I’m Rocky. Good to meet ya.”

      Rocky. How fitting.

      “I’m Cade.” He stepped forward and shook Rocky’s hand.

      “So, what are you two doing here? Haven’t seen a Breather in a couple hundred years, at least.”

      “Breathers are humans?” I asked.

      “And Fae. Anyone not made of rock that walks on two legs. And breathes.”

      “Where are the Fae?” Cade asked. “Isn’t this their land?”

      “Was their land.” Rocky hiked a thumb toward the withered corpse of the VDB. “Until those bastards showed up. Drove the Fae off about three hundred years ago. Nothing but outcasts living in their city now.”

      I glanced at Cade. Three hundred years was about the time that the Fae portal had closed. And if there were only outcasts left, we didn’t have to worry about inciting a war, at least.

      “Is that why they closed their portal to the Undercover Protectorate?” I asked.

      “Wouldn’t know nothing about that.” Rocky shrugged. “I’m only two hundred years old. Just a kid, according to me mum. But yeah, safe to assume they didn’t want the VDB to get through to you. Did you a favor right before they ran for it.”

      Cade rubbed a hand over his jaw. “So they just disappeared.”

      “Ran off. Those that weren’t killed, at least. Can’t kill me though. I’m a rock. Ain’t got nothing the VDBs want.”

      I looked around at the miserable forest. “Isn’t it lonely out here?”

      “Nah. I got my family. They’re rocks, too, so they made it out okay. Can’t kill rocks.”

      Right. Of course. He had a way of stating the obvious that was somehow charming. “Do the VDBs have anything to do with the dark curse that’s spreading from this world and out through the portal into ours? And the oily black monster that was near the portal?”

      Rocky shook his head. “Don’t think so. This blackness came after the VDB. A while.”

      “How much later?” Cade asked.

      “Don’t know. Not so good with time. I’m a rock. Rocks can’t tell time.”

      I chuckled softly. Rocky liked to be precise, that I could tell. But at least we knew the two were separate—and this new problem hadn’t destroyed the Fae.

      “We’re looking for the source of the new dark magic,” I said. “Do you know where it’s coming from?”

      “Not a clue. Just showed up one day. But the people in the old Fae city might know.”

      “Can you take us there?” Cade asked. “Show us the lay of the land, so we don’t run into any more VDBs?”

      Rocky grinned wide, clearly delighted to be asked. “Not a problem. Long as I’m home for dinner.”

      “Wait—what do rocks eat?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” Rocky shrugged. “But me mum learned it from the Fae before they left. She likes the tradition. So we all sit around the log and look at each other.”

      “All right, then. Back by dinner, it is.” I clapped my hands once. “Let’s go.”

      “This way.” Rocky started off through the trees in the direction we’d been headed.

      While we would probably eventually find the city on our own, it was much better to have a guide.

      “Good job getting us an escort,” I whispered to Cade.

      “I like the kid.”

      “Me too.”

      As we walked, Rocky rambled on about the dangers in the forest—which he seemed to regard as something like his own personal video game.

      “So, you like it here?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah, love it. The VDBs may have made life a nightmare for the Fae, but they’re downright entertaining for us.”

      “Everyone needs a hobby.” I jumped over a puddle of blood, trying not to look too closely at it.

      “Did the new poisonous oil make the trees bleed?” I asked.

      “No, that’s the VDBs. They become one with the forest when they die, giving it their blood. Not much I can tell you about that oil stuff. Hasn’t been around long.”

      “For a rock, long could mean anything from weeks to a few years, right?”

      Rocky nodded, smiling. “Now you’re getting it.”

      I pointed to a bubbling yellow river ahead. It was about a hundred feet across and stank like sewage. “What’s that?”

      “The bubbly pit. Don’t want to get that stuff on you,” Rocky said. “Melt right through your clothes.”

      “Through rock, too?”

      “Yep. Through granite. My Uncle Al lost a finger that way. Uncle Al never was the smartest.” He stopped at the edge of the pool and pointed to the rocks dotting the way across. “But you can jump on those fellas. They’re my buddies. They don’t mind.”

      “Why aren’t they dissolved?” I asked.

      “Different kind of rock. This is like a steam bath to them.” Rocky waved. “Hey, fellas! We’re just gonna cross, all right?”

      One of the rocks rose up slightly. It was a head. “Sure thing, Rocky.” The rock creature’s gaze landed on me. “You hanging out with Breathers?”

      “Visitors. Ain’t it the thing?”

      The rock grunted, then slipped back below the water.

      “He’s not going to throw me off, is he?” I asked.

      “Ha!” Rocky slapped his knee, as if that had been a hilarious joke. “Nah, Boulder liked you. That was friendly, for him.”

      I glanced at Cade, who shrugged and nodded. “I’ll go first.”

      “Nope. Me, my good man. Follow my lead.” Rocky stepped onto the first rock, then began to hop his way across.

      We followed, Cade going before me.

      The stench was eye-watering as we leapt from stone to stone. My muscles ached from the strain of maintaining my balance. By the time we reached the other side, sweat was dripping down my temples.

      “Not bad, eh?” Rocky grinned. “My best time is forty-five seconds, but you weren’t too slow.”

      “Thanks.” I saluted.

      “This way.” Rocky turned and set off through the forest.

      We followed. This side didn’t look any better than the other—same bleeding trees and dark sky. By the time the growls and hisses started up in the distance, I was almost relieved. I’d been on edge, waiting for another monster.

      “Oh, this is a treat!” Rocky said.

      Sure, Rocky. I didn’t know what was making that noise, but I sure as heck wanted my sword. Cade seemed to agree, because he drew his at the same time.

      Rocky turned to us, his expression clearly aghast. “No swords!”

      I frowned at him. “Sounds like a pretty ferocious beast.”

      “Nah, not if you know how to treat ‘em right.”

      At that moment, five huge, rat-like creatures crept out of the bush. They had scraggly black fur and blazing red eyes, along with whiskers that were at least two feet long. Their lips were pulled back from yellow fangs as they hissed and spat. The largest one was growling like a washing machine full of screws.

      “Hey, fellas!” Rocky waved at the rats, which didn’t so much as look at him. “I know, I know. Treatie time!”

      I shifted closer to Cade, so we could fight back-to-back if necessary.

      Rocky just ignored us, going over to one of the large trees and leaping up to pull off one of the withered fruits. He tossed the dark gray thing at the nearest rat, which leapt into the air and snagged it with yellow fangs. It tore into the fruit like it had to break its neck.

      Rocky repeated the drill, tossing withered fruits to the rats, which couldn’t get enough. Their eyes calmed down to a dull, red color—no longer flaming—and the hisses and growls eventually stopped.

      I lowered my sword.

      Rocky turned to us, a smile on his face. “Mice love apples.”

      A laugh escaped me. “Those are neither mice nor apples, but whatever. Good job, Mouse Whisperer.”

      Rocky’s grin spread wider on his face and he turned. “We’re almost there. Let’s get out of here before the mice finish their treaties. They get moody after that.”

      I glanced at the enormous devil rats who were massacring their withered fruits, then hurried after Rocky and Cade.

      “Did the mice come with the VDBs?” I asked.

      “Nah, according to me mum, they used to pull the Fae chariots. Now they’re kinda wild, rampaging through the forest, looking for treaties.”

      Considering I was frequently on the hunt for a nice pink cocktail, I couldn’t blame them.

      After walking for another forty minutes, the trees began to thin.

      “Almost there,” Rocky said. We reached the edge of the tree line, which looked out onto a wide-open plain. Rocky pointed. “Just beyond the horizon is the village. Be careful, though. They don’t love visitors. I’d take you, but it’s almost dinnertime.”

      “We will.” I turned to him. “Thanks, Rocky.”

      Cade thanked him too.

      “Glad to do it.” He grinned. “Stop by and see me again. I’ll show you Razor Mountain.”

      I gave him a thumbs-up. “For sure.”

      Lie. Big, fat lie. As much as I’d like to see Rocky again, I didn’t want to get anywhere near Razor Mountain.

      He saluted, then ran off into the woods. Before he disappeared through the trees, he turned around and shouted, “Oh yeah, and watch out for the VDBs!”

      Great.

      I turned to Cade. “Ready for this?”

      He rubbed his hands together and smiled. “Looking forward to it.”

      I nodded and conjured my sword and shield. Cade did the same, though his weapons were far larger than mine.

      I sucked in a bracing breath. “Let’s go.”

      We started across the sandy expanse. The ground was hard-packed and dusty out here, away from the forest. It was a totally different ecosystem from the last two we’d just been in. Bright sun shined down. Nothing like Death Valley, but I’d have preferred the cover of night.

      When the first shriek sounded in the distance, my heartrate spiked.

      I glanced around, catching sight of the oncoming VDB. It was huge—the size of a horse—with massive fangs and blazing red eyes. The stench of its magic reached me from far away.

      “Got this one.” Cade didn’t break his stride as he drew his arm back and hurled his shield.

      The shining silver metal flew through the air so fast it was hard to see, and collided with the bat. The beast tumbled through the air, and the shield returned to Cade.

      Nice.

      I kept up the pace, my breath coming short. I was more used to riding than running.

      The next bat came out of nowhere. I barely heard the flap of wings in time. I ducked, and the beast sailed over me. Cade threw his shield, taking it out.

      The third was mine. It flew from the left, hurling toward me with a bloodthirsty glint in its eyes. When it was close enough for me to see the hairs on its hide, I stabbed with my sword. The blade sank into the creature’s belly, and it tumbled to the ground.

      I kept sprinting, occasionally cutting down VDBs as Cade knocked more out of the sky with his shield.

      My lungs burned and my legs ached, but soon, there was a massive city on the horizon. It rose tall and pale, a strange conglomeration of buildings built out of the earth. They all looked to be stacked on top of each other, making a city that was more vertical than horizontal.

      We were still a few miles away, but this wasn’t going so bad.

      “Incoming!” Cade shouted. “From behind.”

      I turned to look.

      Shit.

      I’d spoken too soon. A horde of VDBs darkened the sky, hurtling toward us from the forest. As if someone had told them that a snack waited for them out on the planes, without even a tree for shelter.

      The stench of their magic filled the air as they flew toward us, their red eyes blazing.

      The ground rumbled, sending vibrations through my legs.

      Then the ground in front of me dropped away, leaving a two-foot-wide crevasse. I leapt over it, fear chilling my skin.

      But the ground kept rumbling, dropping away in sections as the bats gained on us.

      Oh, we are so screwed.

      I sprinted harder, but there was no way I could outrun the bats. And the crevasses in the sand were getting wider and wider.

      “Hang on!” Cade stashed his sword and shield in the ether, and his magic flared around him.

      He never stopped running, but a moment later, a massive wolf was loping along in his place. The beast was four times the size of a normal wolf, with rippling muscles and a sleek, silvery-gray coat.

      It swerved toward me, green eyes intent on my face, and jerked its head.

      Get on.

      Holy fates.

      The message was clear. Cade wanted me to ride on his back.

      No way.

      The ground dropped away in front of me, creating the widest gap I’d seen yet. Cade leapt over it with ease, but I barely made it.

      Behind me, the bats shrieked.

      I glanced behind.

      They were so close now. And the ground rumbled.

      “All right!” I called.

      Cade slowed beside me, and I stashed my sword and shield in the ether. I jumped onto his back, grabbing the scruff of his fur and hauling my leg over his side.

      He was so warm, his heat sinking through to my skin. I could feel the ripple of muscle as he ran, his great paws eating up the ground as he bounded over giant crevasses. I crouched low, hanging on for dear life, and he hurtled over the ground. My leg muscles burned as I clutched his sides.

      Every time he leapt over a newly formed crevasse, I felt like I might tumble off him.

      The scent of his magic wrapped around me, a storm at sea that was so at odds with this strange desert environment. The taste of fresh apples exploded on my tongue, and the sound of swords clashing in battle rang in my ears. It felt like I was within his magic shield.

      A sense of goodness and honor flowed through me. It was him.

      I could feel who he was—everything that made him special. This was the main reason people never rode Shifters. It was too intimate. Too personal.

      The VDBs shrieked again, a cacophony that was like a battle cry.

      I clung to Cade and turned my head, catching sight of the horde of them. They were hunting as a pack, and their hungry red eyes were on us.

      Fight.

      I could hear Cade in my mind. Not quite telepathy. More a joining of the souls—two people who knew how to fight and what must be done. Maybe the Shifter thing gave us a greater connection. I had no idea.

      I drew in a ragged breath and let go of the scruff of his neck, slowly raising myself from a crouch.

      The ground whizzed by beneath us, making my stomach drop.

      I was going to have to turn around to fight the VDB.

      Oh fates, this sucked. But the bats were coming from behind. As quickly as I could, I scrambled around, finally facing back toward the forest.

      And the VDBs.

      They were only twenty yards off now.

      I clutched Cade’s sides with my legs as I drew my sword and shield from the ether.

      Focus on those.

      The cold steel was comforting beneath my hands. Much better than the sight of the ground and frequent crevasses. I could fall off any moment and plummet into the earth.

      Yep. Better to focus on stabbing the VDBs.

      The first VDB dived, shooting toward me like a missile. I swung, slicing across its neck and sending it tumbling through the air.

      The next came from the left. I stabbed it in the throat with my sword, gagging at the scent of its rotten blood. A third bat came from the right.

      Too soon.

      I raised my shield as I yanked my blade from the throat of the other VDB. The monster plowed into the shield, sending me careening to the side.

      I clutched hard with my legs, barely managing to stay on.

      “Faster!” I cried.

      Cade put on a burst of speed, racing across the plains like a beast possessed. I clung to his back as I fought off the VDBs, slicing and stabbing as the monsters attacked from all angles.

      Sweat dripped down my face and stung my eyes, but the attack slowed as I took out more and more. Finally, the last VDB thudded to the earth.

      I sagged on top of Cade, stashing my sword and shield in the ether and holding on to his back for support. My legs felt like jello, weak from clinging to him.

      Behind us was a trail of broken ground and VDB corpses. Their blood soaked into the earth as they disappeared, leaving no trace that they’d ever existed.

      Panting, I kept my arms wrapped around Cade’s waist. His fur smelled divine. Like his stormy magic and whatever soap he used.

      Honestly, I probably liked this too much.

      Finally, he slowed. I straightened on his back, looking behind me to see how close we were to the Fae settlement.

      Nearly there.

      It was the strangest place I’d ever seen. A city made entirely of packed sand, from what I could tell. It rose at least six stories into the sky, but the whole place was like some fantastic, jumbled high-rise. It was actually many buildings all piled on top of each other with stairs and passages winding throughout. Very maze-like. Very Fae. I’d forgotten to ask what kind of Fae they were, but maybe a desert variety.

      Cade slowed to a halt at the edge of the city.

      I leapt off his back, stumbling as I hit the ground.

      He leaned toward me, and I grabbed the fur at his side, steadying myself.

      Fae magic drifted from the place, smelling of the forest and sea and desert. It brushed across my skin like a feather and pricked like nettles. It sounded like a crackling fire and the roar of wind.

      “Lots of magic here,” I murmured. The place looked abandoned, but the magic belied that. There were thousands of places to hide, anyway. I could only see the outer edge of the city. There was much more within.

      Despite it all, I could still feel Cade. So close and real.

      Magic flared around him as he shifted back to his human form. He stood right next to me, his heat still reaching for me. I looked up, struck anew by how tall and broad he was. His pupils were blown out, darkening his eyes, which roved over my face.

      Electricity prickled between us.

      He’d felt it, too, that same intimacy I’d sensed.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, resisting the urge to lean up and press a kiss to his strong jaw. Or his full lips.

      Out the corner of my eye, I spotted his hands turning to fists. He drew in a slow, steady breath, then stepped back. Tension sparked in the air between us, remnants of one of the most intimate supernatural acts.
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      “Come on.” Cade’s voice was rough. “We should get inside before anyone sees us.”

      “Yeah. Definitely.” I looked away from him, up at the city towering above. There were at least a dozen buildings stacked on top of each other, all made of pressed sand with several walkways and tunnels weaving through them.

      The exterior was rough and worn, though it looked like it’d once been carved with decorative leaves and flowers. Now, it was crumbling and pockmarked with gray streaks. From the VDBs, or the dark curse?

      All the same, it was truly fantastical. Something straight out of another world.

      “This way.” Cade led me toward an opening at the base of the wall.

      It looked like it had once been wider, spilling out onto the desert plain, but it was boarded up with wood now. There was just a narrow opening for a regular-sized person to fit through. No giant VDBs.

      I ran my hand over the rough wood as I stepped between the boards. “This was added later, wasn’t it? After the VDBs arrived.”

      “I think so,” Cade said.

      I inspected the alley we’d entered. It was about ten feet across and lit by glowing yellow lamps. They weren’t electric or fire, but magic.

      This whole place probably didn’t have electricity—the Fae were known for scorning modern conveniences. And when this place had reached its heyday a few hundred years ago, electricity hadn’t even been invented.

      I looked upward. This alley rose all the way up—a full six stories—and terminated at a wooden roof. Light streamed through cracks, shining on dust motes that danced in the air.

      “Yeah, they added all the wood to keep out the VDBs.” I shuddered. “Can’t blame ‘em.”

      “Why don’t we see if we can find a bar or pub where we can ask around for information.”

      “Great idea.”

      We set off down the dark, narrow road. The buildings on either side looked abandoned, but noise came from higher up on our right.

      A set of winding stairs caught my eye. “Come on.”

      I gestured for Cade to follow, then climbed onto the sandstone stairs.

      As I climbed up into the city, it became clear there truly was no rhyme or reason to how the rooms and buildings had been laid out. Pathways cut through at all angles and heights, along with more stairs going up, down, left, and right.

      Generally, it was dimly lit—especially in the alleys that had sandstone for a roof instead of slats of wood.

      “This place is a trip,” I muttered.

      “Earth Fae used to live here,” Cade said. “They could navigate this type of structure easily.”

      “I’m barely keeping my bearings. This must be why Jude’s map is so sparse.”

      “There’s never been much record of this place. I’d only ever heard of it. The maze city in the desert.”

      Pounding footsteps made me freeze. Behind me, Cade did the same. The hair on my arms rose as the footsteps came nearer.

      Friend or foe?

      “Oy! You there!” the voice sounded from my left.

      I turned, searching the dimly lit passage.

      A large man hurried toward us, hand raised. “What do you think yer doing?”

      Foe.

      “Run,” I whispered. I’d seen this sort of man before. Big, gruff, voice full of command.

      He was either police, or he liked to act like it.

      And he was hunting for trouble.

      I sprinted up the stairs, calculating that we were roughly three stories up. Cade stayed close behind, his footsteps silent.

      At the next landing, I darted left, running down a darkened corridor and taking the next stairs on the right. We passed by windows lit with pale yellow light and two older women sitting in a doorway. Up and down, left and right, I ran through the maze.

      Finally, I stopped, panting. We were at a crossroads, with two of the nearby buildings spilling yellow light into the passage.

      “We lost them.” Cade peered back down the way we’d come.

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d you know he was trouble?” Cade asked.

      I shrugged. “Got a sense for it, that’s all. Didn’t you hear it in his voice?”

      “He was trying to indicate who was boss.” Cade shrugged.

      “Ha. Well, to someone of my size, that means stay away.” I looked him up and down, taking in the muscles and magic. “But I bet no one pulls that trick with you. Not when they get up close.”

      “Not usually.”

      “Hmm. Well, stick with me, buddy. I’ll show you the ones to avoid.” I might have some badass magic, but my desire to keep on the down-low had taught me how to stay away from trouble.

      If there was going to be trouble, I wanted to be the one starting it.

      The sound of music filtered down one of the streets. I tilted my head, trying to get a better sense of it.

      “Hear that?” I murmured.

      “Some kind of bar.”

      “Let’s go find it.” I set off after the music, walking down the abandoned street.

      Yellow lamps lit our way. On either side of the road, there were apartments or houses or shops. I couldn’t tell which, since the window glass was frosted and only allowed light to escape. For every set of lit windows, there were at least ten darkened ones. This place was definitely down and out.

      “Just outcasts and outlaws living here now,” Cade murmured. “Only the sorts willing to live with the VDBs.”

      I was all too familiar with that. Back in Death Valley, there was an underground mountain city called Hider’s Haven. Ana and I had delivered outlaws to the city so they could hide out from whatever hunted them.

      But we’d never wanted to live there ourselves—no matter what hunted us or how close it got.

      I loathed this type of closed-in living. This was barely tolerable, and only because it was above ground.

      Music spilled out of a doorway up ahead.

      I sidled up to it and glanced inside, spotting a bar or nightclub. The walls were covered in glittering green leaves—magic, not real leaves. Glasses of neon liquid in all the shades of the rainbow sat on blue glass tables, around which sat surly-looking individuals. Most of them had the dusty tan skin of the Earth Fae. Their hair were all shades of browns, as were their eyes. There were a few other species here and there, though I couldn’t identify most of them.

      On the tiny stage in the corner stood a woman with blue skin and fabulous wings, belting her heart out to some tune about Vampire Demon Bats stealing the one she loved.

      I glanced at Cade. “Ready?”

      “Let’s go.”

      We entered and wound our way through the crowd, headed toward the blue-glass bar. Several people shot us suspicious looks, but I averted my gaze.

      No doubt they weren’t used to new people. It was going to be tricky to find someone to talk to about the dark curse hanging over this place.

      We found an empty spot at the bar, and I eyed the many bottles of jewel-toned liquor. They were right up my alley—I didn’t need to taste them to know I’d like them—but now wasn’t the time to get tipsy.

      I leaned my back against the bar and surveyed the room for potential targets. There was a group of women giggling at the end of the bar. Nope. A rowdy crowd of guys around a card table. Nope again. A drunken couple in the corner who were sucking on each other’s faces. Definitely nope.

      But that left a few loners hanging out around the place—men and women both.

      “What do you say we split up?” I asked.

      “And try our wiles separately?”

      A grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. “I’d like to see your wiles.”

      His brows rose.

      Whoops. I’d meant that to be a silly joke, but it was actually a bit too honest.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Just split up. Try to find something about the cause of this dark curse that’s seeping into the Protectorate, then we’ll reconvene.”

      “Good plan.”

      I watched him amble off toward a woman who sat alone near the stage. She had a red bouffant and a dress that was seriously flattering on her curvy figure.

      I didn’t love the tug of jealousy, so I turned from them, scouting the end of the bar that wasn’t staked out by the supernatural hen party.

      And it looked like my luck was about to pan out.

      A youngish guy was approaching me. Barely twenty, if I had to guess, with a skinny frame and a peacock’s flare of blue hair. He was cute, if you were into teenagers.

      My gaze strayed back to Cade, who now sat next to the pretty woman.

      Yeah, I wasn’t into teenagers.

      But I pasted a welcoming smile onto my face and tried to make my eyes twinkle at the would-be suitor. From his faltering step, it probably came off as a bit manic.

      I cleared my throat and toned it down, leaning against the bar in what I hoped was a seductive pose. When I started to keel over a bit too much, I stiffened and straightened.

      Yeah, intentional flirting was not for me.

      The kid stopped by my side, a few inches taller than me. “Hey, I haven’t seen you around here before.”

      “Not my usual place.” I tried a smile.

      He didn’t wince or back up, so it must have looked pretty normal. Jackpot.

      This undercover stuff wasn’t so hard. The Academy would be proud of me.

      A slender female bartender approached us, her small horns peeking out from her black hair. A demon. Though what kind, I had no idea.

      “What can I get you?” she asked.

      “I have no idea.” And it was true. I didn’t recognize a thing on the menu above the bar.

      “Try a Fae Fancy. My treat,” the kid said.

      “Is it pink?” I asked.

      “Sure is.” The bartender grinned, revealing four sets of fangs. She turned and went to make the drink.

      I turned to the kid. “How’d you know I like pink drinks?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t most girls?”

      Well, no. But I didn’t correct him. I smiled instead, though it was more like baring my teeth. “I’m Bree.”

      “Emrys.”

      “Nice to meet you, Emrys.”

      The bartender returned with the Fae Fancy, and I took a sip while Emrys paid. The flavor of raspberries and the bite of liquor exploded on my tongue.

      I grinned. “It’s great.”

      “Good.” He smiled.

      Should I just jump into the questions or flirt a bit more? I was about to lead in with a comment about the weather—super exciting!—when a gruff voice sounded from behind us.

      “I think this pretty lady wants a real man.”

      Ew.

      I turned. The man who stood behind me was a hulking bruiser of a guy. A couple inches over six feet with muscles stacked on top of muscles and not much neck to speak of.

      Call me crazy, but I was partial to necks.

      “I know what I want.” And it wasn’t this dude.

      “You’re not from around here.” The man leaned closer, giving me a whiff of way too much cologne. “Don’t normally like outsiders. Except you, pretty girl.”

      “Ugh. Not my style.” I conjured a dagger and pressed it lightly against his side. “Now, why don’t you leave us alone?”

      The kid stepped in between me and the bruiser. “Lay off the lady, huh?”

      Not good.

      The hulk pulled back a fist and punched Emrys in the stomach. He dropped his drink, which splattered cold blue stuff all over my pants, and doubled over.

      I didn’t actually want to stab the guy, so I threw a punch, nailing him in the face. He was so big he hardly moved, but his head snapped to the side.

      A growl rose in his throat.

      Fear and excitement rushed through me, like my body was a crowd of high schoolers screaming “fight!”

      He turned to me, eyes flaring in rage, and raised a hand, his palm open.

      He wanted to slap me?

      It was almost an insult.

      But Cade was there a half second later, yanking on the man’s hand.

      “Thanks.” I threw another punch, this time giving it my all.

      The guy swung to the side, and Cade shoved him to the ground. It all happened in a second.

      Cade grinned at me. “Nice work.”

      “Yeah.” We were a good team.

      Emrys straightened, coughing. His wide gaze went to the jerk who was climbing up off the floor. Then he glanced around the bar. His face whitened.

      I turned to look.

      Everyone was getting to their feet—and worse, their faces were shifting. The pretty, human visages were transforming into haggard, feral faces with long fangs.

      “Aw hell,” Emrys muttered. “Fae fight.”

      “What’s that?” I called on my magic, getting ready to blast the crap out of anyone who came near. Not that it would be a good idea, considering the fact that I could take down the city around us. Maybe I should stick to my sword.

      The angry Fae started toward us.

      “Outsiders shouldn’t start fights,” the bartender muttered.

      Yeah, she had a point there.

      “Come on,” Emrys said.

      Then he turned and ran.

      I glanced at Cade, who nodded. Yep—a man after my own heart. I sprinted after Emrys, following him around the left side of the bar and out the back door. Cade brought up the rear.

      The back alley was narrower than others we’d traversed. Emrys was already fifteen feet away, racing down the passage.

      He looked back over his shoulder. “Hurry up!”

      This wasn’t how I’d expected to find an ally and hopefully get my answers, but I wasn’t going to look a gift Fae in the mouth.

      I picked up the pace, lungs burning.

      Shouts sounded from behind us as the mob spilled out into the alley.

      Cade and I followed Emrys left, up some stairs, and then right, along another alley.

      It was a dead end.

      Emrys crouched on the ground, fumbling with something. He looked up, eyes wild. “Hold them off! The trap door is stuck.”

      I spun. Cade did the same, standing between me and the mob. I joined him, calling my daggers from the ether.

      Our would-be attackers spilled into the passage, haggard faces lit by the golden light of the wall lamps. They looked ravenous, their jaws hanging low to reveal fangs and their eyes burning bright.

      “Shit, the Fae are scary,” I murmured.

      “In fighting form, yes.”

      One darted forward, claws outstretched. I chucked a dagger, aiming to maim, not kill. The dagger sank into the figure’s side, and he shrieked, going to his knees and sprawling on the ground.

      I threw my other dagger, taking out the Fae behind that one.

      Magic swirled around Cade as he called his shield from the ether. He hurled it in a tightly controlled manner, bowling over a half dozen Fae before the shield returned to him like a bullet.

      He caught like it was nothing.

      “Almost there!” Emrys said.

      Whatever he was doing, I hoped it got us out of here, because there were a lot of Fae. They just kept coming, climbing over the bodies of their fallen peers.

      Oddly enough, their magic smelled mostly of fresh air and wide-open spaces on the prairie. They weren’t evil—just mad. Or hungry?

      “Back off!” a voice roared.

      “Oh, shit.” Emrys’s voice went high with fear.

      A figure in a long brown coat cut through the Fae who were now only twenty feet away. His magic rolled out in front of him like rancid black smoke.

      The Fae might not feel evil, but this guy sure did.

      “Don’t get hit with his magic!” Emrys cried.

      The evil Fae’s face was as ragged as the rest, but his eyes burned with a particularly dark light. He raised his hand and threw a blast of smoky yellow magic at us.

      Cade lunged in front of me and raised his shield, taking the brunt of the hit. The smoky yellow magic turned to liquid when it hit the metal. It splashed, and I lunged backward, avoiding it. Cade winced, something I’d never seen him do.

      “We’re through!” Emrys cried.

      I spun, catching sight of him dropping through a trap door.

      I had no idea where we were going, but it really didn’t matter. The Fae were nearly on us.

      I leapt into the dark hole. Cade followed.

      Emrys lunged for the trap door and slammed it shut, then smashed his hand against an amber crystal that glowed in the wall. Magic surged on the air, glowing with a golden light that surrounded the trap door.

      “It’s locked.” Emrys leaned against the wall of the dark tunnel, panting. His face was pale and sweaty.

      Shakily, I joined Cade and leaned against the other wall, my muscles trembling. I hadn’t realized how scared I was, but it hit me now. “What the hell was that?”

      “We Fae are a little weird after being cooped up here so long.” Emrys pushed his hair off his sweaty forehead. “It’s like cabin fever, but worse.”

      “You’re one of them?” I asked. “Why didn’t you turn?”

      “I was the prey.” He shrugged. “Happens to all of us at some point. Fights ignite our feral instincts. We shift into our battle form, consumed by bloodlust. But the one who’s being chased usually stays sane—the ol’ fight or flight instinct. We need to flee, because we won’t win the fight.”

      “So, you would’ve shifted like they did if someone else was prey?”

      “Basically.” He gestured around. “It’s why we built these escape tunnels. We don’t want to kill each other, so we’ve had to think of clever ways around it.”

      I inspected the dark tunnel—it wasn’t dissimilar from the rest of the passages around town, except for the fact it wasn’t as well lit.

      My gaze landed on Cade, who’d been unusually silent next to me. His shield was eaten through by the yellow liquid, which now gleamed on his skin. He was doubled over, his face pale and drawn.

      “Oooh, shit,” Emrys said. “He hit you?”

      “What is that stuff?” I demanded.

      “Deadly. The guy in the coat was The Pennaeth. The most powerful of us all. His magic is more deadly than anything in the world. Some kind of poison.”

      “There’s no antidote?” Cade’s voice was rough.

      “I thought you could heal yourself?” I demanded, fear chilling my skin.

      “Not this time.” Cade winced. “I don’t know why it’s not working.”

      “Nothing can defeat the Bossan’s magic,” Emrys said. “It’s the concentrated dark influence of the Fae.”

      “That sounds bad.” My gaze raced over Cade.

      “It is.” Emrys pushed away from the wall and gestured for us to follow. “Come on. I can make you more comfortable, at least. My grandfather is a healer who can help.”

      We followed. I tried to put an arm around Cade to help him walk, but he shook his head.

      “Don’t let it touch you,” he murmured.

      Helplessness welled within me, making me feel like a rat trapped in a box.

      “How long do I have?” Cade asked.

      “You won’t die—at least not from the poison.” Emrys turned a corner and led us down a narrow passage. “But you won’t get any better, either. Most people just kill themselves. The pain is too much to bear.”

      Oh, shit. Bile rose in my throat. I could almost imagine what Cade felt. As if I felt it myself. It was a weird kind of connection I’d never felt before.

      “We need to get you back to the Protectorate,” I said. “They’ll have a cure.”

      “No, they won’t,” Emrys said.

      I wanted to punch him.

      “We need to finish this,” Cade said. “It’s vital that we find what’s threatening the Protectorate.”

      “We’re here.” Emrys stopped in front of a ladder. “My place is up there. My grandfather will have something to help you with the pain.”

      We followed him up the ladder and onto a main street. The golden lamps glowed in this part of the Fae city, and several of the windows were lit from within. There were no feral Fae to be seen.

      Emrys let us into the apartment, which had a relatively large living room decorated with old furniture. Doors led off from each wall, but I couldn’t see into them. Emrys pointed to the couch. “You can wait there.”

      Cade limped over to the couch. I joined him, my stomach turning with worry.

      “How do you feel?” I demanded.

      “Fine.” His voice was tight.

      “Liar.” I inspected the gleaming yellow liquid that coated his arm and was splashed across his chest in little droplets. “You really can’t heal yourself?”

      He shook his head, face pale. “This hasn’t happened before.”

      Something that could take down a god? Dread opened a chasm in my chest. It made me feel hollow.

      My gaze returned to his arm. Something in my chest tugged, an unfamiliar sensation of pain and knowledge. Connection.

      Like I, too, was wounded.

      Emrys returned to the room. “Come on. Grandfather has drawn a healing bath. It’ll make you feel a little better, at least.”

      Cade rose, and I followed, twisting my hands. Emrys led us down a hall to another room. There was a shower in one corner, and a basin dug into the ground in the center of the room. Opaque, blue water filled the basin, steaming in the cool air.

      Emrys pointed to the shower. “Wash the poison off in there, then get in the bath for thirty minutes. It should help some.”

      Cade nodded, then limped to the shower. I stood, helpless.

      “You sure you want to be here for this?” Emrys asked.

      “I’ll turn around.”

      Emrys shrugged. “Up to you. My grandfather will come in a while and see if he can help more.”

      He turned to leave, but I reached out a hand to stop him. “Why are you helping us?”

      “Isn’t that what you came here for?” He smiled. “It’s obvious now that you’re not a trader or explorer.”

      “Yeah, but at most I expected some answers. Not this.”

      He shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to leave you to die, am I?”

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and left. Cade was stripping out of his shirt, so I faced the wall.

      He was so quiet—so drawn in by his pain. Did he even realize I was here?

      Maybe not.

      The water turned on. A low groan sounded. Images flashed through my mind. Cade in the shower. Naked. Cade hurt.

      In pain.

      That last one made my stomach turn.

      A few minutes later, the water stopped running. I couldn’t hear him, but I swore I could feel him walking across the room toward the bath. The water splashed slightly.

      “I’m in,” he said. “And decent.”

      I turned. He was submerged up to the middle of his chest in the milky, blue water. Broad muscles gleamed through the steam. I joined him, sitting on the ground.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Fine.”

      “Liar.”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck, then.”

      I’d wanted honesty, but I didn’t like hearing that.

      My gaze traced over the muscles of his chest, seeking damage from the poison. I saw nothing, but was drawn to the area nonetheless. A couple inches below his right collarbone, an area seemed to glow.

      I pointed to it, careful not to touch his skin. “Did it hit you there?”

      “Aye. How can you tell? There’s no mark.”

      “I have no idea.” His arm called to me—as if it, too, were shining with light. “And your left forearm. The poison covered half of it, didn’t it? There are a few splashes on the back of it, too. And some in the middle of your chest.”

      “Are you really that observant?” he asked.

      “No.” I generally only noticed things that flew right at my face. Not little stuff like this. But somehow I just knew that was where the poison had been.

      It called to me, urging me to touch his skin where it had landed. I could feel his pain on my own skin. I shifted on the hard ground, weirded out and uncomfortable.

      Touch him.

      The voice echoed in my head—feminine and unfamiliar.

      Heal him.

      Whoa!

      I blinked. Was I hearing this right?

      Magic sparked within me—something totally new. It filled me, ready to explode free.

      Heal him. Use your gift.

      The magic pulsed inside me, fighting to be set free—to be released into Cade. To heal him.

      Holy fates—this was what had happened back at San Zaccaria in Venice, when I’d gained my new power over water.

      Something was changing within me. More magic—new magic—swelled within my chest. Trying to break free.

      Instinct drove me to press my hands to Cade’s chest. He was hard and warm. On fire.

      He flinched, surprised. His gaze rose to my own. A connection flared between us as I fed my magic into him, giving him a healing light that flowed from my chest, down my arms, and into him.

      He gasped quietly, lips parting. Confusion creased his brow.

      “What are you doing?” he murmured.

      “No idea.” My gaze raced over him, looking for signs of improvement.

      In my head, the voice whispered, More! More! Heal him.

      I followed its command, feeding him more magic.

      “The pain is fading,” he murmured. “How?”

      “Still no idea.” My breath grew short as the last of my magic flowed into him. I sagged, barely able to prop myself up against the hard ground.

      Cade surged upright, the water sloshing, and reached for me. His strong arms held me upright, keeping me from collapsing on the ground. Warmth flowed into me, tension and pleasure. Despite my exhaustion—and confusion and fear—my body heated, drawn to Cade.

      I looked up at him, suddenly aware of his nakedness. Of the miles of muscles that were pressed against me. Of his closeness.

      My breath caught, heat racing across my skin as visions of him kissing me raced through my head.

      Then a voice came from the door to the room, jerking me out of my trance. “Eir.”
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      I looked over. An old man stood in the doorway, his gaze riveted on me. Not to the giant naked god who was holding me—but on me.

      “Air,” he murmured, shaking his head. He made a symbol with his hands—something like making the sign of the cross, but a Fae version, I assumed. Then backed out of the room.

      “What the hell?” I scrambled away from Cade and stood.

      He sank back into the water, concealing himself. “You healed me.”

      “Did I?” I thought I had, but honestly, this whole thing was a mind scrambler.

      “You did. I feel totally better.” Awe lightened his features.

      Emrys hurried into the room, his face creased with confusion and a tray of sandwiches in his hands. “What happened? Grandfather said he’d seen a ghost and went to his room.”

      “I have no idea,” I said. “Can I speak to him?”

      I wanted to know why he’d said Eir. What did that mean? Had he been talking to me?

      “He’ll have returned to his trance,” Emrys said. “He spends most of his time in meditation. Once he’s in that state, he can’t be woken.”

      Crap. “Do you know why he would have said Eir?”

      Emrys shook his head. “No idea.” His gaze moved to Cade. “You look a lot better, man.”

      Cade nodded but didn’t say anything about me healing him. I kept my mouth shut, too. I didn’t know what the hell was happening to my new magic, but I wasn’t about to share it around.

      As soon as we returned to the Protectorate, I was going straight to the library to look up Eir. And Rán. And Njord. I needed answers—and I needed them now.

      Exhaustion hit me, making me sway. Actually, what I needed now was a shower and a nap. Using up all my magic to heal Cade had left me wobbly.

      “We’ve got a spare room you can sleep in,” Emrys said. “Just one bed, though.”

      He looked a bit sad, as if realizing his dream of picking me up was fading. Ah, well. There were more girls where I came from.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” Emrys said. “We can talk about why you’re here then.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Do you mind if I shower?”

      “All yours. Room is the one at the end of the hall on the left.”

      “Thank you.” And boy, did I mean it. “Without you, we’d be screwed.”

      He nodded, then put the sandwiches on the counter near the door. “Here’s some food if you want it. Night.”

      “Thank you,” Cade said.

      I turned to face the wall, away from Cade. “I’ll give you a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.” The water splashed, and this time, since he was healthy again, I could really imagine what he looked like without feeling guilty. Tall and muscled and naked.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. I really needed to get a hold of myself.

      We worked together, for fate’s sake. Like, really worked together—on cases and everything.

      Total conflict of interest, just like he’d said.

      “I’m out,” he said.

      I just nodded, trying to get my breathing under control. A moment later, I turned around. He was gone.

      Whew.

      It didn’t take me long to strip down and take a quick shower. The hot water pounded away at my sore muscles, feeling like heaven. I had no idea how this ancient desert town managed their plumbing, but right now, I really didn’t care.

      Once I was clean, I hopped out of the shower and scrubbed off with the thin green cloth that hung on the wall, then scarfed down some of the strange sandwiches that were filled with meat I definitely didn’t recognize. Not PB&J, my fave, but I’d eat anything right now.

      I found the bedroom at the end of the hall where Cade and I would spend the night.

      It was dark inside, with no windows and only a low-burning candle on the bedside table. Cade was a lump under the covers on the far side of the bed, still as a log.

      I had no idea if he was asleep, but I wouldn’t put it past him to fake it. It was what I’d do if I’d come in here first.

      As quiet as I could, I toed off my boots and blew out the candle, then slipped into bed next to him, climbing under the covers. The chill in the air was a marked contrast to Cade’s heat from the other side of the bed.

      I lay silent and stiff, tension vibrating through every muscle. There were only inches between us, a tiny space that buzzed with energy. All sorts of thoughts—sexy ones that I’d just die if he could read—raced through my mind.

      Ages passed as I stared blindly at the ceiling, until finally, exhaustion pulled me deep into slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Terror raced through my veins like acid, and my lungs burned as I ran through the quiet streets of Death Valley Junction.

      “Rowan!” I yelled. “This isn’t funny!”

      I squinted down a darkened alley that was lit only by moonlight. A tumbleweed rolled past, but no Rowan.

      “Rowan!” Fear and anger vibrated in my voice.

      “I don’t think she’s hiding.” Terror laced Ana’s words. She ran at my side, hunting for our sister. We hadn’t seen Rowan in hours, ever since she’d gone out to the truck at the side of the house.

      “Where the hell could she be though?” In truth, I was terrified of the answer.

      Ana stopped, panting. I stopped, too, my heart thundering, and turned to her.

      Ana’s blonde hair was done up in a mohawk, and heavy black makeup marked her eyes. She’d started wearing the style a year ago on her seventeenth birthday. Tears streaked down through the black eye paint.

      “I think they got her.” Ana’s voice broke.

      They. The shadowy figures who’d driven us from our home when we were children. Our mother had taken us and run, and we’d managed to stay hidden for over a decade.

      Until now.

      “But why would they take just her?” I asked. “If they managed to find us despite our concealment charms, why only take her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I spun in a circle, the night heat pressing down on me. The streets of Death Valley Junction were empty. We’d spent the last two hours combing all the bars and alleys, but we’d had no luck.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone,” I said. We’d had no trouble since we’d moved here four years ago after our mother’s death. And now?

      Rowan was gone.

      My heart tore in two as the reality sank in. My sister. Gone. Taken by those who hunted us.
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        * * *

      

      I woke, a cry strangling in my throat. Wet tears streaked down my temples and into my hair.

      Warm arms—strong arms—wrapped around me. Comforting. Constraining.

      I thrashed, breaking free.

      “Are you all right?” Worry edged Cade’s voice.

      I blinked, my vision returning. We were in bed together—the tiny one in the Fae apartment, I realized. I scrambled to sit upright, my heart pounding and tears still rolling down my cheeks.

      Cade sat next to me, worry on his face. “What is it?”

      I sucked in a ragged breath, trying to stop the tears long enough to talk. It was that awful, gasping kind of moment where you can’t get a word out.

      Cade opened his arms just enough to be an invitation. I gave in, falling into his arms and weeping, and pain tore through my chest. I hadn’t dreamt of Rowan’s disappearance in years. And it’d felt like I was back there—reliving it.

      After a while, the dream faded, along with the grief. Embarrassment was quick to rush into its place.

      We were colleagues, not in a relationship. And all I’d done was lust after Cade or cry on him.

      I wanted to be cool and collected, not a mess of emotion.

      But there was no denying it—I was one big mess. Of emotion, magic. A disaster.

      “What’s wrong?” Cade asked.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face to get rid of the tears. “Nothing.”

      “Aye, Bree. That looks like nothing.” He squeezed my shoulder, then dropped his hand. His expression was pure acceptance. No judgment.

      I sighed, my breath ragged. “I dreamed about the time my sister went missing.”

      “You mentioned her before.”

      “It’s pretty much the defining moment of my life. And Ana’s. We want to find her.”

      “Understandable.” His gaze turned serious. “When this is over, it will be our priority to find her.”

      “Thank you.” Hope flared in my chest. He’d offered to help before, but I was glad we were moving up the timeline. I couldn’t bear to wait anymore. Even if I hadn’t proved myself to the Protectorate yet, I wanted their help finding Rowan as much as I hated accepting it.

      Taking help from anyone for any reason had always rubbed me wrong—but Ana and I had already tried everything we could to locate Rowan.

      If she was even still alive.

      I shook away the horrible thought, unwilling to go there. Positivity was the only way forward. Action, above all else.

      And if I was going to find Rowan, I needed to save the Protectorate. It was my home now. And it was my best shot at finding Rowan.

      “We’ll find her, Bree,” Cade repeated.

      Warmth filled me. It was a light of hope and gratitude and joy and just sheer liking Cade. Our time together—as fraught with danger as it’d been—had proven to me that I liked him. I wasn’t just attracted to him. It was more than that.

      And I needed to shove it down deep and focus on the task at hand.

      I climbed out of bed, breaking the spell of intimacy with Cade. “Let’s get going. I feel like we’re getting close to answers.”

      Cade nodded and climbed out of bed. We pulled on our shoes and left the room, following a savory smell.

      Emrys was inside a kitchen, pulling a kettle off the stove. The space was more rustic than the kitchens I was used to, but the food on the table was obviously breakfast.

      “You sleep all right?” Emrys asked.

      “Aye, thank you,” Cade said.

      We sat.

      Emrys gestured to the food, which looked like some kind of porridge. “Help yourself.”

      I filled a heaping bowl and dug in. The porridge tasted a bit like savory leaves—which was pretty freaking weird—but I was so hungry that it was good anyway.

      Emrys took the chair across from us. “So, what brings you here? Clearly, you’re after something.”

      I nodded, swallowing. “The dark curse that’s spreading over this realm. What is it?”

      “No idea. It started a week ago and has been getting worse every day.”

      Only a week?!

      “Worse?” Cade asked.

      “Yep.” Emrys pointed to the wall. “It’s crumbling more than it was before. It’s the curse’s fault. And people have been more irritable the last week—more than usual. I think it’s one of the reasons they attacked so quickly last night. Normally, it’d take more than that to get them to shift into their fighting form.”

      Shit. This was what would happen to the Protectorate if the curse spread. “So it’s like a destruction curse of some kind?”

      “I think so.”

      “Why isn’t anyone doing anything about it?” Cade asked.

      “The source of the curse is coming from the abandoned village of Eidollawn. No one is willing to go there, except me.”

      “Why? What’s there?”

      “Nothing except the VDBs. They took it as their main roost when they invaded hundreds of years ago. There are thousands there.” Sadness glinted in his blue eyes. “When the VDB arrived, most of our people left, going to another realm. Those of us that refused to go—or weren’t allowed to, because we were locked in the jail—stick to this village. No one—and I mean no one—goes to Eidollawn. Except me.”

      “Why do you go?” Cade asked.

      “Scavenging. There aren’t a lot of ways to make a living here, and I don’t want to join a gang.” He shrugged. “A few years ago, I found tunnels into Eidollawn. I sneak through the houses and take things I can sell. It’s not like those people need it anyway. They’re long dead and gone.”

      “You haven’t tried to get other people to go to Eidollawn to stop the curse from spreading? And how does it come from there?”

      “I did try to convince the Elders. But like I said, everyone is irritable. They weren’t willing to listen. And there’s a terrible taboo surrounding Eidollawn, anyway. They weren’t willing to consider it. Until now, I haven’t even told people it’s where I get my goods.”

      “I can’t believe the Elders won’t do anything about it.” I didn’t know what a Fae Elder was, exactly. But the name Elder made me think of kindly guardians.

      Emrys shrugged. “We’ve lived through terrible things before—they assume we’ll live through this, too. But I’m not so sure.”

      “The curse spreads quickly,” Cade said. “It’s only been a week.”

      “Are you trying to imply that they could come around?” Emrys laughed. “Because I don’t think so.”

      “It doesn’t matter either way,” Cade said. “We’re here to stop it. Can you take us to the source of the curse?”

      “Is it a person?” I asked.

      “A portal,” Emrys said.

      A portal. Which meant that dark magic was coming from somewhere else, spreading through this land, and then through our portal into the Protectorate.

      Were they targeting us on purpose? “Where does the portal go?”

      “I have no idea,” Emrys said. “It hasn’t been there long. Only a couple weeks. I never had the guts to go into it.”

      “Can’t blame you,” I said.

      “The portal is coming from a well in the center of Eidollawn. I took the information to the Elders and struck out.”

      “And you went to the bar after,” I said.

      “What better place to drink my sorrows?” He grinned, suddenly looking so young. “And it brought me to you two. The ones who will help. It’s fate.”

      “Fate.” I believed in fate. I had to believe in fate. I’d been a leaf blowing in the wind my whole life. The moment I got a bit of control—like over our life in Death Valley—was the moment that something went haywire.

      So I had to believe in fate—that there was a reason all this crazy shit happened to me.

      “Exactly,” Emrys said. “I’ll take you to Eidollawn. But I won’t return to the portal.”

      “Why not?” Cade asked.

      “Scary as hell, man.” Emrys shook his head, his face pale. “Why do you think I hightailed it away from there and told the Elders? Then went to drink it away when they said they wouldn’t help?”

      “It’s fine,” I placated. I didn’t want to lose Emrys. We needed him. “Can we go now?”

      Emrys nodded and stood. “Yeah. My grandfather will sleep most of the day, so I can go. I just need to be back by nightfall to sit with him.”

      “All right.” We’d run into a lot of considerate young men in this Fae world.

      “Come on.” Emrys led us out of the house.

      We followed him down the narrow street toward the right. The city was quiet this early in the morning. Though it wasn’t bright, sunlight gleamed through the cracks in the wooden roof, shining sharp rays of light on the street below.

      We made our way down to the ground level at the far edge of town. We were on the other side of the town from where we’d entered, if my sense of direction was leading me right.

      The scent of animals filled the streets here.

      “I have a carriage,” Emrys said.

      Carriage? As in horse and…?

      He led us into a large stable where strange Fae horses stamped their feet and whinnied.

      Yep. Horse and carriage.

      It made sense that they didn’t have cars, since this place had pretty much frozen in time hundreds of years ago. Still, I wished we had the buggy.

      Emrys was quick in gathering four horses—if one could call the horned, fanged creatures horses—and attaching them to a sleek-looking carriage.

      I walked around the vehicle, appreciating its lines. The tires were large and sturdy, while the body was simple. Just a bench and cargo bed in the back.

      “I bet this goes fast,” I said.

      “Sure does.” Emrys patted the neck of the horse. “Built it myself just for this journey.”

      The horse turned to look at me, yellow eyes gleaming. The creature’s hair looked like it was made of glittering amber, and its horns sparkled with golden light.

      Emrys climbed up onto the seat. “Come on.”

      We climbed up next to him, and he snapped the reins. The four horses started trotting, their gait higher than that of a normal horse. We neared the large barn doors, and they swung open.

      Morning sun blazed into the dimly lit barn, and Emrys grinned. “I don’t know how people stay cooped up in there all the time. I’d go crazy if I didn’t get out occasionally.”

      “You aren’t worried about the VDBs?” Cade asked. “It can’t be easy to drive and fight them off at the same time.”

      “Nah.” Emrys shook his head. “My horses are fast, and the carriage is protected by a concealment charm. The VDBs can’t see us in this.”

      “Handy,” I said.

      “Yep.” Emrys frowned. “Though I’m a bit worried about the sand plains across the river. The increased weight of the carriage might wake the sand skeletons.”

      “We can fight them off,” I said. “As long as there aren’t hundreds.”

      Emrys made an unconvinced noise, as if there might actually be hundreds.

      Despite Emrys’s assurances that we were hidden from the VDBs, I stayed alert on the ride away from the Fae city. The land spread out in either direction, packed tan dirt that reminded me a bit of Death Valley, but without the insane heat. The sun was bright overhead, making it easy to spot any oncoming attacks, but there were none.

      Yet.

      “Almost to the river,” Emrys said.

      I could feel it inside my chest—a strange knowledge that we were close to a large body of water. What the heck was my new magic?

      The roar of rapids hit my ears before I spotted the river. “Where is it?”

      “Down low, in the gorge.” Emrys directed the carriage closer.

      As we neared, I realized the land dropped away in front of us. Stone bridges made from the earth itself arched over the gorge, bisecting and joining up with each other in a lattice of rock. There were dozens of them.

      “It’s a mile across,” Emrys said. “Widest river in all the realms.”

      “No kidding.” It felt like my whole body was suffused with the water. Like I was one with it. And there was a lot of it.

      Emrys directed the carriage onto the first arched stone bridge. It was barely as wide as the vehicle, and the drop was thousands of feet to the river below. I leaned over and looked down, spotting the water rushing by, slowly carving away at the rock posts that supported the arched bridge.

      The horses were quick as they crossed this section of rock and moved onto the next, as if they’d come this way dozens of times before.

      “These are natural rock formations?” I asked. They were fabulous—ornate and delicate. A true fairy land.

      “Yeah. Really old, too.” Emrys directed the horses onto the last stretch of bridge.

      My shoulders relaxed when we arrived on the other side. Solid ground felt good, no matter how much control I had over water.

      “Yah!” Emrys sped the horses along.

      They picked up the pace, galloping across the dirt toward a massive forest ahead of us.

      “Be on the alert,” Emrys said. “This is where the sand skeletons dwell. They normally leave me alone, but with your weight on the carriage, they might wake.”

      Please don’t wake. I’d had enough of skeletons in Venice.

      I peered around, ready for an attack. Next to me, Cade was alert and ready.

      Nerves tightened my muscles. I loathed waiting. Would they attack? Wouldn’t they?

      Screw it.

      Just attack already!

      When the first rumbling in the ground made the carriage vibrate, I grinned savagely, relief flowing through me.

      “The wait is over!” I spun around on the seat, searching.

      Behind us, the ground shifted and caved slightly. Then a sand skeleton burst forth. It was easily fifteen feet tall and made of the packed dirt that formed the ground below. It was shaped roughly like a skeleton, but that was where the similarities ended.

      More popped out of the dirt. Six in all. They charged, chasing after the carriages, their footsteps pounding the earth.

      “Try your sonic boom!” Cade said. “Remember what we talked about.”

      I scrambled to my feet, climbing onto the back cargo platform of the carriage. This was pretty much like fighting from the buggy. I was in my element, and I liked it.

      “Hurry up!” Emrys shouted. “If they catch us, they’ll crush the carriage.”

      I called upon my magic, clearing my mind in the way Cade had taught me. Though I could feel my magic inside me, strong and fierce, I couldn’t find my gift of the sonic boom. Normally, it felt distinct.

      But now, I felt nothing.

      The sand skeletons charged toward us, gaining by the second.

      “Go on,” Cade said. “It’s not the time to dawdle.”

      “I’m not dawdling!” Frustration welled inside me as I tried to get a handle on my sonic boom.

      It thrashed in my chest, flickering and faint. I grabbed hold of it, imagining a huge sonic boom, and hurled it out toward the sand skeletons.

      Nothing happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Cade demanded.

      I tried again, hurling my magic toward the skeletons.

      Nothing.

      My skin grew cold, fear lancing through me. This had never happened before. Sure, the boom might go haywire or be too weak, but it’d never disappeared.

      I tried one last time, desperation fueling me. The sand skeletons were nearly to us. Out of time.

      I hurled my sonic boom.

      And nothing happened.

      I wanted to scream.

      Instead, I sucked in a ragged breath and called upon my new gift over water. Now wasn’t the time to panic. The sand skeletons were only twenty feet away from swiping at us with their massive hands.

      The water in the river called to me, connecting with my magic and my will. It was strange and foreign, but I went on instinct, envisioning the water rising up from the gorge and smashing the sand skeletons.

      “Bree, do you need help?” Cade asked. His desire to leap into action vibrated on the air. The sand skeletons were so close.

      “I got this!” I said, praying to fate that I really did.

      I called to the water, using my new magic. It felt like manipulating putty with my mind. At first, it seemed like nothing was happening—that I was just going crazy.

      But then the water rose up from the gorge behind us, a massive fist formed of glittering liquid. It reached out toward the sand skeletons, crushing them into the dirt like I’d imagined.

      They turned to mud, washing away. Water splashed us.

      “Holy fates.” Cade’s voice was low with awe.

      “What the heck was that?” Emrys yelled.

      “Nothing!” I said. “Just keep driving.”

      My mind buzzed with what had just happened, my breath coming quick. I kept my gaze glued on the terrain around us, praying there were no more sand skeletons. We were far enough from the water that I could feel my grip on it loosening.

      I wasn’t like Caro, who could create the water. I needed to be close to it to use it. But boy, could I use it.

      “We’re out of their territory!” Emrys finally yelled.

      My muscles were still vibrating with tension as I returned to my seat. Cade was looking at me with some serious interest, his gaze glued to my face.

      “What happened there?” he whispered at my ear, so quietly that Emrys wouldn’t be able to hear over the rushing wind.

      I shivered at the feel of his breath, but it was shock over what had just happened that loosened my tongue. “My sonic boom power is gone.”

      “Gone? That’s not possible.”

      “Apparently it is.” When had it happened? Just recently, since I’d used it only a day ago. “It wasn’t there when I tried to call to it. And I can’t feel it anymore.”

      “But you can control the water. You have more power than a hundred Water Mages.”

      I nodded, unable to deny what he’d just seen. A giant freaking fist made of water had reached thousands of feet up from the river to crush my opponents.

      Holy crap.

      Something was definitely happening to me. And it was freaking serious.
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      Thirty minutes later, we reached a steep mountain range. Emrys directed the carriage through a deep valley between the mountains. The horses galloped through the passage. On either side of us, the mountains rose high into the air.

      Eventually, the passage ended, opening up to a grassy plain that stretched ahead of us.

      “That’s it up ahead,” Emrys said. He pointed toward a grove of massive trees about three hundred yards away. Each one had to be a thousand feet tall. They put the redwoods to shame.

      Awe filled me at the sight of them towering far overhead. Huge branches extended outward, each dotted with black specs.

      “Are those black things the VDBs?”

      Emrys nodded. “It’s why they like that area so much. They don’t care much for the town, which is in the middle of the grove, but they love the trees.”

      “How do you get across? Just hope that your spell will keep you concealed?”

      “That might work, but normally I play it safe.” He jumped off the carriage and tied it off to a large rock. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      Cade and I hopped down and followed Emrys to a break between two rocks. It was a skinny opening, but wide enough that we could fit. Barely.

      Emrys pointed into it. “You’ll go in there. It leads one way—straight into town. I think it used to be an escape route for the town in times of war, but now it’s unused.”

      “You sure you won’t come with?” I asked.

      “No way in hell. Just be careful in the tunnel. It’s lit by the glowing amber, but don’t touch it. The pixies won’t like it.”

      “Aye, we won’t.” Cade stuck out his hand. “Thanks, mate.”

      “Do you need a ride back?”

      Cade shook his head. “This sounds like what we’re looking for. Once we’ve done some recon, we can use a transport charm to get home.”

      “Good. Be safe. And don’t let the VDBs see you. They’re always hungry.”

      I nodded, shivering at the memory of their long fangs. “Thanks again, Emrys. And thanks for the drink at the bar.”

      “Good luck,” he said. “You need anything to help with this, let me know. I want it gone from this realm.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I shook his hand, and he made quick work of leaving. I turned to Cade. “Ready?”

      “More than. I’m ready to get out of this realm.”

      “Me too.” The dangers here made Earth look like a kid’s playground.

      I followed Cade into the darkened tunnel, my eyes adjusting to the low light. As Emrys had said, veins of amber ran through the walls, glowing with a golden sheen. Pixies floated near the ceiling, shining with their own light. They were amazing.

      “I’ve never seen anything like them. Normally, pixies don’t like it underground.”

      “They feed on the amber.” Cade set off down the tunnel.

      I followed, my gaze tracing over the jagged rock and gleaming amber. The pixies floated around my head, tiny fairies that peered closely at me before darting away.

      The air smelled dusty and dry, and the farther we got into the tunnel, the darker the amber grew. I peered at it, realizing the dark curse was staining the surface.

      “It gets worse,” I said.

      “There’s barely any glow up ahead,” Cade said.

      He was right. A hundred yards ahead, there were no more pixies and the amber was so muted that it was hard to see.

      “Oh, this curse sucks.” I shivered, horrified at the idea of this curse spreading far enough to break down the Fae city and eventually the Protectorate.

      “We’ll stop it.”

      I liked the certainty in Cade’s voice.

      Finally, we reached a larger opening. The room was entirely black, with only the slightest glow allowing me to see the ladder that rose up along one wall.

      “That way.” I pointed to it.

      Cade, of course, managed to get to the ladder first and go up, but I was right behind him.

      The stench of the curse—which I thought I’d become inured to—made my eyes water anew and my gag reflex act up. I swallowed hard and kept climbing, desperately trying to focus.

      By the time I climbed through the trap door into the room above, my heart was thundering with anticipation and fear.

      What would we find here?

      The room that housed the trap door to the passage was small and nondescript. Piles of blackened wood rested against the walls, and a quick inspection revealed that it was furniture—destroyed by the curse.

      “Holy fates.” I stepped back, horror opening a chasm in my chest.

      “Come on,” Cade said. “We shouldn’t spend long here.”

      “No kidding.” I followed him to the door, which had completely decayed away, and peered out into what had once been a central square in town.

      A massive well sat in the middle of it, big enough to drive a bus into. All around, the buildings were black and decayed, crumbling on their foundations. The trees rose high above the town, the bottoms of their trunks blackened.

      “I hope this doesn’t kill the trees.” I’d never seen anything so magnificent.

      “It’s doing us a small favor though.” Cade pointed up. “No VDBs in those branches.”

      I squinted upward. He was right. They were bare. I stepped out of the doorway, ready to get this over with and check out the portal. “Come on.”

      We hurried across the square to the portal, which gleamed with the same oily black sheen as the one leading to the Protectorate’s castle.

      I stopped when I was still about fifteen feet away. This was more than close enough to see—and smell. The stench of rotten eggs was so strong that my eyes burned.

      “This place feels haunted,” Cade said.

      “Agreed.” I stared hard at the oily surface of the portal, trying to see through it to the other side. It was an impossible endeavor, but I was desperate. “Ready to go in?”

      “Aye.”

      I climbed onto the low, stone wall that surrounded the well. Cade joined me. I held out a hand. He took it.

      He counted down. “Three, two, one.”

      We jumped, plunging into cold, oily water.

      Shit!

      I hadn’t realized it’d be full.

      I called on my magic, forcing the water down through the well. We fell along with it, whooshing through the tunnel until the ether sucked us in, taking control.

      It thrust us out onto hard ground. I stumbled, falling to my knees and barely stopping myself with my hands. Gravel cut into my palms.

      I looked up. My skin crawled.

      This was hell.

      The sky was black, cut through by frequent lightning strikes, and thunder shook the earth. Far in the distance, a large building sat on a hill, surrounded by a wall.

      The curse came from there. I could just feel it. The magic was so strong here that it made my insides feel tainted. Polluted.

      Between us and the building were rows of protections. Massive monsters prowled just outside the building gates, an unidentifiable species from this distance. They looked tiny from here—but the fact that I could see them at all indicated how big they really were.

      Then there were rows upon rows of thorny brambles. The spikes on the edges of the branches were at least a foot long, and I’d bet money the brambles could move, striking out at a person.

      But closest to us were the same kinds of oily monsters that had attacked us at the other portal. They were tall and slim with elongated heads, and their skin was covered in shiny black oil that gleamed whenever the lightning struck.

      As if on cue, they turned to us.

      Then they charged.

      I looked at Cade.

      “We need reinforcements,” Cade said.

      “Yep!” I turned.

      Together, we leapt back into the portal. This time, it easily sucked us through, spitting us back out in the Fae realm.

      I’d never have thought this place felt safe, but life comes at you fast.

      Panting, I turned to look at Cade. “I hate to run from a fight, but that was a good move.”

      “Aye. If we tried to cross that wasteland and failed, the Protectorate will fall. They won’t have time to learn what we’ve learned. We need to come back with something that will destroy this portal from the other side.”

      “And get us across that land so we can get some answers. Because whoever is sending that curse here—they’re protecting themselves. They don’t want us to stop them.” I turned to study the oily surface of the portal, trying to see through it to the other side.

      When the sleek, faceless figure pushed out of the black surface, reaching for me with a clawed hand, I jumped backward.

      “Breeeee,” it hissed. “Come to me.”

      “Oh, crap.” My heart thundered.

      But the figure couldn’t escape—all it could do was reach for me and call out.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Cade said.

      I hurried to him as he pulled a transport stone from his pocket. I grabbed his hand, and he hurled the stone to the ground. As I stepped into the cloud, the creature called my name again.

      “Breeeeeee.”
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      When we arrived back in the forest at the Protectorate, dread filled me. The trees were now covered with a blackened film, and the ground was entirely dark. The fairy lights that normally sparkled between the trees were faded and dim.

      “Oh, no.”

      Cade grabbed my hand. “Come on.”

      I followed him, hurrying out of the forest. Halfway out, I realized I was still holding his hand. He seemed to notice at the same time, too. He loosened his grip. I pulled away and blushed.

      Getting caught up in the stress of the moment was one thing—holding hands all the way out of the forest? Nope—not professional.

      Especially since it heated my insides. Which just made guilt flare. This was not the time.

      The sun was setting behind the mountains when we exited the forest, sending a golden glow over the massive castle and the mountains surrounding the exterior walls. The stone battlements nearest the forest were blackened with the curse, and even the castle itself was starting to turn a light gray.

      “We’re running out of time,” I said.

      “Aye, but we’ll stop it.”

      I clung to his certainty as we ran across the lawn. I didn’t want to lose my new home. Especially to a threat that might have something to do with me.

      Breeeee, the monster had said. My name. Not Cade’s or Hedy’s or Jude’s.

      I swallowed hard, straightening my spine, and followed Cade through the massive wooden doors that swung open.

      There was a somber air to the great hall. By all accounts, evening was party hour. The castle transformed from a work environment to a living environment—but not today.

      People were hurrying up and down the stairs and across the hall, faces set and arms filled with books or weapons or magical amulets. Everyone was hard at work—probably trying to find a way to save the castle.

      “You’re back!” The excited voice made me look toward the stairs.

      Caro was halfway down, her platinum hair gleaming in the light. Relief glinted in her eyes. “I’ll alert the others.”

      “My sister, too,” I said.

      “We’ll meet in the round room,” Cade said.

      Her face paled just slightly, and she nodded, then turned and ran back up the stairs.

      “The round room?” I asked.

      “The war room, I should have called it,” he said. “It’s where we meet when things are dire. Our presence there may help call Arach to us.”

      If anyone could fix this, it was the dragon spirit. But she so rarely showed up at the castle—I’d only met her the one time. She might not even show for this, though I certainly thought it was worth her time.

      We hurried down the wide hall that was lined on either side with massive old paintings. Cade turned left, into a room that was circular. The stone walls were hung with tapestries, and the table within was massive and round—just like where the knights of old might have sat. It was the oldest room in the castle I’d ever seen, the walls made of ancient stone and the floor a beaten wood.

      “I hope you’ve got an answer for us.” Jude’s voice made me turn.

      She entered the room, her face creased and tired, and her braids pulled back.

      “We have some answers,” I said.

      “Good.” She took a seat at the far end of the table.

      Hedy hurried in, her silver and lavender hair matching her flowing dress. She, too, looked tired, and gave us only a weary, hopeful smile. The other three department heads walked in. Potts—looking grumpy as ever—and the slender, pale woman who ran the Department of Interspecies Mediation. Kate Warrington, as I recalled.

      “Is it demons?” Ammons, the third department head demanded. He was a big man, built like a football player, and he ran the Demon Trackers Unit.

      “Maybe,” I said, recalling the strange creature.

      “Maybe?” he groused as he sat. “We’d hoped you’d have more than that.”

      I was saved from having to reply by Ana’s entrance. “Thank fates you’re okay.”

      She ran to me and threw her arms around me. Out the corner of my eye, I saw Cade go to sit next to Ammons, expertly drawing and then deflecting his attention.

      I hugged Ana. “I’m fine.”

      Caro, Haris, and Ali brought up the rear. Jude nodded at them, then pointed to the chairs next to her. They worked for her department, the Paranormal Investigative Team. It was the one I hoped to join if I succeeded in my training, but it certainly wasn’t a given. It was the most elite unit, by far. Cream of the crop.

      The fact their acronym was the PITs belied the fact that they were immensely clever and talented.

      Which was why they were here. And I was grateful for it. Given what we’d seen, we could use all the help we could get.

      I sat next to Cade with Ana at my side. Nearly all the chairs were full, but the room was dead silent.

      Everyone turned to look at us.

      Jude spoke. “It’s been getting worse. The wall near the forest is nearly crumbled, and the castle is at risk. Tell us you have good news.”

      Cade gestured to me. I blinked, briefly taken aback.

      I was just a trainee.

      But what had Jude said? This was a test. It was me, learning to think on the ground. Solve real-world problems and mysteries. Just like the PITs would do.

      And that monster had called my name.

      I sucked in a deep breath and described what we’d seen, starting with the abandoned Fae land, Rocky, the VDBs, and finally, the portal.

      “Another portal?” Jude’s face was stark. “That’s not good.”

      “Someone is using the Fae realm to get to us,” Ammons said. “Our external walls are too strong—especially since the reinforcements two weeks ago. So they’re coming in through the abandoned Fae land. They can’t get through the portal, but their curse can.”

      It was what I’d been afraid of. That Ana and I were somehow to blame. The timing was too much. Believing in coincidences was lazy and dangerous.

      “That assumes they are targeting us,” Hedy said. “We could just be collateral damage.”

      “Too risky to assume that,” Jude said. “They called Bree’s name. We need to attack this head-on. Assume they’re coming for us and bring the fight to them. We can’t let them breach the walls.”

      “I agree with Jude,” Cade said. “We can fight a battle on our own turf, but the risk is too great. The armory is too valuable, and so is Hedy’s magical stockpile. We can’t let those things fall into the hands of outsiders.”

      “Don’t forget the library,” Potts said. “Millions of priceless spell books and history tomes.”

      Hope flared in my chest. Maybe they were just after all the goodies in the castle? This place was full of treasures.

      Again—coincidence. Too convenient. Too good. And that monster had called my name. My name. This was connected to me.

      “The good news is that the Fae boy Emrys said the portal is only a couple weeks old, correct?” Hedy asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “That means I can close it. It’s far easier to destroy younger portals than older portals.”

      “What we need is a two-prong attack,” Cade said. “Someone to find out who is doing this, and someone else to close the portal.”

      “I want to go after them.” I had to get into that building. Had to find out.

      “She’s just a trainee!” Potts crowed. “Recon is one thing. But the attack op? Unheard of!”

      Jude’s sharp gaze turned to me, considering.

      “The monster called my name,” I said. “I want to find out who’s behind this.”

      Jude nodded. “It looks like we’re advancing your training from recon to outright attack op.”

      “I want to help her,” Ana said.

      Jude frowned.

      “We’re best as a team,” I added. “And I think we should bring the buggy. It’s a long way through dangerous defenses to get to that building.”

      The directors all looked at each other, then turned to us.

      “It could be destroyed,” Hedy said. “Emily can transport it, but there’s no guaranteeing it will make it back.”

      The idea made my chest ache, but I nodded. If this was a sacrifice I needed to make to protect my new home, I’d do it.

      “Good,” Hedy said. “If you can go through the portal to catch whoever is doing this, I can set up an explosive device to destroy the portal. That way we’ll ensure the curse can no longer hurt us. It’ll be dangerous, but it should do the job.”

      Whatever magic Hedy was going to deploy—it had to be something crazy. That was a huge portal.

      “Then we have a plan,” Jude said. “Cade, Bree, and Ana will go through the portal. Caro, Haris, and Ali will accompany them as backup. The rest of us will help Hedy with the destruction spell.”

      I nodded, satisfaction spreading through me. I wanted this finished, though I was dreading what I’d find. “I’m sorry if we brought this here.”

      Everyone turned to look at me. My face flamed.

      “We don’t know that,” Jude said. “But we have your back. You’re part of the team now.”

      I nodded, grateful. A weird kind of warmth bloomed in my chest. I’d only ever felt this kind of acceptance from my sisters and mother. The idea that there were more people out there—a whole organization—who might accept me was pretty freaking awesome.

      “We’ll start in the morning,” Cade said. “Caro, if you’ll handle getting more potions from Melusine that will allow other members of the Protectorate through the portal, that would be excellent.”

      Caro nodded. “On it. We’ll hit her up tonight.”

      We finished our specific planning for the morning, then rose. Cade and I shared one look that lasted longer than necessary, then left the room, going in separate directions.

      Ana joined me on the way up to our rooms.

      “Are you all right?” She kept her voice low.

      “Hungry, tired, totally freaked out.”

      “About as I’d expect.”

      We made our way through the winding halls toward our wing.

      “What’s the deal with Cade?” she asked as we reached an empty section of hallway. “I noticed that look you guys shared.”

      “The usual. Sexual tension out the wazoo, but we’re denying it. It’s the only smart thing to do.”

      “True that.” She stopped at her door. “You want to grab a bite to eat—and definitely a shower—then meet me back here to go search the library?”

      “Definitely.” I hadn’t yet told her about my changing magic, but she was reading my mind as usual. Didn’t matter how tired I was—I wanted answers.

      “Thirty minutes,” she said.

      I gave her a thumbs-up, then hurried up the stairs to my tower apartment. I’d only lived here a couple weeks, but I freaking loved my little place. I entered and flicked on the lights, the most amazing sense of home flowing through me.

      The sight of the ghostly Pugs of Destruction made my jaw drop. “What the heck?”

      As usual, Mayhem sat on the couch with half a ham in her mouth. That dog went nowhere without her ham.

      Chaos sat in my clean laundry basket, the laundry up to his neck. He grinned, tongue lolling out and horns sticking up toward the sky.

      But it was Ruckus who really caught my eye. The dog sat in my sink, which was full of water. His fangs glinted in the light.

      “Are you taking a bath?”

      He barked an obvious denial.

      “There are bubbles in there.”

      He looked away.

      “Whatever.” I shut the door and went to the fridge, pulling out a leftover pizza we’d gotten in Edinburgh the day before I’d discovered the dark curse. I’d eaten all the PB&J in the house, as usual, and had to make do.

      I opened the box and sniffed hesitantly. Smelled all right.

      Three barks sounded.

      The Pugs of Destruction surrounded me—even Mayhem with her ham in her mouth. They clearly thought the pizza was okay to eat.

      I shoved a slice into my mouth and stared at their hopeful faces.

      Pizza probably wasn’t good for dogs. But these guys were freaking ghosts.

      They barked again.

      “All right, all right.” I tossed them each a slice, which they caught in their mouths. Even Mayhem managed to catch hers without dropping her ham. “You guys really are magical.”

      I left them to enjoy the spoils of their victory and took a quick shower. I pulled on clean clothes. I’d favored a desert outlaw look back in Death Valley, with leather pants and strappy leather tops. Here in Scotland, I replaced the tops with a T-shirt and leather jacket. It might be late summer but I wasn’t used to the chill.

      All dressed, I left and headed over to Ana’s apartment.

      She wasn’t downstairs yet, so I climbed the stairs and knocked on her door. She pulled it open, revealing the apartment behind her.

      Since each apartment magically decorated itself according to the tastes of its owner, hers looked entirely different from mine. It was a more classic style—lots of whites and creams but with crazy colorful paintings on the old stone walls.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      We hurried back down the stairs, and Ana took the lead. “I found the library while you were gone. But Potts doesn’t like me. So it’s better we’re going at night.”

      “I’m not sure Potts likes anyone.”

      She chuckled. “True.”

      The sound of dog nails clicking on the wooden floor sounded from behind us. I turned. The Pugs of Destruction trotted along behind us. Mayhem’s ham was just a bone now, but she had it gripped fiercely between her teeth.

      “Seriously, guys, you’re going to have to be quiet,” I said. “We’re going to the library.”

      They woofed low.

      “They have a great respect for the library, actually,” Ana said. “They accompanied me the first time. Potts actually liked them.”

      Maybe Potts wasn’t so bad.

      Ana led me through the darkened halls of the castle. This place was so big that I’d never get to know it all. Every day, it seemed like there was a new hallway or room. And no two were alike. It was as if this place had been built in dozens of different phases. Some halls were all stone and flickering torches—others were gleaming wood wainscoting and silk wallpaper with chandeliers.

      None of it looked like Death Valley Junction, which was kinda nice.

      “We’re almost there,” Ana said. “It’s in the oldest part.”

      Even though we were technically allowed to visit the library and move through the halls at night, it still felt like we were creeping through. The old stone walls, dark winding corridors, and flickering oil lamps made everything feel a bit surreal.

      Ana stopped at two huge wooden doors. “Wait till you see this.”

      She pushed them open, revealing a massive space within. I stepped inside, awe flowing through me.

      “Wow.” I spun in a circle, absorbing it all.

      The space was three stories high, and huge. Gleaming wooden shelves covered the walls, stuffed full of leather books with colorful spines. Ornate oil paintings hung on the walls—some even covering the books—and four large fireplaces burst to life as we entered. The ceiling overhead was shining, domed wood, and the furniture within was comfy and plush.

      “This is amazing,” I murmured. I sniffed deeply, taking in the scent of paper and ink.

      “The fires aren’t real,” Ana said. “Just magic. But it makes it so cozy.”

      “Why is Potts such a grump if he gets to hang out here all day?”

      “No idea.” Ana wandered the space, eyeing the shelves and the long ladders that reached toward the ceiling.

      I could live here—and I’d never really been much of a reader, even though I’d liked the idea. There just hadn’t been money or time for books. I ran my fingertips over the smooth spine of one of the books, smiling.

      “What are we looking for, exactly?” Ana asked. “Any clues?”

      “Yeah. More clues.” I’d been holding it in, both wanting to tell her and not wanting to speak of the craziness. Speaking of it would make it real. “When I was at—”

      “Ooooooooh, ooooooooh.”

      I stopped dead, the ghostly moaning making my hair stand on end. I turned to Ana, who was frozen halfway up a ladder, her face white.

      “Did you hear that?” I whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      I looked around. The Pugs of Destruction were gone.

      “Quit it, Chaos, Mayhem, and Ruckus,” I said.

      “Ooooooooh, ooooooooh.”

      “I don’t think it’s them.” Ana slowly climbed down the ladder.

      Shivering, I walked slowly around the massive room. “Hello?”
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      “Ooooooooh, ooooooooh.”

      The ghostly noise echoed through the cavernous library.

      I shivered, at once nervous and delighted. It was a weird feeling.

      “Are you a ghost?” I asked.

      “Well, what else do you think makes that kind of noise?” A transparent young man drifted out from the shelves. Thick glasses made his eyes look large, and his clothes were some kind of older style. Eighteenth or nineteenth century, if I had to guess.

      “Um, hi.” How did one greet a ghost? Shake hands? “I’m Bree Blackwood.”

      “I’m Florian Bumbledomber, the librarian here.”

      “I thought that was Potts?”

      Florian waved a hand. “Oh, that old hack. No, I’m the real librarian.”

      “I’m Ana.” She waved.

      “Good to meet you, Ana. Welcome to the night library.” He spread his arms out, looking more like he should be on a stage than in a library. “I’m the night librarian. The true librarian.”

      “Nice to meet you. But why where you making the ghostly noises?” I asked.

      “Entertainment, my dear.” He bowed low. “Not many people come to visit in the evening. But you’re a hard one to scare.”

      The disappointed look in his eyes clued me in. If I wanted info, I wanted this guy on my side. Especially since Potts was no fan of mine.

      “Oh, no. I was terrified.” I pointed to my face. “See how pale I am?”

      He squinted, inspecting me. “I suppose it will do.” He clapped his hands together. “So, what are you here for?”

      “I want to know more about Njord, Rán, and Eir.”

      His brows rose. “Ahhh, interesting.”

      “You can help us?”

      “To an extent. But you’ll also have to help yourself.” He gestured. “Come, come. You won’t find your answers in this section.”

      I shared a glance with Ana, who shrugged. We followed him toward the far wall.

      Which wasn’t a true wall at all. He went to the left, where there was a large, wooden door hidden in a nook.

      “Hardly anyone comes back here anymore.” He pushed the door open.

      A waft of cold air blew out, bringing with it the scent of leather and paper and magic. Tiny golden sparkles floated on the air.

      I followed Florian through the door.

      Awe spread through me, fierce and strong.

      This was a library. It made the massive space we’d just come from look puny.

      Florian swept out his arms, indicating the cavernous space filled with millions of books. It soared stories above us and dropped down stories below. We were somewhere in the middle of ten separate levels that surrounded a giant open space in the middle. It was much grayer and darker than the other library—but it was huge.

      Light shined down from above, almost like streams of sunlight. But it was nighttime, so that had to be magic. Dust motes glittered in the air. Shining golden balls of light—or something—floated near the ceiling high above.

      There were hundreds of nooks and crannies and different sections. It was a maze my mind could hardly comprehend.

      “Welcome to my domain,” Florian said. “The ghost library.”

      “Are they real books?” Ana asked.

      They did lack a lot of the color the other library’s books possessed.

      “Of course they’re real books.” Florian scoffed. “I just call it that because it’s my domain, and it sounds quite impressive, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded, not having to fake my enthusiasm. “It really does.”

      “And most of these books are quite old, hence their color,” Florian said.

      Ana walked toward the railing that protected us from falling into the pit in the center of the library. I looked for stairs, but found none. Here, we were blocked from the books.

      “How do we get down?” I asked. “Or up.”

      “Good things don’t come free, dearie.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You must contribute to the library if you want to gain from its knowledge. That is one way that we have obtained so many volumes.”

      My stomach dropped. I glanced at Ana, whose brow was creased with worry.

      “What if we don’t have anything to contribute?” I asked.

      “It hardly seems fair,” Ana said.

      “Life isn’t fair,” Florian said.

      He had that right.

      “But you’re in luck—everyone has something to contribute. Just think.”

      “That’s all?” Ana asked.

      “Not quite. But you’ll have to figure the rest out for yourself.” Florian backed up and sat in a wooden chair that was pressed against the wall, crossing his legs and folding his arms over his chest.

      All right, then.

      Ana and I looked around the platform, which was quite large. On the far end sat a table with a few chairs. Books were stacked on top, along with feather quills.

      Ana and I approached.

      “What do we have to contribute?” she whispered.

      “I don’t know.” I frowned, searching my mind. “All we’ve ever done is fight monsters in Death Valley.”

      “Ooooh,” Florian murmured.

      I turned to him. “Is that a ghost noise or interest on your part?”

      He frowned. “I’ve already scared you enough for one night.”

      I grinned, then looked at Ana. “I guess we were the only ones to successfully cross Death Valley multiple times.”

      “So, we’ll give away our secrets?”

      She had a point. Our monopoly on that information had set us up nicely to be the only ones transporting outlaws across the valley. It allowed us to command top dollar and keep up the payments on our concealment charms.

      “We don’t need that job anymore.”

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t want a backup,” Ana said.

      She had a point, and I couldn’t blame her. Except I only felt a tiny sense of worry. It tugged at me, but the Protectorate tugged at me harder.

      Ana, however, had always been more of a worrier than me. She was a Plan B and C kinda girl.

      “It’s like us symbolically cutting our ties with our old lives and committing to this place,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She sucked in a ragged breath, looking around. “You’re right. Our old life was crap. It had moments of fun. But this. This is better.” She squeezed my hand. “And we really need to figure out what the heck is happening with your magic.”

      I smiled and hugged her. “Thanks.”

      We sat down in the little wooden chairs. I grabbed a book and pulled it closer, flipping open the cover to reveal empty pages. “It’ll take weeks to fill this. We don’t have that kind of time.”

      “Let’s just start. Maybe that’ll prove we mean it.”

      “Yeah.” I reached for a pen. Magic sparked up my fingertips as I picked it up. “What’ll we call it?”

      “A Treatise on the Monsters of Death Valley.” Ana grinned. “Sounds good, huh?”

      “Very.” I put pen to paper on the title page, and the words magically appeared. They stretched across the paper in a fancy calligraphy that I would never be capable of. “Whoa.”

      “Yeah.” Ana picked up a pen. “I’m going next.”

      I passed over the book. She turned a page and pressed her pen to the paper. Words raced over the white surface, describing the different terrains that one would encounter in the valley and how best to survive them.

      “How’d you do that?” I asked.

      “I just thought of it,” she said.

      “Cool.” I took the book back and imagined fighting the Salt Monster on the Bad Water. A half second later, there was a detailed explanation on how to take him out.

      We finished in less than ten minutes, then jumped up. I felt like a kid who had finished a test before anyone else, even though I’d never taken a real test in my life. I was lucky I could read—and the only reason I could do that was because my mom had taught me.

      Actually, this fabulous library made me feel kinda dumb.

      But I had a chance to learn here. Fighting monsters would always be my fave, but this place opened up a whole new world for me.

      “You coming?” Ana asked.

      Startled, I snapped out of it. “Yeah.”

      I walked toward Florian, who had fallen asleep with his chin resting on his chest.

      “Florian?” I asked.

      He jumped up, nearly tipping over his chair, and looked at us with startled eyes.

      I held out the book. “That was awesome.”

      He took it and flipped through a page. “Nicely done.” He grinned and swept out an arm.

      The railing at the front of the platform disappeared, and wide, sweeping stairs appeared in its place.

      “The library is yours.” He started toward the stairs. “Now, follow me.”

      He led us down the stairs and onto the next level, then back behind some shelves and down some other stairs. As he directed us toward the far side, I peeked over the railing to see that the bottom of the library was a huge mosaic map.

      Florian grabbed some huge books and set them on a wide wooden table. “You’ll find what you need in there.”

      Barking sounded.

      Florian sighed. “I must go. There are patrons who require a bedtime story.”

      He hurried off, and I turned toward Ana. “That’s why the Pugs of Destruction respect the library?”

      “They do like their stories. And they’re quite intellectual.”

      All right, then.

      I sat next to her and studied the largest book.

      An Ancient Oral History of the Gods of the Norse.

      “The Gods of the Norse? What do the Vikings have to do with me?” I flipped open the pages and found the name Njord, skimming the surrounding text. “God of the sea?”

      “And it says in this one that Rán is another sea goddess. She married Ægir, and they had nine daughters, known as the Daughters of Ægir.”

      “She really should get more credit for that. Daughters of Rán is really more fair.”

      “Agreed.”

      “But two gods of the sea—that explains my new water power. I’m not a god, though.” Quickly, I flipped through, searching for the name Eir. I found it near the back. “Healing goddess of the Norse.”

      And I’d just healed Cade, saving him from a poison that had no antidote.

      “Why am I developing powers associated with Norse gods?”

      Ana shook her head, eyes wide. “I have no idea. But it’s damned cool.”

      “And scary. I’ve lost my sonic boom power. Right after I gained the power of healing.”

      “Lost?” Her jaw dropped. She snapped it closed. “That’s not possible.”

      “Apparently it is.”

      She shut her book. “Our next step needs to be talking to Arach.”

      “How, though? We went to the round room today in the hopes that she would come join us. If a problem as big as the dark curse wouldn’t bring her, why would this?”

      “I don’t know, your godliness. But I think it’s our best bet.”

      I punched her lightly in the arm. But she had a point. “Let’s try to get some sleep for now. When the curse is fixed, we’ll find a way to contact Arach. I want to know what the hell is going on with me.”

      And what could I expect from the future?
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      Ana and I didn’t see Florian or the Pugs of Destruction as we left the quiet library. It was nearly midnight, but that was the pugs’ prime witching hour.

      “I’m going to head to the armory real quick, okay?” I said.

      “For what?”

      “I want to see if they have a charm that can help me with my sonic boom power.” I hated that it was gone, and the armorer, Coriandar, had once given me a charm to help control the sonic boom. Maybe he had one that could re-find it inside myself.

      It was a total long shot, but I was desperate to try.

      Ana squeezed my hand, understanding on her face. “Of course. Good luck.”

      “Thanks. See you bright and early.”

      She shot me a thumbs-up, then headed down the hall. I went in the opposite direction, getting lost only twice on my way to the armory. I’d realized last week that if you ever did get lost, you could say aloud the place you were headed to and the castle walls glowed, leading you on the right path.

      It made you look like a real newb, though, so I didn’t like to use it often.

      The halls were quiet as I turned and went through the door leading to the underground armory. I hurried down the darkened stairwell, realizing too late that someone else was coming up.

      I slammed into the tall, broad body. He grabbed me by the arms to steady me.

      The scent of a storm at sea hit me.

      “Cade.” I looked up, catching sight of his handsome face cast in shadow.

      He towered over me, boxing me into the wall in an attempt to keep me from falling on my butt. He was so close I could feel the heat of him radiating against my front, a delicious contrast to the cold stone wall at my back.

      In the darkened stairwell, we were in a world of our own, trapped in a tiny bubble.

      He let go of my arms, but instead of dropping his hands, he pressed them to the wall on either side of my head.

      Time slowed to a crawl, and tension crackled between us. His gaze traced over my face.

      “What are you doing here?” he murmured.

      “Going to the armory.” My eyes dropped to the strong column of his neck. To the delta at the base of his throat. I swallowed hard, barely managing to keep my mind out of the gutter. “You?”

      “The same.” His voice was rough, low.

      He wasn’t thinking about the armory. My gaze returned to his face. He looked so damned good in the low light, shadows cutting across his face and giving him a deliciously sinister air. It was an insanely hot contrast to how good I knew him to be.

      All the desire and strain of the last two days pressed down on me. Desire glinted in his eyes as they dropped to my lips. His hands formed fists.

      “I can’t resist any longer.” His voice was rough. Heavy.

      Me neither. But the words didn’t escape me. I moved the last few inches toward him—or he moved toward me. It was impossible to say.

      But a moment later, my lips were crushed to his, and his strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me tight to his hard chest.

      I could feel every hard curve of his muscles as I ran my hands up his chest and neck and sank my fingertips into his soft hair.

      He groaned low against my lips, pressing me back against the wall until I could feel the full length of him against me. I shivered, pulling him as close as I could, and moved my lips against his.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth, sending a streak of heat down my spine.

      We stayed like that for minutes, hours, days, as he kissed the daylights out of me, making me nearly senseless with desire. I wanted to drag him back to my apartment and kick Mayhem off the bed. My head swam with pleasure.

      But he pulled away, cheeks flushed and eyes hot. Through shortened breath, he gritted, “That’s enough.” He shook his head slowly. “It has to be enough.”

      “What?” Confusion clouded my mind.

      “We can focus on the job now.” Slowly, he released me, leaving me to lean against the wall. “We’ve gotten it out of our systems. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      He left me and strode up the stairs. Still gasping for breath, I watched him go.

      Seriously?

      I leaned against the wall. He might think we’d gotten that out of our systems, but he was so wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the whole team met in the entry hall. Cade looked at me as if nothing had happened last night.

      Robot.

      Last night, my visit to Coriandar might have been a bust since he couldn’t help me, but that kiss with Cade hadn’t been nothing.

      “Ready?” Jude asked.

      She stood next to Hedy and Ammons, along with two Demon Trackers who’d been introduced as Jack and Aria. They’d be in charge of setting up the massive magical bomb that would take out the portal. Emily was there for transport duty.

      Ana, Cade, Caro, Ali, Haris, and I would go through to hunt whatever had sent this dark magic our way.

      “We’re all accounted for,” Hedy said. “Let’s go.”

      We headed out of the castle and onto the lawn. The bomb team went straight for the forest, while the rest of us walked toward the stables to get the buggy.

      In our spare time between classes these last two weeks, we’d fixed it up and it looked good as new. In fairness, Ana had really led that charge since I’d been trying to get control of my magic.

      We entered the horseless stables, and Ana leapt into the driver’s seat and cranked the ignition.

      “I’ll take front platform.” I climbed up onto it. “Avoid the spikes on the sides, guys. There might still be some Ravener poison on them.”

      “Aye aye.” Caro saluted and climbed onto the back platform.

      Haris joined her, while Ali leapt in next to Ana.

      Cade joined me in the front, close enough on the small platform that I couldn’t help but think of last night. Hell, he could be joining me in a football stadium and I’d still think of last night.

      We said nothing, however, as Ana pulled the truck out of the stable and drove us across the lawn toward the forest.

      By the time we arrived, the others were waiting for us.

      “Potions.” Jude handed out the little glass vials from Melusine. “You don’t want this curse sticking to you.”

      Everyone downed theirs quickly, grimacing at the taste, then shoved the vials in their pockets.

      Jude nodded. “All right. We’ll go through in groups. The portal should be just wide enough for the truck. Once we’re there, we’ll transport to the city that contains the second portal. Cade and Bree will lead that, since they’ve been there before.”

      We all nodded. Though everyone could technically pile into the buggy, it would be too many people for even a powerful transport mage like Emily.

      As planned, Ana drove the buggy through first. The Fae realm looked just as we’d left it, with the wide ocean on the right and the trees on the left. The beach stretched out for miles. I was damned grateful we wouldn’t have to make that trek again since we now knew where we were headed.

      Fortunately, there were no more oily monsters waiting for us.

      The rest of our crew arrived a moment later.

      Cade hopped off the truck and dug into his pocket for a transport stone. He met my gaze. “I’ll see you there.”

      He was going to take the walkers, while the rest of us stayed in the buggy. I nodded.

      Emily climbed up into the truck, joining me on the front platform. “Ready, guys?”

      “Ready,” Ana said.

      I reached for Emily’s hand.

      “Envision where we’re going,” she said. “As clearly as you can.”

      I pictured the creepy decayed city and the enormous trees filled with VDBs. “Okay, go.”

      Emily’s magic swirled on the air, and the ether sucked us in, throwing us across space through the Fae realm.

      When I opened my eyes, we were in the middle of the abandoned Fae city, right next to the portal. The blackened trees towered overhead, and the buildings looked even more ramshackle and decayed. The stench of the portal’s magic was so strong that I gagged.

      A moment later, Cade appeared with the rest of the crew. They looked around, grimaces twisting their faces.

      “This place is awful,” Hedy said.

      Jude looked straight at me. “You have four hours. See if you can stop the curse and learn what you can. But after four hours, we close this portal for good.”

      I nodded, determined to do the job right.

      Cade loped over to the buggy and leapt onto the top next to me. It was a tight fit.

      Ana ducked down to grab something off the floor and handed a tangle of climbing harnesses to Ali. “Hand those out.” She looked at me and grinned. “Safety first!”

      I nodded, taking my harness and clipping it onto the rail. It was quick release, so if I had to get out, I could. But sometimes the driving got hairy in these situations.

      I pointed to the portal well, which was surrounded by the same low, stone wall. The buggy’s tires should be able to handle it. “Just drive right in. I’ll take care of the rest.” I looked at the group. “And everyone—hold your breath.”

      Ana saluted, then revved the engine and drove the buggy straight into the well. The big tires climbed up and over the little stone wall, then the heavy front of the car plunged down into the darkness.
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      This time, I didn’t give the water a chance to submerge us.

      I reached for it with my magic, pressing it backward, forcing the masses of liquid away from the buggy. My stomach jumped into my throat as we fell through the blackness, wind whipping my hair back from my face.

      Then the ether sucked us in, taking control.

      When it spat us out in the hellscape on the other side, the buggy was upright, sitting on its wheels.

      “Holy fates!” Ana cried. “That was amazing.”

      “And this is terrifying,” Ali said.

      I had to agree.

      This realm was just as dark and scary as it had been. Lightning cracked in the sky, revealing a long expanse of land prowled by oil monsters, rows of giant, thorny black hedges, and the massive beasts near the building on the hill.

      The stench of the curse made my eyes water and my stomach lurch.

      As if on cue, the oil monsters that roamed the land in front of us turned to face us, their gaping black mouths revealing white fangs.

      “They look like the aliens from that movie,” Ali said.

      “Alien?” Ana asked.

      “That’s the one.” Ali grinned. “Now let’s fight these bastards.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” Ana lay on the gas and laughed. The buggy shot toward the monsters, who’d started to run toward us.

      There were at least two dozen. I drew my sword and shield. There was no water in sight, and my sonic boom power was officially kaput, so it had to be hand-to-hand.

      Next to me, Cade drew his shield from the ether and hurled it toward a group of oncoming monsters. The silver disk flew through the air, beheading three of the beasts one after the other. Black oil spurted into the air from the stumps of their necks.

      From behind, I heard Caro laughing. I glanced back. She was shooting her water jets at the creatures, turning them into oily, black puddles.

      These things were weird.

      And then it was my turn. One of them had neared the truck and leapt for me, long arms outstretched and claws glinting in the glow of the lightning. The impressions where its eyes should’ve been were fixed right on me as it grabbed onto the truck railing.

      I slammed my shield down, knocking away the arm, and then sliced out with my blade, leaving a deep gouge in the chest of the creature. It fell back, splatting onto the ground.

      Ali and Haris fought with swords, seeming unwilling to try their possession trick with the oily creatures.

      “Why don’t you possess them?” Ana called.

      “They’re made of magic, not flesh and blood.” Ali hacked at a beast with his blade.

      I kept busy on the front of the buggy, along with Cade, using my sword to hack away at the monsters that jumped up to grab the front railing. They left black streaks where their hands gripped and stunk like fetid garbage.

      Ana just plowed right through them, giving us a relatively stable platform from which to work. The only downside was the splatter, and soon my clothes were flecked with evil, black oil.

      When one of the creatures nearly managed to make it over the railing, I kicked out, nailing him in the chest. He flew backward, but not before one long claw reached out and sliced at my calf.

      Pain welled.

      I winced, then turned to face the next monster, trying to ignore the ache, and stabbed him in the throat. He clawed at the blade, and I used my shield to shove him onto the ground.

      All around us, the oily bodies soaked into the dirt.

      “Incoming!” Cade shouted.

      Ahead of us, six of the monsters had formed a pyramid, holding each other aloft high into the air. They wanted Ana to plow through them so they could toss one into the buggy.

      Holy crap, these bastards were smart. Who created them?

      “I’m gonna swerve!” Ana said.

      “No, take them out!” I cried. “We’ve got this.”

      “All right!” She rummaged around on the seat next to her, then tossed me a pair of the sand goggles I normally wore in the desert.

      I caught them. “Thanks!”

      She tossed another pair, and Cade caught them. He pulled them on.

      “Here we go!” Ana laid on the gas, and the buggy jumped forward.

      I looked at Cade. “You go high. I’ll go low.”

      He nodded, his handsome face concealed by the goggles and streaked with the creepy, black oil. He looked like some kind of steampunk oil rig worker.

      I raised my blade and crouched slightly. I’d need my balance for this.

      Ana plowed into the pyramid of monsters, immediately pulverizing three of them. Their oil splashed and exploded, coating me. I could still see through the goggles, but there were dozens of little flecks of black on them.

      The other three oil monsters leapt for us, flying through the air with their claws outstretched.

      I raised my shield. One of the beasts slammed into it, sending vibrations up my arm. It reached out, raking claws down my bicep.

      I lowered the shield and stabbed the beast in the shoulder, tearing my blade to the left. The creature whirled from the force, and I kicked it in the gut, sending it over the platform.

      Cade had just beheaded one, which was now a puddle on the platform, and was sending his sword through the middle of another. I lent a helping sword, slicing through the creature’s neck.

      It collapsed in a puddle of oil.

      “Gross.” I was covered in the stuff.

      “Well done!” Ana cried.

      “That’s the last of them!” Caro called.

      I looked around, realizing we’d taken out every single one. They were puddles of oil dotted over the dark landscape, gleaming in the light of the constantly striking lightning.

      Cade caught my eye. “Good job.”

      I pulled off the goggles, grateful to see again. “Yeah. Not a bad team.”

      He grinned, pulling off his goggles. The skin around his eyes was pretty much the only clean part of him. He lifted a shirt to wipe at the oil, revealing a swatch of hard stomach and smooth skin.

      I turned away, ignoring the extremely poorly timed warmth in my belly—and inspected the oncoming barrier of thorny hedges. Lightning strikes illuminated them, revealing them to be all thorns and branches—not a single leaf. The thorns were each about a foot long. Wooden daggers.

      “Twenty bucks those thorny things start whipping out at us!” Haris called.

      “Not taking that bet,” Ali said.

      “Me neither,” Caro said. “You always take the obvious ones.”

      I eyed them, considering. There were at least four rows of deadly hedges between us and the giant monsters prowling the yard in front of the big brick building. There were gaps in the hedges that we could drive through, but they were all narrow.

      The thorny limbs could strike out at us. There were so many that we probably couldn’t beat them all off. And what if they hit a tire?

      I glanced back at Ana, who grinned at me.

      “Thinking what I’m thinking?” she said.

      “Yep. But don’t slow the car.”

      “As if I would ever.” She shot me a mock offended look.

      I stashed my sword and shield in the ether, and my body fell into the remembered routine of switching places while on the road. Ana and I were used to this kind of shit—we might be newbs at the Academy, but this kind of thing was our jam.

      I unhooked my harness and moved toward the cockpit.

      “Put your foot on the gas, Ali,” Ana said.

      We used to pull this maneuver with Rowan, but after she’d disappeared, we’d usually get a client to help us make the switch.

      Ali did as instructed, sticking his leg down into the well and pressing on the gas. Ana unhooked her seatbelt and climbed over the railing onto the front platform. She kept a hand on the wheel until I grabbed it as I climbed into the driver’s seat and took her place.

      I pressed my foot to the gas. “I got it.”

      Ali let go.

      The car never slowed.

      “Everyone get low!” Ana said. She looked back at me. “Punch it.”

      I laid on the gas and the buggy leapt forward. Everyone crouched low except for Ana, who raised her hands. Her magic swelled on the air, and her shimmery pearlescent shield formed around us. It covered the buggy like a dome.

      As we neared the first row of thorny hedges, I felt a sharp prickling against my skin. A warning. There’s more where this came from.

      The first branch lashed out at Ana, cracking against her shield and shattering into shards of wood. The shield flared white from the impact, but held strong. Another thorny vine flew, this one larger. It smashed against Ana’s shield. She winced, crouching low, but kept her shield strong.

      My stomach jumped as a massive branch slammed into my sister’s shield. Sweat rolled down her temples from the strain.

      I pressed harder on the gas, giving the buggy every bit of speed it could manage. The massive tires ate up the ground, bumping over rocks and dirt.

      “Almost there!” I yelled.

      Ana’s shield was almost opaquely white from all the blows it’d received. She was sweating and red-faced, her muscles trembling.

      By the time we made it to the other side, everyone looked tense. Ana dropped her shield immediately, sagging against the railing. Cade grabbed her, keeping her from falling into the gross oily puddle on the platform.

      “I got it. I’m good.” Ana panted and stood.

      I slowed the vehicle a bit, dropping down from the mad 100 mph we’d been doing to a more reasonable 60. This wasn’t exactly highway-grade land, and the only light we had came from the lightning strikes.

      “Let’s trade,” Ana said.

      I nodded.

      Ana had just started to climb over the railing when Caro screamed. “Watch out!”

      My gaze darted up, away from Ana and toward the ground ahead of us.

      It’d risen up like a wave of dirt. A wall of dirt.

      Oh shit.

      Caro hurtled past me, having leapt off the back platform like a gazelle, and climbed onto the front platform next to Cade. Ana tumbled off into the front seat.

      Caro threw out her hands, directing a sharp stream of water toward the earthen wave.

      The magical water hose cut through the dirt from left to right, slicing it down the middle. The stuff collapsed, the wall of dirt crumbling down.

      “Hang on!” I swerved right, barely managing to avoid the massive pile of earth that would wreak havoc on the front of the buggy. The left tires rode up on the edge of the dirt pile, nearly tipping us.

      Cade and Caro clung to the railings at the front. My seatbelt cut hard into my skin, and Ali kept an exhausted Ana from tumbling out the side of the car. Haris whooped, clearly enjoying our near crash.

      The buggy slammed upright back onto the ground. I let up on the gas just a bit.

      “We’re almost to the giant monsters!” I looked at Ana, the question in my eyes.

      “Yeah, I’ll drive.” She straightened, already looking a bit better. She’d used up a lot of magic back there—most of it, if I had to guess—but there was no room for quitting.

      We made the trade as Caro returned to her spot in the back, and I climbed up next to Cade.

      Ahead of us, four giant beasts prowled. From a distance, it’d been hard to determine what exactly they were.

      Up close, it wasn’t any easier.

      “They look like a cross between boars and alligators,” Ali said.

      “HellBeast,” Cade said. “Straight from Hell. Kill one, and it’ll wake up back home, sleeping at the foot of Satan.”

      “Good,” Haris said. “We’ll take care of two of them. Send them back to Daddy.”

      Ana drove toward the monsters, the last obstacle between us and the big building that gleamed black under every lightning strike. The HellBeasts turned toward us, eyes blazing red and bright.

      We were about twenty yards from them when Ali shouted, “We’re out!”

      “See you later!” Haris jumped off the back of the truck. Ali followed. They sprinted away from the buggy.

      “Hey, Uggo!” Ali shouted.

      One of the beasts turned and raced after him, massive feet pounding at the earth.

      Haris ran straight at the HellBeast closest to him. The creature’s eyes were riveted to the buggy, but Haris raised a hand to his mouth and whistled. The sound pierced the night, loud and sharp.

      The creature’s head swung left, its eyes gleaming. Then it charged for Haris.

      Haris charged it right back, leaping up just as the beast neared him and disappearing into its face.

      Weird.

      The creatures stopped, stood stock-still, then jerked toward one of its fellows, looking like a beast yanking against a lead.

      Haris was clearly trying to get it to attack one of the other monsters, but it was resisting. Unwilling to fight its brethren?

      Ali’s creature was doing the same. They appeared to give up at the same time. Both possessed monsters sprinted for the brambles, away from us.

      “Woo! Nice!” Ana called.

      I grinned. This was monster fighting of the best variety. We’d send them right back to Hell, where they probably preferred being anyway.

      Cade pointed his sword toward the monster on the left. “I’ll take him.”

      “Have fun.”

      He grinned. “See you later.”

      He stashed his sword and shield in the ether, then leapt off the buggy, easily catching his footing on the ground, and sprinted toward one of the monsters. He shifted as he ran, blue light swirling around him to reveal the massive wolf. He might be four times bigger than a normal wolf, but the demon monster dwarfed him.

      Cade leapt for the beast’s throat.

      Caro appeared next to me on the front platform. “Let’s tag team this last one.”

      “Deal.”

      The beast was about thirty feet away, prowling toward us. Ana slowed the buggy. Caro raised her hands and shot a jet of water at it. It plowed into the beast’s shoulder, blasting straight through it.

      The creature roared.

      “I’m a bit tapped out.” Caro panted. “Won’t be able to do much of this.”

      She shot it again, in the leg this time. It roared, thrashing its alligator-shaped head. I leapt off the buggy, stumbling briefly, then charged the creature.

      The rank scent of its magic was indistinguishable from the horrible curse stink that flowed from the huge building. It was bad enough to make my eyes water.

      Caro hit the creature one last time, straight in the chest. The beast slowed, going to a knee. I ran, leaping onto its leg and then scrambling onto its back. Its leathery hide scratched my hands like sandpaper.

      Something pale blue in its mouth caught my eyes. A tiny baby sock?

      This thing ate babies?

      Oh, this thing had to go.

      The creature shook like a dog, trying to throw me off, but I clung to its neck. It paused long enough to allow me to rise up and call my sword from the ether.

      The hilt appeared in my hand. I punched the blade down into the creature’s skull. I grunted at the impact, driving the blade deep.

      The beast shuddered and fell, immediately disappearing in a poof of dusty, dark magic. Returning to Hell.

      I crashed against the ground, covered in the dusty remains of HellBeast.

      “Gross.” I spat out black dust, which stuck to every inch of my skin that was covered in the black oil. “This place is seriously disgusting.”

      Across the way, Cade polished off the last HellBeast, tearing out its throat in a spray of black blood. Ana and Caro had made a big loop to pick up Ali and Haris, who’d lost their beasts somehow. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what they’d done to them, to be honest.

      The buggy sped toward me. I staggered to my feet.

      Whatever was inside that creepy, black building had better be impressive, considering the protections that surrounded it.

      The crew on the buggy clapped as they approached.

      “Well done!” Ali shouted.

      Caro grinned and reached down off the front platform, offering to give me a hand up as Ana slowed the buggy. I grabbed her hand and jumped, scrambling over the railing.

      Cade loped back to us, his gray wolf muzzle streaked with black HellBeast blood. He leapt into the air, shifting in a flash of blue light before landing on the platform next to us.

      “Not bad.” Caro nodded. “You trainees know your shit.”

      I bowed. “Thank you, thank you.”

      But the moment of levity was brief.

      Ana was driving us closer to the creepy building, and it was hard not to notice the strength of the dark magic surrounding it. I’d almost become inured to the stink, but it managed to surprise me.

      Worse, my muscles felt weaker. My brain a bit foggier.

      “Do you guys feel that?” Ana asked.

      “Aye,” Cade said. “The curse definitely originates from here.”

      The exterior walls and the building were entirely black from it, the walls looking crumbled and decayed. There was one exterior wall that surrounded the property lawn. Through the wrought iron gate, I caught sight of a large building within.

      “I think you can ram it,” I said. The buggy, with its reinforced grille meant specifically to break through things, was perfect for the job.

      “Everyone get off the front platform,” Ana said.

      We climbed off, finding seats in the main cockpit. Ali and Haris took the back seat.

      “Hang on!” Ana pressed on the gas, and the buggy jumped forward. She laughed as she sped toward the gate at breakneck speed.

      The vehicle plowed through, breaking apart the iron gate in an explosion of metal. Dark magic surrounded our vehicle.
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      I gagged at the increased strength of the dark magic and looked around. The interior of the compound reminded me a bit of the castle, with a large lawn and the scent of the sea. Skeletal oak trees reached for the dark sky, their tips blackened by lightning. In the middle sat a large, square building. It looked old, but details were obscured by the black, sooty curse that covered every inch of it.

      A broken fountain sat in the middle of it all, a relic of a time when this place was maintained.

      There was no one around, and the abandoned air was strong.

      “There’s no way this place is actually empty,” I said. “There has to be guards or—”

      As if on cue, figures spilled out of the large doors in the middle of the building. They were each cloaked in black, with hoods covering their faces. Some had horns sticking out from the cloaks.

      The demons roared and charged us, weapons glinting in the light. One hurled a fireball that Ana dodged around. It plowed into the ground near us.

      “Out of the buggy!” Ana said.

      She was right. No need to draw their fire here. We didn’t want to lose our ride out. We couldn’t walk back in the time we had before the portal closed. I figured we were down to about two hours now.

      She stopped the vehicle, and we piled out, racing for the demons.

      Next to me, my friends plunged into battle. Ali and Haris possessed any demon that got near them. The demons immediately began to fight each other, with Ali and Haris jumping out of their bodies before the death blow took its effect.

      Caro drew a sword and lunged for the demon nearest her. Her water power was probably running low, but she could do some serious damage with that blade.

      Ana hurled her daggers, while Cade drew his sword.

      I eyed the fountain, feeling the water within. I called to it, picking it up like I had an invisible bucket, and slamming it into the demon who charged me.

      It plowed into him, sending him flying onto his face with enough force that he left a foot-deep skid mark in the dirt.

      He didn’t get up.

      Damn, I could move some water.

      I could feel even more of it, coming from behind this building. The ocean? A lake? It was a little bit too far away for me to use, but knowing it was there was cool.

      I fought my way toward the great wooden doors, using my sword to take out any demon that stood in my way. They were fast, however. One slammed a fireball into my shin, leaving a shining red burn that sang with pain at every step.

      But I was closer. Only twenty feet from the door now, and a path was cleared.

      “Go!” Caro shouted. “We’ll take care of the rest.”

      Ana, Cade, and I were the ones closest to the door. There were still a dozen demons left.

      “You sure you can handle this?” I shouted.

      Haris and Ali just laughed.

      Well, that settled that.

      “Thanks!” I raced for the door, dodging a fire mage’s blast.

      I yanked open the wooden door, Cade and Ana at my side. We hurried into an empty entry foyer. A flickering, candle-filled chandelier hung from the ceiling, illuminating the gloomy interior.

      The curse had blackened the entire space, including a large crucifix on the far wall.

      “A monastery,” Cade said.

      “Not a monastery anymore.” I looked around. “No way monks did this.”

      “No. It’s been reused.” Ana brushed away some of the blackness from the ground with her foot. “Look at this.”

      I peered down. A nine-sided star had been gouged into the floor. Burned into it.

      That was new.

      I touched the back of my neck where my own star-shaped mark was hidden. Mine was only four points. I shook my head. Had to be a coincidence.

      But when Ana’s worried gaze met mine, I wasn’t so sure.

      I looked away. “Come on. We need to hurry.”

      I started left, having no idea where to go now that we were here. Maybe we’d get lucky and meet a helper like Squido, though I doubted it.

      As a group, we crept through the quiet hall of the building. Magic vibrated on the air, even stronger than it had been out on the lawn.

      “Feel that?” I asked.

      “Aye,” Cade murmured.

      “Coming from a person, I think,” Ana said.

      She was right. I couldn’t get an exact handle on the magical signature—the reek of the curse was too great for that—but it had a distinct living feel to it. Magical signatures from objects usually felt a bit more dead without the strong sensory output living magical signatures had.

      The hall we crept through was abandoned, every inch covered in the dark curse. Flicking oil lamps lit our way. Would there be more guards here?

      We passed doors to empty rooms, but none caught my eye until we saw one where a relatively clean desk sat.

      “Guys,” I whispered and pointed to the desk. “Check that out.”

      “It’s not hit by the curse,” Ana murmured.

      I went toward the room, making sure it was empty before I snuck in.

      “Guard the door,” I said to Cade.

      He nodded and set up guard.

      Maybe I should feel a little bad about bossing him around, but he was the best option for brute force defense.

      And I was close to answers. I could feel it.

      There was nothing I wanted more than answers. Why had one of those oily monsters called my name? Called me here?

      My heart thundered as I crept through the room, waiting for someone to jump out at me even though I’d seen no one here.

      The only two pieces of furniture were a single desk and chair. Though there was nothing on the desk, I rooted through the drawers. Blank paper, pens, nothing of importance.

      My fingertips brushed the leather cover of a book. A tiny book. I pulled it out.

      A nine-pointed star was drawn on the front. I glanced up at Ana, whose eyes were bright with excitement.

      “That’s gotta be a clue,” she said.

      I flipped it open, catching sight of the words Dei Rebelles.

      Dei? Wasn’t that Latin for gods?

      There was no time to read it, so I stuck it in the inner pocket of my jacket then scanned the room. There was another open door. I headed toward it.

      Within, there was just a simple, narrow bed—perfect for an ancient monk—and a chair. A pair of black leather high heels sat on the floor, right under a black cloak hanging from a peg on the wall.

      “A woman,” Ana murmured.

      “The same one Ricketts mentioned before he died?” Or was it just a giant coincidence?

      I never liked coincidences.

      I backed out of the room. “Let’s go find her.”

      “Ready?” Cade asked from where he stood at the door, sword drawn and stance ready.

      “Yeah.” We slipped out into the quiet hall again, moving deeper into the house. Magic prickled more insistently against my skin. “I think we’re getting close.”

      The next room we entered was massive, like an old ballroom. Or chapel, maybe. It was too dark to say, with only one little chandelier lighting the whole place. Had the person who’d spread this curse killed all the monks, or had they left long ago?

      Movement by the far wall caught my eye.

      Two huge figures stepped forward. My head tilted back to take in their insane size. Each was draped in a leather kilt, their massive hands gripping huge wooden clubs. Squashed faces completed the look.

      “Ogres,” Ana said.

      “Holy fates.” I’d never seen real ogres before, but I’d heard of them. They were huge—thirty feet tall, at least.

      And they were guarding another door.

      “Whatever we want, it’s behind those doors.” I pointed to them.

      “I’ll take care of the ogres. You two go in,” Cade said.

      From a safety standpoint, it was smarter to stick together. But I really didn’t want to lose whatever was on the other side. If we’d cut through the last of their guards, they might run for it.

      And Cade was really damned capable, no matter how much I might pointlessly worry.

      “Perfect, thanks,” I said.

      “Just give me one moment.” He raised his shield, drew back, and then hurled it at the ogre on the left.

      The disk flew through the air, too fast for the ogre to process. It slammed into his skull, throwing him onto his back. The shield returned to Cade, snapping onto his arm.

      He threw it again, but the second ogre knew what to expect. It ducked at the last moment.

      “Maybe he’s the smart one,” Ana said.

      Cade caught the returning shield and grinned. “Let’s go. I’ll keep him off your back.”

      We sprinted for the door, Cade veering off to fight the ogre.

      Ana and I slipped through the door, straight out into the dark night.

      I gaped at the sight.

      We were outside, the lightning striking high overhead. The sound of waves crashing sounded from below. This was a cliff overlooking the sea.

      In front of us, a glass orb contained a tall woman who was liberally coated in the same shiny, black oil that had covered the monsters we’d first fought. Her head was tilted back and her hands raised high, palms open.

      “Is she trapped?” Ana asked.

      I studied the ground around her glass globe enclosure. It was streaked with the black oil, which tapered out to form the same black stain that coated the building and stretched into the Fae realm. And finally into the Protectorate.

      Evil surrounded her.

      No. Evil was her.

      This was all coming from her. The globe seemed to be taking the dark magic from her and feeding it into the ground.

      I’d never seen anything like it. Never even heard of such a thing.

      “I think she’s the source of the curse,” I murmured.

      At that moment, the woman’s head snapped forward.

      Green eyes blazed, searing me. She grinned, her teeth a bright white contrast to the pitch-black oil that coated her body.

      The globe exploded outward, thousands of glass shards streaking through the air. I ducked behind my shield, Ana lunging in next to me, but they sliced at my legs.

      Pain seared. I winced.

      When the glass stopped flying, I lowered the shield and peered over. The woman took a step toward us, her grin large.

      Confusion and fear raced through me. Part of me screamed to hurl a dagger at her and finish her; the other part wanted answers. I couldn’t use my water power. Dragging her out to sea wouldn’t get me what I wanted.

      I resisted my usual fight-or-fight response, and called out, “Why are you doing this?”

      She laughed, a throaty sound that was deeper than a normal human voice. “I would think that is obvious.”

      “It’s really not,” Ana said.

      The woman’s gaze moved to me. I tried to take in every detail I could about her, but the sleek, black oil obscured her features and slicked back her hair. Even her body and the type of clothes she wore was hard to determine.

      But her power wasn’t. It stank of evil. Just like the curse.

      “You are the curse,” I said.

      “Impressed?”

      “No. But why the hell are you doing this?” Carefully, I stashed my sword in the ether and pulled out my dagger, making sure to do so behind the concealment of my shield.

      If I had any choice in the matter, this wouldn’t be a close-range attack. I didn’t want to get anywhere near this woman.

      “I would think that’s obvious, Bree.”

      “How do you know me?”

      Her head turned toward Ana. “Ana.”

      Ana growled low in her throat. Her magic vibrated around her, weak and faint. She’d blown most of it getting us past the thorny hedges.

      “Why this curse?” I asked. “Do you want to kill us?”

      “It’s not what I want that matters.” She shook her head, the way someone did when they heard unwanted voices. Her gaze snapped to me. “The curse was the best way to get to you. Either it destroyed the protections on your castle, or it brought you to me.” She grinned. “Fortunately, you couldn’t bear to wait.”

      She was hunting me the same way Ricketts had been. This was the woman who’d helped him. The woman he’d worked for.

      “What is Dei Rebelles?” I asked.

      “Maybe you’re not so stupid after all.” She raised her hands, ready to use her magic. “And you’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Get ready,” I murmured to Ana.

      I hurled my dagger as she threw a lightning bolt at us. We dived left, barely avoiding the strike.

      My blade sliced her arm, and she hissed.

      Ana threw one of her daggers, but the woman was too fast. She zapped it with a lightning bolt.

      I dived left, trying to distract her.

      It worked.

      Too well. Her lightning bolt hit me in the leg, sending bone-numbing pain tearing through me. I stumbled, crashing to the ground. She threw another bolt at me. I huddled behind my shield, my arms shaking from the impact.

      Ana threw another dagger. It plunged into the woman’s other arm. She shrieked her rage, yanking the blade out and raising her arms.

      All around, rocks began to roll toward her. Large ones and small ones dug themselves out of the earth. She flung her hands out toward us. The rocks veered off course, rolling toward Ana and me. Faster and faster. Some were as large as small cars.

      They’d crush us.

      My heart rate spiked. I couldn’t fight this with sword or shield.

      And Ana didn’t have much shield magic left.

      I called upon the ocean, praying I’d have the accuracy and skill I needed. I just had to buy time until our friends arrived and we could capture her. Get the answers I craved.

      As if she could tell what I was doing, the woman threw out her arms and shot another lightning bolt at me. Thunder cracked on the air as it lit up the night sky.

      Ana shrieked and charged, throwing out the last of her protective magic to create a shield in front of me. The lightning struck it, turning it white.

      That brief moment was all I needed. My magic grabbed onto the ocean far below and dragged the water upward.

      I envisioned a two-pronged wave. Strain pulled at my muscles and my magic. The sea was far away, difficult to grasp. I panted, giving it everything I had. Feeding my magic into the ocean as I commanded it to come to me.

      Fear chilled me—this couldn’t possibly work.

      The wall of water appeared, rising tall above the cliff, and crashed down on the boulders that rolled toward us, narrowly avoiding the woman.

      The rocks were so close to us that the crashing water soaked me and my sister.

      I commanded the water to drag the rocks into the sea. It bubbled and thrashed, pulling the rocks away from us and over the cliff edge.

      Wow. I couldn’t believe that had worked. Water was powerful—but that powerful?

      The woman shrieked her rage, raising her hands again.

      Then her head jerked, her green gaze going wide as she spotted something behind us.

      I glanced back, spotting Cade and our friends.

      “Capture, don’t kill!” I shouted.

      The woman hissed, then turned and sprinted for the cliff.

      “No!” I raced after her, dropping my shield and sword. My lungs burned as I ran.

      She jumped, sailing through the air.

      Disappearing.

      I skidded to a stop at the edge of the cliff, watching her plunge toward the ocean. The splash far below was tiny, the streak of oil on top like a bloodstain.

      I recoiled, feeling the revulsion of the ocean as she plunged into its depths. Gagging, I called upon my magic, begging the ocean to find her. To return her to me.

      I wanted her so badly I could taste it on my tongue like blood after a bite. She had answers.

      I lifted the water in waves and spires, but the woman never appeared.

      Ana joined me, panting.

      “It’s not working.” Frustration beat at my chest, strong and fierce.

      “She’s gone.”

      Cade, Caro, Ali, and Haris joined us. I could feel their presence but didn’t turn to look. I had to get her. I pushed my magic harder, searching the sea for her. Perhaps I was going crazy, but I thought I could see beneath the ocean in my mind’s eye.

      Rocks and silver fish and kelp. But no woman.

      My breath heaved and my muscles ached. Weakness replaced the magic within me.

      “Stop!” Ana’s voice came from far away.

      I ignored her, still searching for the woman, moving the sea below. My head buzzed. My body sagged.

      Strong arms wrapped around me, tugging at me. I thrashed.

      “Stop!” Cade’s voice was low in my ear. “Stop. She’s gone.”

      Frustration welled within me, but I sagged, panting.

      Damn it.

      She was gone. And my magic was tapped out.

      Cade kept me supported as I regained my footing. I took half a moment to rest against his broad chest and draw on his strength. Then I sucked in a deep breath and stood on my own, pulling away.

      I turned to my friends. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They nodded. Each looked like hell, covered in oil and black dust and blood and bruises.

      “How long do we have?” Ana asked.

      Caro looked at a slim watch on her wrist. “An hour. Let’s hurry. The demons and monsters are all dead, but we don’t want to hit any snags.”

      Wasn’t that the truth. This was the last place I wanted to hang out.

      We turned and ran back across the lawn. Inside the huge room, both of the ogres lay on their backs, out cold. I made a mental note to ask Cade how he’d taken out the second one.

      As we ran through the empty building, I realized the black soot was fading from the walls.

      “It’s returning to normal,” Ana said.

      “Thank fates.” It was more than I could have hoped for.

      The trip back across the challenge field was fortunately uneventful. With the woman’s curse no longer fueling this place, the thorny hedges had gone silent, returning to normal.

      By the time Ana drove us through the portal, I was beyond ready to get home.

      Jude and Hedy were the first ones we saw as we arrived back in Eidollawn. Their eyes brightened, and relief relaxed their faces.

      “Thank fates you’re back,” Jude said.

      “And you succeeded?” Hedy gestured to the buildings around us, which were beginning to lose some of their oily stain.

      “Mostly,” I said. “Stopped the curse, but not the one who cast it.”

      “We’ll discuss that more later,” Jude said. “For now, we’ll shut this portal for good so that the curse can’t hurt this place again.”

      “Back up,” Hedy said. “Let’s detonate this thing.”

      We retreated to the protection of one of the buildings. All around the portal, Hedy had laid orange crystals connected by golden wire. Magic vibrated around them.

      “It’s like magical C4,” she murmured. “Designed to break a portal’s magic. A little invention I made up.”

      “Nice,” I murmured.

      She raised her wand and muttered a few words, then flicked it toward the crystals. They exploded in a blast of fiery light. Then the portal and the well collapsed. The magic that had flowed from it disappeared entirely, leaving a blank space that I could almost feel. A lack of all magic—right there, in that one little spot.

      “Well done.” Jude brushed her hands together. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

      I gave the well one last look. Longing, almost. For the woman who’d disappeared, and the answers she’d taken with her.
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      An hour later, I stumbled into my apartment, exhausted and utterly filthy. At least my wounds were healed, courtesy of my new power over healing. That was one badass magical gift.

      My mind swam with all that I’d seen and learned, and it took me a moment to notice Mayhem on the couch.

      She looked up, a giant turkey leg clutched in her jaws.

      “Mixing it up?” I asked.

      She woofed without dropping the meat.

      Aching, I shrugged out of my jacket. My hand brushed against the little book that was still inside the interior pocket. I pulled it out, frowning as I studied it.

      “I don’t suppose you know what Dei Rebelles means?” I asked Mayhem.

      She woofed again, but it sounded exactly the same as the first woof, and I didn’t speak ghost pug, so I just smiled. “Yeah, me neither.”

      I set the book on the counter and snagged an energy drink out of the fridge on my way to the shower. We had a debriefing in an hour—after everyone washed the oil and stink off themselves—and I definitely needed a pick-me-up if I was going to make it that long.

      In my bathroom, Ruckus sat in the sink, bubbles up to his neck. He barked happily at me, his little fangs glinting in the bathroom light.

      “Just clean up after yourself,” I muttered tiredly, unable to help the grin that spread across my face.

      The shower revived me somewhat—along with the energy drink that I chugged while the soap was washing out of my hair—and by the time I got out, I was ready to face Jude and Hedy.

      Had I succeeded at this test?

      True, we’d stopped the curse. But technically, I’d also lost the woman who was the curse.

      I wanted to find her for my own satisfaction—she had answers I desperately wanted.

      But I also wanted to pass this damned test and advance up the ranks at the Academy. I liked working cases like this way more than I liked training. Training sucked. This was…fun. In a weird way.

      Quickly, I dressed, then headed down into the living room. Mayhem waited for me, a small book clutched in her mouth.

      “Mayhem!”

      I knelt by her. She dropped the book on the floor.

      Latin Dictionary.

      I picked it up, glancing at her. “You do know what De Rebelles means?”

      Was my ghost dog smarter than me?

      She yipped.

      Yeah, my ghost dog was smarter than me.

      “Thanks.” I tried to pet her head, but my hand just tingled where it touched her ghostly self.

      She yipped again, then returned to the corner where she’d stashed her turkey leg. I laughed, kinda grossed out. Here I had this beautiful new apartment and a ghost pug stored her turkey leg in the corner.

      Oh well. I’d take Mayhem over a clean apartment any day.

      Aching, I climbed to my feet and picked up the little book off the counter. I tucked it into my jacket pocket and left the tower. In the main hall, I flipped through the dictionary as I walked. It took me a while—and some bumping into things—but I finally figured out what Dei Rebelles meant.

      Rebel Gods.

      Dang.

      That didn’t sound good.

      Everyone was waiting for me in the debriefing room. I took a seat between Ana and Cade, my gaze on Hedy and Jude. Caro, Ali, and Haris sat next to them.

      Ana handed me a PB&J sandwich. My heart jumped.

      “I thought you’d be hungry, and I’d made one for myself,” she said.

      “I love you.” I took the sandwich and chomped in. Man, I loved PB&J. Candy sandwiches.

      “Well, what happened in there?” Jude asked.

      I swallowed the bite of my sandwich, then explained the old monastery and the woman within. The memory of her dark magic made me shiver.

      “We think she’s the same woman who gave Ricketts the magic he needed to capture me,” Ana said.

      “And the same woman who gave him the orders to capture you,” I said. “She was behind this all along.”

      Jude tapped her chin. “So, when your concealment charm failed two weeks ago and the intruder gained entrance to the castle, she learned where you were. But this time, she decided to break in from another direction.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We’ll station guards by the Magic’s Bend and Edinburgh portals,” Jude said. “Until we catch her.”

      It was a good idea. The portals would only permit you entrance if you were a member of the Protectorate or escorted by one, but there was no telling what this woman was capable of.

      “The question is, why does she want you so badly?” Hedy asked.

      “I have no idea.” But she had to be one of the ones who’d hunted us since we were children. It only made sense.

      Finally, they’d caught up to us.

      At least we had the Protectorate on our side now.

      I pulled the book out of my pocket and put it on the table. “I did find this, though. The front page is in Latin. It says Rebel Gods.”

      Next to me, Cade stiffened.

      Hedy gasped, and Jude gripped the armrests of her chair.

      “Rebel Gods?” Cade’s voice was soft. Dangerous.

      “Yeah.” I looked between them, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. This was important. Very important.

      “Why is everyone freaking out?” Ana asked.

      Caro, Ali, and Haris looked as confused as I felt. But the people in charge looked like they’d seen a ghost.

      “Tell me what it means,” I said. “What are the Rebel Gods? Was she a Rebel God?”

      “We wouldn’t have won that battle if she had been,” Cade said.

      “We need to consult with the other department heads,” Jude said. “And Arach.”

      “You know she doesn’t come when called,” Hedy said.

      Why were they deflecting? “Will you tell me what the Rebel Gods are? If that woman is after us, I need to know what they are.”

      “That’s very advanced for a trainee,” Jude said.

      “I just fought her and ended the curse. I deserve to know.”

      “Agreed,” Ana said.

      “Let us speak amongst ourselves,” Jude said. “Then we will tell you.”

      Frustration boiled in my chest. This was important. I was tied up in it—I knew I was.

      But Jude was already standing and shuffling us out of the room. Her face was stony. Protocol took precedence here, and Jude was nothing if not good at protocol. Even Caro, Ali, and Haris were booted.

      A few moments later, we all stood out in the hall, the door shut in our faces. Jude, Hedy, and Cade remained within.

      “Well, that’s crap,” Ana said.

      “Rules are rules,” Caro said. “Still, it’s freaking annoying.”

      Tension thrummed under my skin. I shook my head. “Something big is happening.” I looked at Ana. “Let’s go find Arach.”

      Caro laughed. “You can’t just go find Arach.”

      “I can go to her room and yell until she shows up.”

      “You might be yelling a long time,” Ali said.

      “I’m still going to try. I want answers. This has to do with me.” I gestured between Ana and me. “With us. I want to know what it is.”

      And I needed to ask her why people had called me Njord, Rán, and Eir.

      I turned away from my friends, hurrying down the hall toward the room Arach had appeared in when I‘d first arrived here. Ana rushed to catch up, but Caro, Ali, and Haris stayed behind.

      “Do you really think this will work?” Ana whispered.

      “I don’t know. I hope so.” I found Arach’s room a moment later. It was empty without that strong feeling of her magic.

      I flicked on the light and entered the high-ceilinged room. Books lined the walls, and the quiet was thick.

      “Arach!” I shouted.

      Ana winced, covering her ears.

      “Arach!”

      Nothing.

      “Arach, the Rebel Gods want me for something, and I want to know what the heck they are. And people have been calling me by the names of Norse gods.”

      Magic shimmered on the air, just a hint of it. Then it hit me like a ton of bricks, right on the head. I wobbled.

      Arach appeared a moment later, as ethereal as ever, her form somewhat transparent and her features almost human.

      “The Rebel Gods, you say?” She drifted toward her chair but didn’t sit. Instead, she peered at me. “Where did you hear of these Rebel Gods?”

      “They sent a crazy jerk after me. Attacked the Protectorate with a dark curse meant to destroy the castle itself.” I told her everything that had happened in the last two days.

      She listened intently, her gaze never leaving my face.

      “Don’t forget the part about how people have been calling you by different names,” Ana said.

      Arach’s gaze sharpened. “The Norse gods you mentioned?”

      “A Venetian water creature called me Njord. So did Melusina in The Vaults. And then the Daughters of Rán said they reminded me of their mother. And finally, an old man called me Eir. They’re all Norse gods. But I’m not a god.”

      Arach swayed on her feet, then sat in her chair. It was more of a controlled collapse, really.

      I rushed forward. “What is it?”

      “This man. Was he a healer?” Her voice sounded distant.

      “Um, yeah. His grandson called him a healer.” My heart raced. “What is it? What does it mean?”

      Her gaze turned to me, surprised. Awed, even.

      “You, Bree Blackwood, are a DragonGod.”

      “A what?”

      Arach nodded, a smile spreading across her face. “We thought the last ones had been killed. You were supposed to be a myth. There could be no more. Yet you are here.” Her gaze turned to Ana. “And you, too.”

      I sat hard in the chair across from her. “What is a DragonGod?”

      That sounded really fancy. Really powerful.

      Really not me.

      “I don’t feel like a DragonGod,” Ana said.

      “You will.”

      “But what are DragonGods?” I demanded.

      “They are the magical children of the gods and the dragons. Long ago, the dragons and the ancient gods came together to create a new species so that the ancient powers could live on.”

      “What ancient powers?” My mind was whirring.

      “For the most part, the gods no longer walk the earth. In rare cases, there are people like Cade. Earth-walking gods. But like I said, they are rare. One every few centuries. But the gods knew they could do great good in the world if only they were there. But since they could not be—because humans had stopped believing in them—they passed some of their powers on to worthy individuals. Like you.”

      “How, though?” I was so not buying this.

      “That’s where the dragons helped. We held on to their magic, gifting it to a worthy soul when they were born. We thought we’d gifted all the magic, but you’re here. A dragon must have sensed you when you were born and given you your power.”

      “Why us?” Ana’s voice was incredulous.

      I couldn’t blame her. My head was reeling.

      “You are worthy. Your goodness and strength and determination.” She looked at me. “And you, Bree—if you are being called Njord, Rán, and Eir… That means that you are the last Valkyrie.”

      “Weren’t they the ones who chose the slain men from the battlefield to go to Valhalla?” I shook my head. “I really don’t want to do that.”

      Arach smiled. “Yes. That was once their job. Like the gods, the Valkyrie no longer walk the earth. But you are a modern manifestation of them—the DragonGod who is powered by the magical gifts of the ancient Viking gods.”

      I blew out a breath. “I think you have this wrong. That can’t be me.”

      I was a disaster. I was not the modern manifestation of a Valkyrie, imbued with the powers of dragons and the ancient Viking gods. The idea was ludicrous.

      “It’s you.” Arach nodded. “And you’ll slowly gain the powers of the Norse gods. Not all of their powers, but many of them volunteered little bits of their gifts to go to you. Have you heard voices when your power has come alive?”

      Memories flashed. I sucked in a ragged breath. “Yes.”

      Arach nodded and smiled. “That’s it, then. You are the Valkyrie of the DragonGods.”

      “Whew.” Ana smacked the table. “That sounds cool.”

      Yeah, it kinda did. But was I ready for this?

      “It’s not all fun and games,” Arach said. “Bree must learn to master her power. She must learn to make it rest easy inside of her, or she will be destroyed. Just like I said would happen with an Unknown.”

      “Is that why my sonic boom power disappeared?”

      Arach nodded. “Most likely, yes. The powers will try to overtake each other. The sonic boom was not a gift from the gods, so it died first. You must work hard to make sure your magic is in harmony, or you will lose it all.”

      No. Losing your magic was like losing your soul. It’d leave me hollow and lifeless—unwilling to even live. It was a Magica’s greatest fear. I swallowed hard. “How?”

      “I am not sure,” Arach said. “But we will find a way. We have resources to help you. A seer who may be able to provide guidance.”

      I hoped she was right. Because losing my magic… My soul…

      I couldn’t bear the thought. It made me cold just to think of it.
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      The next night, after a long day spent repairing some of the damage caused by the curse, we gathered at Whisky and Warlock to celebrate our victory. The place was full of Protectorate members, but our group had snagged the coveted corner table in our usual room. Sophie was keeping us plied with drinks, and some kind of Celtic rock played on the radio.

      It was a good night. A great night.

      After all the danger we’d faced, it was the best night.

      “To Bree!” Caro raised a glass full of golden liquid and grinned.

      “Who saved our arses!” Ali added.

      I clinked my Cosmo with theirs, then tapped mine against Haris’s and Ana’s.

      “Good, right?” Caro asked.

      “Yeah. Fruity.”

      “That’s the taste of victory,” Ali said.

      “Fruity?” I laughed.

      “Victory tastes like security, in this case,” Haris said.

      “Which isn’t a taste.” Ali pointed at him, brows raised.

      “She gets what I mean.” Haris nodded at me. “Bree saved our arses. That curse could have taken out the Protectorate. But it didn’t—because Bree stopped it.”

      My cheeks heated, so I sipped to hide them. “I had a lot of help.”

      “Maybe,” Caro said. “But you led the charge. I really do think you will have your pick of departments when your training is through.”

      “Pick the PITs!” Ali said. “We really are the best department. The Demon Trackers Unit does have some fun, but the PITs always get the best mysteries.”

      “And the prestige.” Haris brushed some imaginary dust off his shoulder and put on a fancy accent. “Everyone is very impressed by us.”

      Caro laughed and punched him in the shoulder. “You know that’s not true.” She turned to look at me. “But I do hope you’ll join us. You can do some real good with the investigative unit. You proved that with the dark curse.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled, my chest warming with the knowledge that I had such good friends. “But it’ll be a while before I cross that bridge.”

      I had to get my powers under control first, and figure out what it truly meant to be a DragonGod. I had to make my powers rest easy inside me so that they didn’t devour each other….or my soul.

      And we weren’t done hunting the Rebel Gods woman. Worse, she wasn’t done hunting us.

      Ana caught my eye and smiled. But the same heavy knowledge darkened her eyes. The woman had proven she was powerful enough—and smart enough—to get to us. Just because we’d stopped her this time it didn’t mean she wouldn’t find another way.

      We had to bring the fight to her. Somehow.

      Ana squeezed my hand. “We’ve got this.”

      I nodded. There was a lot of this. But she was right. Together, we’d manage.

      But tonight, we’d celebrate.

      The drinks and conversation flowed, along with a rousing game of darts and the pub cat sticking its head into my chocolate martini to steal a sip.

      Life was good.

      Tonight was great.

      But I couldn’t help but occasionally peek around the pub for a sight of Cade. From what I could tell, he hadn’t shown up, even though the whole Protectorate had come out. The pub was made of multiple rooms and corridors, some big, some small. All built at different times over the years. He might be in one of the other rooms—though this one was our usual preferred hangout.

      If he were looking for me, he’d certainly come here.

      I shook away the thought. As much as he’d driven me to distraction, he was right. It wasn’t professional to be lusting after a colleague.

      I played another round of darts, finally scraping a victory by a few points.

      “Good job!” Ana high-fived me.

      “I’ll get you next time,” Haris said.

      “Yeah, you probably will.” I grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

      I turned and headed for the ladies’ room. It was located in the far back corner of the pub, past the front door and through other small rooms. The place was like a maze.

      Fortunately, there was no line for the toilet, as the hour was getting late. The other rooms of the pub weren’t as full, either. When I passed by the entrance on my return to my friends, the door swung open.

      Cade stepped inside, and I bumped into him. His strong hands came up, gently gripping my arms to steady me.

      My heart leapt, my breath coming short.

      Sparks jumped between us.

      “Hey.” I looked up, taking in his windswept hair and handsome face. He wore a long, dark coat that looked finely cut and somehow managed to make him look dangerous. Like he could take out a demon without breaking a sweat.

      “Hi.” A strange expression crossed his face, something I couldn’t quite process. “Can I speak to you?”

      I nodded, still surprised to see him. I’d given up on him showing.

      He pulled me into a little snug room on the emptier side of the pub. A wide, wooden bench and table were crammed inside, but we found a nook in the corner that was hidden from the eyes of the other patrons.

      I ended up with my back against the wall and Cade looming in front of me. His gaze was bright, his face torn. Tension thrummed between us, a desire so strong that it filled the air.

      How the hell were we supposed to fake being normal?

      “I tried to stay away, but I couldn’t.” Cade’s voice was rough. “I don’t want to pretend any longer.”

      Joy and confusion flashed through me. “What do you mean?”

      “I like you, Bree. I thought I could ignore it. I can’t. ”

      My heart raced. His gaze was riveted to my lips. Every inch of my body tingled. His storm-at-sea scent wrapped around me, clouding my mind.

      “I can’t, either,” I whispered.

      Kiss me. I begged with my eyes.

      His big hands gripped my waist and pulled me toward him. My front pressed against his hard chest and I gasped, right before his mouth slanted against mine.

      His lips were warm and skilled. I parted mine eagerly, plunging my hands into his hair and holding him tight to me. He kissed like a man possessed…like he couldn’t get enough of me. As if he were going to die tomorrow and this was his last chance.

      I was no better, my restraint stolen by desire. Heat blazed through me as his hands ran up my back, strong and broad. They felt like they covered every inch of me, making me imagine what else he could do with those hands.

      I gasped and pulled back, startled by my own desire. My own greed for him.

      He lifted his head, his breath coming short. His expression was pained, as if he couldn’t bear to let me go. “You’re right. Not here.”

      I nodded my head. “Right. Right.” I swallowed hard. “I like to take it slow anyway.”

      “Normally, so do I.”

      I pressed a hand to his chest, trying to catch my breath. “Well, hold your horses, because I might want to jump your bones, but I’m not going to. Not yet. Not until I’m ready.”

      “Aye.” He smiled, looking perfectly content with that. Though still a bit tortured.

      “You’re right, though. We can’t pretend anymore. I’m ridiculously distracted by you. It’s embarrassing.”

      “Likewise.”

      “What about the Protectorate?”

      “It’s not technically against the rules. It’s more my own rule. It’s dangerous to be distracted by the one you’re working with. But I realized I’m going to be distracted by you no matter what.”

      “More so,” I said. “Because we don’t know what we’re missing. All I do is wonder what kissing you would be like.”

      “Exactly. Even after I kiss you once, I want to know what the next time will be like.”

      “So, we’ll just get it out of our system,” I said. “Just like you said back in the stairway to the armorer’s.”

      “That didn’t work.”

      “Eventually, it will. We’ll just let this run its course, and in a few weeks, we’ll be back to normal. Colleagues.”

      Somehow, I doubted it. But it was the only thing I could think to say. I did want more with Cade—whatever that would turn out to be. But I wasn’t willing to say, “Hey, let’s be in a relationship.”

      We weren’t even close to that point yet.

      But some kissing and not pretending to ignore each other?

      That would be great.

      And if I could figure out what the Rebels Gods were, and how to get my power under control, I might live long enough to enjoy it.
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      Grassmarket, Supernatural District of Edinburgh

      Two days after the events in Academy of Magic

      

      I crouched on the rooftop, the cool breeze blowing my hair away from my face. Three stories below, the Grassmarket was unusually silent for early afternoon.

      Normally, the supernatural district of Edinburgh would be bustling. But today, tension crackled on the air and the street was empty.

      A fight was about to go down, and anybody with half a brain was hiding out. Except me. Because I was here to start the fight.

      “They’ll be here any minute.” Ana surveyed the cobblestone street.

      “As long as the Protectorate’s intel was correct,” I murmured.

      Yesterday, we’d received word that a mob boss had moved his operations from The Vault, the underground dark magic section of town, to the main street in the Grassmarket. Today, he was planning to send his goons to threaten the shopkeepers into turning over part of their profits.

      As self-appointed guardian of the little guys, the Protectorate was stepping in to take care of business. And since I’d had enough of mob bosses, I was happy to join the team.

      “Our first real life operation,” Ana said. “And I’m so ready.”

      We were here as part of our training for the Academy. On the rooftop two buildings over, Lacey and Oscar, two other trainees, were waiting to do their part.

      I scanned the street, searching for Cade, whom I hadn’t seen since our kiss in the Whisky and Warlock two days ago. I spotted him, lurking in an alley near an enchanted bakery. Other Protectorate members hid out as well, in alleys and behind parked cars.

      “There.” Ana pointed down the street.

      A fleet of big black SUVs drove down the cobblestone street.

      “Why do mob bosses always like those cars?” I muttered.

      “They think it makes them look badass,” Ana said.

      “Our buggy is badass. Those are meant for ferrying kids to Little League.”

      Ana chuckled. “Hey, that’s a hard job.”

      “Actually, yeah. But the buggy is still cooler.”

      “Agreed.” I crouched low on the roof so it would be hard to see me. If they looked carefully they would, but no need to borrow trouble.

      The cars pulled to a stop on the main street, right in front of the most successful shops in the Grassmarket. This was where they’d start with their threats, which, according to our intel, usually involved injury for the shop owners.

      We couldn’t let that happen.

      Especially not on our turf. This was our part of town. This job was personal.

      Men and women piled out of the big cars, all of them dressed in black. Horns protruded from their heads, and they had fangs and crazy skin tones like ivory and red.

      “Demons.” Joy lit Ana’s voice.

      “Jackpot.” We could kill demons without feeling guilty. Sending them back to the Underworld was our duty. And privilege.

      Demons were often hired by creeps and villains, taken out of the Underworld and used to commit atrocious deeds.

      There were at least fifteen of them. I sucked in a breath, readying my magic.

      In the alley below, Cade raised a fist.

      The signal to start. As the most experienced fighter, he was the boss on this operation.

      As one, the Protectorate members flowed out from alleyways, racing into the cobblestone street. There were six total—Cade, Jude, Caro, Ali, Haris, and Ammons, who ran the Demon Tracker Unit. They could handle the fifteen, as long as the fifteen were cornered. Trapped.

      Which was my job.

      I bounced lightly on my feet, waiting for my signal.

      One of the mob demons shouted, pointing to the oncoming Protectorate members. As planned, the demons hadn’t yet reached the sidewalk. They were still in the street.

      As soon as our guys joined them, Cade raised his hand, two fingers pointed skyward.

      My cue.

      I hurled my magic outward, sending it toward the sewers beneath the street. It was my job to create a wall of water, trapping the demons in the street so the Protectorate could take them out. They’d never even make it into a shop to issue their ugly threats.

      My friends charged the demons, who had started to go toward the shops to harass the owners. I envisioned the water in the sewers shooting out of the storm drains and forming a wall, trapping the fight in the street. I’d create a coliseum of water and cobblestone ground, with walls of water trapping the bad guys so that my friends could take them out.

      But my magic faltered, weakening in my chest. Nausea rose inside me. I pushed harder, begging my magic to work. I’d lost my sonic boom power, so I needed this.

      “You can do it,” Ana murmured.

      Sweat dripped down my temple. My muscles ached and my head buzzed.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, ignored the nausea, and pushed harder.

      Finally, water shot from the storm drains, forming a wall around the fighters in the middle of the street. It cut off a group of three that were racing for a potions shop. Ali and Haris, the Djinns, sprinted toward them, disappearing into two of the demons, who began to fight each other. Ali and Haris would keep it up until the demons were almost dead, then they would jump out.

      Behind them, Jude flicked an electric whip that sparkled like her starry eyes. It wrapped around a tall demon with massive red horns, snapping him in half.

      I winced, bile rising in my throat.

      “She means business,” Ana murmured.

      “Gotta be tough.” And Jude was super tough.

      Caro, her platinum hair glinting in the sun, shot her jet of deadly water at a blue demon who was bearing down on her with flaming hands. It pierced the demon’s chest and flowed out the back as a red stream.

      “Take that!” she yelled.

      Cade, all lethal grace, hurled his silver shield toward two mages, beheading them in quick succession. The heads flew into the air as blood spurted.

      The shield returned to Cade, and he caught it, ready to hurl again. He took aim for two more demons, but the trainees on the other building threw fireballs, taking them out first.

      Cade grinned, then turned to another.

      As if on cue, a demon looked up at us on the roof. Her black hair blew back from her horns, and she frowned, her fangs long and jagged.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I muttered. “I’m making the wall of water.”

      Though she couldn’t hear me, she seemed to realize what was going on. If these bastards had any hope of surviving, much less threatening the shopkeepers they’d come to harass, they’d have to get by my wall.

      She raised her hands, which glowed with yellow light.

      “No idea what that is. But I want no part.” Ana raised her hands, her magic swelling on the air, and produced a shield. The demon hurled her magic.

      The magic slammed into Ana’s shield and dissipated.

      “Ha! Don’t like that, do you?” Ana cackled.

      The demon shrieked her rage.

      In my chest, my magic faltered again. Queasiness made sweat break out on my skin. My grip on the water was fading. Before, I’d been able to feel the water in my chest—a deep knowing. Now, I felt only a trickle.

      Sweating, I focused, putting all my attention toward keeping the wall of water high and strong. Beside me, Ana repelled the woman’s attacks, keeping her blows from hitting me.

      We’d always made a good team.

      But my gift faltered again, the wall of water dropping by several feet as my control weakened.

      We’d only make a good team if I could do my part.

      “Come on, Bree,” Ana muttered.

      I struggled, giving it my all, but the wall of water continued to drop. No, no, no.

      The fight was still raging in the street, but there were several demon mobsters trying to break through my water wall to get to the shop owners. Or hell, maybe they were just trying to escape Cade’s deadly wrath.

      Whatever the case, I was all that stood between them and escape.

      And my chest was starting to feel empty, my stomach acidic. The wall of water continued to drop. Panic beat frantic wings inside my mind.

      “Bree!” Ana said. “Get it together. They’re going to escape. We need to send them back to hell.”

      “I know.” I gasped, mind buzzing.

      This was so bad.

      Cade glanced up at me, concern creasing his brow.

      Finally, the water crashed to the ground, my magic tapped out. I collapsed, barely catching myself with my hands.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I shook my head, panting, and looked up. Ana still had her shield raised, but the demon woman had stopped attacking. She was running for the shops, instead.

      “We’ve got to fight,” I said. It was my job to stay up here and use my water magic, but it wasn’t working. And I couldn’t just wait and watch.

      That was the worst. I had to do something.

      My magic was kaput, but I wasn’t helpless. I ignored the sick emptiness that seethed in my belly and leapt off the roof, using the windowsills to scramble down the brick front.

      Ana followed.

      I hit the ground and drew my sword from the ether. The demon woman charged toward me. Her gaze darted from the shop front to me.

      I clenched my teeth against the emptiness that filled my chest, and raised my blade.

      “Get out of my way,” the demon woman snarled. She raised her hands. Yellow magic sparked around them.

      “Not a chance in hell. Which is exactly where I’m sending you.” I drew my metal shield from the ether and held it up just as she hurled her magic.

      It slammed into my shield, throwing me back against the brick wall. Pain flared as the wall crumbled behind me.

      I growled and pushed myself off the wall, lunging toward her. Just as she started to hurl another blast of magic, I swiped out with my blade, severing her head from her neck. Blood spurted, splashing my leather jacket.

      Gross.

      I ignored it and turned, spotting a huge demon with black horns and pale ivory skin. He threw himself against the wooden door of the potion shop, trying to break it down with his shoulder.

      “Don’t even try it!” I shouted, then ran for him.

      Ana sprinted to my side, a dagger clutched in her hand. She hurled it at the demon and nailed him in his bare shoulder. He roared and turned to us, eyes blazing red.

      “Hit him again,” I said.

      She threw her second dagger. It hit him in the chest, right where his heart should be.

      But he stayed standing, then charged, his face twisted in a grimace of rage.

      “Of course his heart is somewhere else,” Ana muttered.

      “You never can tell with demons.” I leapt up as the demon neared, throwing myself toward him.

      He reached out, his long claws slicing across my chest. Pain flared, but I ignored it, swiping with my sword.

      It sliced across his neck. Blood sprayed, hitting me in the face. I gagged, dropping back onto the ground, then plunged my blade into his gut.

      He roared, which was really more of a garbled noise now that I’d destroyed his throat, and tumbled onto his back.

      I yanked my sword from his gut as he began to disappear back to the Underworld and turned to Ana.

      She wiped blood off her face. “You really need to avoid the arteries.”

      I pointed to her face. “You missed some.”

      She scowled and pointed at me. “Ha! As if you should talk.”

      I grinned, though it felt hollow, and turned to survey the scene as my chest ached, the gash seeping blood.

      Almost simultaneously, Cade tore the head off a skinny demon with spindly limbs and fangs as long as my hand, while Jude split another one in two. Ali and Haris leapt out of the collapsing bodies of the last two demons.

      The street ran red with blood and water, but all of my friends looked okay. Some sported cuts and others limped, but everyone was standing.

      Not bad.

      Except for the fact that my magic had gone totally kaput.

      My shoulders sagged. With heavy feet, I approached my colleagues, who gathered in the street. All around, shopkeepers poked their heads out of doors and windows, surveying the terrain.

      Cade came to join me, concern still creasing the brow of his handsome face. I tried to smile, but failed. He stood next to me, tension crackling the air between us. Unusually weak, I leaned against him, absorbing some of his strength.

      I might have healing powers now, but it was doing no good in the face of my faltering magic. It was worse than ever.

      “Good job, everyone,” Cade said. “You did well today.”

      “I’ll take care of the cars,” Ammons said. He pointed to Ali and Haris. “You two can help.”

      The Djinn nodded and joined him.

      Jude looked at me. Nerves fluttered in my stomach. Cade might have been in control of the fight operations, but Jude was acting as the trainer today. That meant she was in charge of me, Ana, and the other two trainees.

      As far as I could tell, everyone else had done their part.

      Only I had failed.

      Because I was the DragonGod.

      Fancy name for someone who couldn’t control their massive freaking magic.

      “Well done, you lot.” Jude’s gaze traveled to me. “But Bree—you were supposed to stay on the roof.”

      “I wanted to help.”

      “She did do a good job,” Caro said.

      Jude sighed. “I know. But with power as strong as yours, you need to be careful. Our roles have reasons, and I know that inaction kills you, but it’s for the best when we stick to our assignments. One day, you’ll act too quickly and regret it. You wouldn’t have gotten that wound if you’d waited.”

      I didn’t mind the wound, but I nodded, knowing she was right. The Protectorate was all about planning and roles—mitigating damage through control. And they had a point.

      “We’ll  meet in my office when we return, Bree,” Jude said. “You too, Ana. We have some things to talk about regarding the Rebel Gods.”

      I nodded. Good.

      As much as I hated to face the music, I wanted answers. It’d been three days since I’d learned I was a DragonGod and that a group called the Rebel Gods was after me. I’d been trying to get a meeting with Jude or Hedy to learn more, but apparently all I’d had to do was blow my part of a big operation.

      The crowd broke up. Ana drifted away to hover by the sidewalk. I shot her a thankful smile, then looked up at Cade.

      He was handsome as ever, with his dark hair gleaming in the sun and a black T-shirt stretched over his muscular chest. The two days since our kiss now seemed like an eternity.

      Nerves skated across my skin, making me shiver.

      “Are you all right?” His gaze traced over my face.

      “Probably not.”

      “Your magic?”

      “Yes. Arach told me it would go haywire and start to devour itself, but it’s happening sooner than I expected.” I reached out for the water in the sewer again, feeling the slightest bit of magic tug in my chest. Dingy water swelled up from the storm drain, then disappeared back underground. “Damn it.”

      Cade pulled me in for a hug, squeezing me tight. I absorbed his strength, my heart fluttering at the warmth of his muscles.

      “You’ll figure it out,” he said.

      “I sure hope Jude has some info for me. I’ve been waiting two days. No one will talk to me.” I pulled back and scowled. They’d made me train as normal, but nothing was normal. “And you’ve been nowhere to be seen.”

      “You want to pump me for information, too?” A seductive smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      “Maybe.” Mostly, I’d just wanted to see him.

      But now wasn’t the time to talk about that. I wanted answers, and if Jude was about to give them to me, I needed to be there. “I’m going to go. See you later.”

      He shook his head. “I’m coming with you.”

      “To the meeting with Jude?”

      “Aye. It was delayed because we had to figure out what the hell is going on.”

      “Well, good. Let’s get a move on. Because I want answers about the DragonGods, the Rebel Gods, and how the heck I’m going to keep my magic.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Ana, Cade, and I met Jude and Hedy in the round room. Also known as the war room, it was where they met when things were dire.

      Apparently, I qualified. Or at least, my situation did.

      The round room was the oldest part of the castle, where the walls were made of heavy stone and the wooden floors were beaten and scratched. Here, tapestries covered the walls, and sconces glowed golden, but it still had a heavy air to it.

      Jude and Hedy already sat at the round table. I’d done my best to wipe the demon blood off my face, but I hadn’t wanted to waste time changing. Demon blood might be gross, but my thirst for answers outweighed the ick-factor.

      Cade, Ana, and I joined them at the table. After our kiss in the pub two days ago, I’d told Cade what I was. He’d been impressed, which—I couldn’t lie—I’d totally liked.

      “Why did it take so long to have this meeting?” I blurted out. Annoyance—tinged strongly with fear—buzzed in my veins.

      “Two days is hardly long.” Jude smiled calmly. “You just found out you were a DragonGod.”

      “Two days is long if your magic is devouring itself.”

      Jude’s starry blue eyes darkened with understanding, and perhaps even a bit of sadness. “We weren’t expecting your magic to go haywire so quickly.”

      “It may be because it is so strong,” Hedy said. “Each power is fighting for dominance and suppressing the others faster than we expected.”

      “What do I do?” I asked. If I wanted to stay at the Protectorate, I needed my magic. Not to mention, it felt like hell when it went haywire. Nausea was a constant companion, as was a strong feeling of loss.

      “That’s what has taken us days to decide,” Jude said. “We needed to consult a seer and other resources to determine the right course of action. And to determine if our concerns were warranted.”

      “And?” Ana asked.

      “We’ll start with the Rebel Gods,” Jude said.

      “Yes.” I leaned forward, anxious to learn more. The only thing I knew about them was that they had a book with their name on it—in Latin. And a crazy woman with dark magic worked for them, hunting us. “What did you learn?”

      “Until now, the Rebel Gods were ancient history, as far as we were concerned. No one has heard from them for hundreds of years. They were an organization that wreaked havoc upon magical populations, stealing and enslaving.”

      “For what purpose?” I asked. “Did you figure out what was written in the little book that I found a few days ago?”

      “Only the cover was in Latin,” Hedy said. “The rest was in an unknown language. Florian, the ghost librarian, is working on a translation, but he hasn’t found one yet.”

      “Dang.” I frowned. “What did you already know about them?”

      “We’ve never known what their main goal was,” Jude said. “Maybe power, or wealth. Their motivations were lost to history. But our seer confirms that they are back—returned to the earth for a specific purpose.”

      “Hunting us?” I guessed.

      Jude inclined her head. “Yes, that could be it. They have shown a marked interest in you. The seer believes that they are a great threat to the Protectorate.”

      “The curse last week made that pretty clear,” I said. Their dark magic had threatened to destroy the whole castle.

      “It did.” Hedy nodded. “And they were likely after you.”

      “So I need to go after them,” I said. “Bring the fight. I don’t like waiting.”

      Ana huffed a small laugh beside me, one that clearly said, Ain’t that the truth.

      “No, you don’t,” Jude said. “In some cases, your bravery is a boon. In others, you jump too quickly. It has been your greatest weakness during your training. You always win the fight, Bree. Always. But with magic as strong as yours, you must learn to deploy it only when necessary.”

      My cheeks heated. But she was right. She’d mentioned this to me before, and I was working on it. But I needed to try harder. I nodded at her.

      “Good,” Jude said. “If you want to go after the Rebel Gods, you must conquer the magic inside you. The new powers that you are developing are starting to devour each other, leaving you almost helpless. You must learn how to anchor such strong magic.”

      I shifted uncomfortably, hating that word. I wasn’t helpless. I had my sword and speed and guts.

      But without my magic…

      She was right.

      I needed my magic. No question.

      That made sense. “But how do I get control of my magic?”

      “Unfortunately, we lack the tools to help,” Hedy said. “Yours is an unusual case. We can train you if you have your magic. But if you don’t have it, we can do nothing.”

      “So we suggest that you go to the Cave of Seers,” Jude said. “Hopefully, one will appear to you and guide you.”

      “The Cave of Seers?” I frowned. “What do they do, just hang out there? In a cave?”

      Cade chuckled low.

      “No.” Jude shook her head. “There are no seers on staff here at the Protectorate. Instead, there is a cave at the base of the sea cliffs. Magic imbues the place. A worthy person can enter, and if they are lucky, a seer will appear to them.”

      “All right.” I nodded, liking the sound of this. I’d never met one before, but anyone who could give me advice or directions seemed like a damned good idea.

      Hedy consulted her watch, then looked at me. “You still have several hours of daylight left. Long enough to climb down the cliffs. I suggest you get a move on.”
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        * * *

      

      After a quick shower—during which, the Pugs of Destruction watched me from the sink, the toilet, and the trash bin—I met Cade and Ana at the front of the castle.

      A cool, late-summer breeze whipped the blond hair back from Ana’s face. Even in August, the highlands were chilly in the evening. In the distance, purple heather stretched across the mountains and the blue sky was dotted with fluffy white clouds.

      “Are you ready?” Ana asked.

      I zipped up my leather jacket, blocking the breeze. “Definitely. I need answers.”

      “You’ll get them,” Cade said. “Come on.”

      We followed him toward the cliffs, passing by the stone circle that sparked with magic. So far, I’d avoided the circle, a sense of—I don’t know, heaviness—weighing on me anytime I thought of visiting. There was clearly great magic there—magic that repelled rather than welcomed.

      As curious as I might be, I was no dummy. I’d listen to the magic.

      The sound of crashing waves grew louder as we neared the edge of the cliffs, and cawing gulls swooped on the air. I hadn’t had much chance to come over here, not with training keeping me busy. And evenings were full of visits to the Whisky and Warlock. It was so novel—and so cool—to have a group of friends. So Ana and I had been sticking to them rather than wandering the cliffs like heroines in a gothic romance.

      Late afternoon sunlight glittered on the blue sea, which crashed against the cliff a thousand feet below.

      Cade stopped near the edge. I inched closer, peering down at a thin strip of beach.

      “There’s a cave down there,” Cade said. “Located in a narrow bay to the left. Climb down the stairs, and you can’t miss it.”

      I eyed the jagged little bits of earth that sort of looked like stairs. “Those are the stairs.”

      “Aye.” His brow wrinkled. “Be careful.”

      I sucked in a ragged breath. “Good thing I’m not afraid of heights.”

      Just of inaction. And of losing my magic.

      So this would be easy-peasy.

      “Seriously, be careful,” Ana said.

      “No need to worry.” I gave her a quick hug, then looked at Cade. Now was not the time for a hug. I needed my head clear for this. And we weren’t really at that stage yet. Hugging goodbye was relationship stuff.

      We were currently at the staring hotly phase of this thing.

      I saluted, then turned and started down the stairs.

      I was only about ten feet down, with the ocean wind buffeting me, when I realized that maybe there was a little reason to worry.

      These stairs were really more like jutting rocks inching their way down the cliff face. I clung to the stone as I descended, carefully placing each booted foot.

      Halfway down, pebbles shifted beneath me. My skin chilled as adrenaline spiked. I scrabbled for a handhold, but I lost my balance.

      And fell.

      My heart leapt into my throat as I flailed, grasping for the cliff.

      All I met was air.
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      A scream lodged in my throat as I reached for solid ground. Gravity dragged me down the stairs as the stone cut into my chest and belly.

      Finally, I grasped a crevice in the rock, digging my fingertips in. I jerked to a halt, half on and half off the narrow, jagged stairs.

      Panting, I clung to the stone, arms shaking and skin chilled with fear. Once my mind had calmed—not much, of course—I scrambled onto the stairs and clung to the stone cliffs. Thank fates, the treads on my boots did a good job of holding onto the rocks.

      Why the hell did superhero chicks in movies always wear high heels? What if you had to climb down a mountain cliff to consult some mysterious seers? What then, Hollywood?

      I chuckled nervously and shoved the inane thought away. I hadn’t been scared of heights before, but that was changing.

      Slowly, I got to my feet and continued down the stairs, keeping a wary eye out for bits of gravel.

      Gulls swooped by me, eyeing me with beady black eyes as the wind tore my hair from my ponytail. I flattened myself against the cliff and shouted, “I have no bread. Go fishing!”

      The gulls flew off, cawing their displeasure to the wind.

      “You and me both, guys.” Why couldn’t the seers hang out in the forest? Or at the Whisky and Warlock?

      But then, nothing good ever came easy.

      I kept climbing, slowly and steadily, my limbs shaking with the strain. The wind bit at my cheeks, and I focused on it, trying to ignore the danger.

      Crashing waves roared as I neared the shore at the bottom. By the time I stumbled onto the stony beach, my heart was pounding and my breath came short.

      I took a moment, panting, and enjoyed the sight of the waves. Sparkling blue water rolled against the pebbles, and behind me, the cliffs towered.

      “Whew. All right.” I dusted off my hands and set off toward the left, seeking the cove that Cade had mentioned.

      I found it quickly—hard to miss on a straight beach—and ducked inside. It was short and narrow, a stream of ocean water flowing back, and I followed it along the slender gravel beach.

      Soon, I turned a slight corner, and a massive cave loomed in front of me.

      “Holy fates.” I stopped and stared, awed.

      The mouth of the cave was at least three hundred feet tall and just as wide. I could see right in. Cracks in the cave’s earthen ceiling allowed light to stream through. Green moss coated the dark stone walls, and the ocean flowed in to form a pool in the middle of the cave. A circle of land surrounded the water.

      I hurried into the cave. Magic sparked against my skin, an unfamiliar signature that filled my mind with a calming sense of knowing.

      Knowing what exactly, I had no idea. But since this was the Cave of Seers, it made sense. Seers knew stuff. It was kinda what they did.

      It was dark in the cave, with a strange carving on the wall that looked like a large head. Planks of wood were scattered around, old and rotten, along with some metal tools flecked with rust.

      How had this place once been used? The tools looked really old.

      Slowly, I circled the interior of the cave, searching for a seer or a clue or something.

      “Just bits of old stuff,” I muttered.

      A large rock sat in the middle of the cave, right at the edge of the water, bathed in a pool of sunlight that shined down through a hole in the rock ceiling.

      I shrugged and climbed up onto the rock. It looked as promising as anything else.

      As soon as I reached the top of the boulder, magic rushed over me, fizzing against my skin like carbonated water. It glowed bright all around me, a golden light that nearly blinded. I fell to my knees, my head spinning.

      When my vision cleared, I was no longer in the cave.

      A huge tree towered overhead.

      No, it wasn’t huge. It was ginormous, humongous, ridiculously giant-sized. So big I couldn’t see the top, and I couldn’t conceive of the circumference. My brain felt like it was short-circuiting as it tried to comprehend.

      As far as I could tell, it was as big as the world itself.

      Dumbfounded, I searched my surroundings. I no longer sat on the giant rock, but in the middle of a field that butted up to the massive tree.

      More than anything, I wanted to fall onto my back and look up at the huge branches that spread overhead, nearly blocking out the sun that filtered through the leaves in shining beams of light.

      Joy and a little bit of fear filled my chest.

      Then my gaze landed on a small building at the base of the tree. A wooden longhouse, with a turf roof and wooden beams for sides.

      I blinked.

      Was the house tiny, or normal sized? The tree threw everything out of scale.

      Three women walked out of the house, each wearing a dress of green mist that flowed around them. Their golden hair glinted in the streams of sunlight. Then it turned black, then red.

      Something tugged me toward them. I followed, struggling to my feet and hurrying forward.

      As I neared, I realized that they weren’t as young as I’d thought. Nor as old.

      In fact, it was nearly impossible to tell their age. Images flashed in their eyes—tiny scenes of life. People and places and animals. Wars and parties and people alone in their houses and so much more. I could stare into them forever.

      I sucked in a ragged breath and averted my gaze toward their chins.

      Safer that way. I didn’t want to spend eternity watching their eyes like they were TVs.

      The women were the same size as me, which meant the house wasn’t tiny and the tree really was as insanely big as I’d thought. It’d probably take my whole life to walk around it.

      I stopped in front of the three women.

      The one on the left spoke. “Welcome, Bree Blackwood.”

      “We are the Norns,” said the one in the center.

      The Norns. Viking goddesses of fate. Ever since Arach had told me two days ago that I was the Valkyrie DragonGod, magical beneficiary of the Viking god’s magic, I’d done some research.

      Some of that included the Norns. And the tree.

      My gaze rose to the tree. “Is this Yggdrasil?”

      “It is the world tree, yes.”

      “And I’m really here?”

      The Norn on the right shrugged. “That is up for interpretation. But for now, you are here with us. I am Urðr.”

      At first, the word was gibberish. But then it sorted itself out in my mind, a strange magic I’d never felt before. Urðr was Old Norse for “that which became or happened.”

      Apparently I could speak Old Norse now. “You represent the past?”

      “Yes.” She smiled.

      The Norn in the center said, “I am Verðandi.”

      It took a moment, but my mind sorted that one out as well. “You’re the present.”

      “Well done.”

      “And I am Skuld,” said the final Norn.

      My mind translated. “That which should become, or that needs to occur.”

      “Precisely. You truly are the Valkyrie.” Skuld smiled.

      “Yes.” Though I really didn’t feel like it. “I might be inheriting the powers of the Viking gods, but I’m not doing a very good job of holding on to them.”

      Urðr nodded. “That is normal. I suppose you would like our help determining your fate and how you should go about fixing your power?”

      “Yes, please. Because I have no idea what to do.”

      “It won’t be easy,” Skuld said.

      “I’m not afraid of hard work.”

      “Good.” Verðandi nodded. “Now come.”

      They turned and walked toward the tree, leading me toward a well that I hadn’t noticed before. It was small compared to Yggdrasil that I’d never have seen it. Hell, it was a miracle I’d noticed their house. I probably wouldn’t have seen an elephant running at me until I’d felt the ground shake.

      “Do you always appear to people who come to the Cave of Seers?” I asked.

      “We appear to you because you are of the Vikings,” Verðandi said.

      Fair enough.

      We stopped by the well, and Skuld began to turn a crank that lowered a bucket down the shaft. I wasn’t sure what they were doing, but I thought I recalled a vague mention of them using a well to help their magic.

      Far below the earth, the bucket plopped into the water with a small splash. Then Skuld turned the crank the other way.

      Once the bucket was back at the surface, Verðandi pulled it off the hook and placed it on the ground. The three Norns gathered around it and dipped their hands into the water. They murmured to each other, too low for me to hear.

      I leaned closer, my heart pounding.

      What would they find?

      Skuld looked up at me. “You must go to the realm of the Valkyrie and seek your answers.”

      “The realm of the Valkyrie?” My stomach jumped. “How am I going to get to the land of the gods?”

      Verðandi looked at me. “We will provide you with directions. And the tools you need to get there.”

      “But you must go quickly,” Urðr said. “Terrible things happen to those who cannot find an anchor for their magic.”

      “I know all about that.” My magic dying on me today had been miserable. I didn’t want any repeats.

      “You don’t know,” Urðr said. “Not really. Show her, Skuld.”

      Skuld reached for me, her pale, slender hand gleaming with magic.

      She touched my arm. Immediately, a sense of emptiness filled me. Death. My soul leaching out of my body. I gasped and doubled over, misery like I’d never known filling every inch of me. I went to my knees, unable to stand.

      “This is your future.” Skuld’s voice resonated with darkness. “If you cannot anchor your magic—control your magic—you will lose it forever.”

      “It feels like my soul is gone.” I gasped.

      “Exactly.” Skuld removed her hand.

      I collapsed to my hands and knees. Feeling returned and the emptiness faded, but the memory was so strong that it made bile rise in my throat.

      “You didn’t lose your magic before,” Urðr said. “You have lost your sonic boom, but your healing power and gift over water are still there. In the battle today, they only faltered, growing weak and useless. When you truly lose your magic—lose all of it—you will feel like this. Forever.”

      “Likely worse,” Verðandi said. “When magic goes out of control and your gifts devour each other like snakes in a pit, you will feel worse.”

      “Worse?” The blood rushed from my head. My life would be over. I’d rather be dead than lose my magic.

      Skuld nodded. “So you see why you must go to the realm of the Valkyrie. You will find answers there. The winged warriors will give you the tools to anchor your magic inside you. Then you will be at peace again.”

      “Though it may take great sacrifice,” Urðr said. “It often does.”

      “Of course.” Good things don’t come easy. “Can you tell me anything about the Rebel Gods?”

      I might as well get as much info as I could out of this visit. And anything to distract me from my future would be super great right now.

      “You will find answers about them with the Valkyrie. Clues to lead you on your way,” Verðandi said. “You are linked with the Rebel Gods, but you must discover how.”

      “And defeat them,” Skuld said. “Your life depends on it. Your sister’s life as well.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      “We shall see,” Skuld said.

      Verðandi punched her lightly on the shoulder. “Have faith, sister.”

      “She is the Valkyrie DragonGod,” Urðr said. “The champion of the Vikings, returned.”

      Yeah, no pressure.

      The three fates stood.

      “That is all we can tell you,” Skuld said.

      Verðandi stooped and dipped her hand into the bucket of water, then pulled out a scroll and a small pouch. She handed both to me. The pouch felt like it had small rocks in it.

      “The scroll will guide you to the Valkyrie. The pouch contains helpful tools.” She leaned close. “Stick close to your war god. He will be your greatest aid in this. Go only with him.”

      “Only Cade can come with me?”

      “He is the only one who can accompany you where you are going. He is a god. Your sister has not transitioned yet.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “Thank you.”

      The Norns nodded, and the tree of life disappeared.

      Suddenly, I was back in the cave. It was dark now. I spun in a circle. Moonlight glittered on the water that pooled within the cave. Magic shimmered in the air.

      In my hand, I clutched the scroll and the little bag, confirming that this had been no dream.

      “Right, then. Off to Valhalla.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was sweating and exhausted by the time I made it to the top of the cliff. My muscles trembled with strain and my lungs burned. Barely—just barely—I managed to avoid going to my knees.

      All those years riding around on the buggy hadn’t been the best for my fitness. I could fight. But climb up a cliff like a mountain goat?

      Nope.

      Cool wind whipped my hair back from my face as I used the moonlight to find my way toward the castle. In fairness, it wasn’t hard to miss—giant thing with sparkly golden windows and all.

      Warmth enveloped me as soon as I trudged through the massive doors into the entry hall. The scent of mulled wine welcomed from somewhere deep in the kitchens, where Hans occasionally had a kettle brewing regardless of the season.

      I ignored it, opening the scroll instead.

      Scribbled writing greeted my eyes, something I didn’t recognize. I squinted.

      Old Norse, maybe?

      Had to be. I’d seen it in the books in the library but hadn’t learned how to read it yet. I sighed and rerolled the scroll, then dug into the bag of what felt like rocks. I pulled one out.

      Yep. A rock.

      I turned it over and squinted at the carving on the front. It was a squiggly shape, but hard to tell what exactly. I inspected the rest of the rocks, only able to identify one carving that kinda looked like a face.

      “All right, then,” I muttered. “Off to the library.”

      I headed down the hall to Florian’s domain. Fortunately, it was evening, so I could expect to find the ghostly night librarian instead of the grumpy Potts, who handled the day shift.

      Thank fates for a little luck.

      If my luck extended, he’d come out quickly and help me, then I could run all of this by Ana before getting started.

      The library contained no people when I entered, but as usual, the fireplaces burst to life, warm orange flame filling the room with a pleasant glow. Two of the Pugs of Destruction slept in beds in front of the largest fireplace on the right wall, but movement on my left caught my eye.

      I looked up.

      Mayhem fluttered high in the air, a rag in her mouth. She rubbed it against the spines of the books, shaking her little head back and forth.

      “Oiling the leather again?” I asked.

      She gave a yip, but didn’t cease her work.

      I grinned. Yesterday, Florian had explained that the spines of the books needed to be oiled to keep the old leather from cracking. It was Mayhem’s job to do the books high on the shelves because she had wings.

      In return, Florian read bedtime stories out loud to her. Particular favorites were The Dogs with the Giant Ham and Skipping Through Bacon Valley: A Good Dog’s Memoir.

      “Florian!” I called, hoping he’d hear me. Sometimes he was off doing who knew what. He certainly never explained why it took him so long to come when I called. The best I ever got was, “Ghosts have lives, too, you know.”

      Fair enough. Florian had stuff to do.

      But I needed help. Pronto.

      I found a seat near the fire, wanting to rest my legs for a moment before I headed back into the darker section—the ghost library—to get some books. I might be able to find them on my own without Florian’s help, but it was a freaking labyrinth back there.

      I’d give him a few moments to show up while I rested my legs. I leaned back in my chair and sighed, enjoying the warmth of the fire.

      Ruckus and Chaos snuffled loudly and shifted in their beds, but didn’t wake. Chaos’s horns glinted in the firelight. I stuffed the carved stones in the pocket of my jeans and unrolled the scroll again, studying it.

      After a while, my head began to hurt, but eventually, I swore that the letters began to move.

      I blinked. “What the heck?”

      Warmth glowed in my chest, almost like magic. But it was a bit different. Subtler. Not the intense wham! of developing a new power.

      But the letters began to form words I could recognize.

      In the cave where one can build and repair, the boat will arise that transports good and fair.

      “Holy crap!” I said.

      “Can I help you?” Florian’s voice sounded.

      I jerked my head up. “Florian!”

      He looked elegant as always in his eighteenth century apparel. His ruffled cravat was stark white at his neck, and his waistcoat gleamed with blue metallic thread. The wig towering on his head was an unusual choice, since he often went wigless. He must have been out partying with some old-timey friends or something.

      He bowed. “Ever at your service, my lady.”

      I laughed. “You know that’s not true.”

      He sniffed. “Fine, then. Sometimes at your service. When it is convenient.”

      I grinned.

      “But can I help you?” he asked.

      “I thought so, but it seems I can read Old Norse now.” I recited the first line to him. “Do you know what that means?”

      His face brightened. “Norse, you say? But of course I know. That is referring to the Cave of Seers.”

      “But I was just there.”

      “Ohhh.” He leaned forward. “Did you learn anything good?”

      “Maybe, if I can figure out what that line from this scroll means.”

      He sat in the plush chair across from me and crossed one ankle over his knee, then tapped his elegant fingers on his chin. “Not to worry, my dear. I know what it means. Long before the Cave of Seers was used as a visiting place for seers, the cave was used by Viking seafarers who came to our fair shores. They pulled their boats in for repairs and often overwintered there.”

      It clicked in my mind. “That’s what those tools were. The ones that were scattered around. And the wooden beams.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Why didn’t you guys ever move them? Surely they should be in a museum.”

      “Heavens no! Most archaeological sites should be left undisturbed, particularly by laypeople. While it is true that those artifacts are on the surface and subject to the cruel vagaries of weather and fate, we cannot touch them for any reason. Not even for conservation and display. Magic prevents it.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t tried to touch them or pick them up—they weren’t mine, after all, and one didn’t muck about in magic places getting sticky fingerprints everywhere—but I believed him.

      “Yes, well, that is the place where ‘one can build and repair,’ as the scroll says. And I have to assume that ‘the one good and fair’ refers to you. You are on a quest, after all. To prove yourself worthy and anchor the magic within you.”

      “Yep, that’s me.” I looked down at the scroll. The rest of it seemed quite clear. I snapped it shut and looked up at Florian. “I know what I have to do. Thank you, Florian.”

      He stood and bowed. “My pleasure to help a DragonGod.”

      “You helped me before you knew I was a DragonGod.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little flattery.” He grinned cheekily, and the light glinted off his glasses. “I’d help you no matter who you were. But, if you’re going to be famous, I’m going to enjoy it.”

      I grinned. “Night, Florian.”

      “Goodnight, Bree Blackwood.”

      I turned and hurried out of the library. I needed to find Ana and tell her what I’d learned. And I needed to find Cade and ask him to come along.

      I read the scroll as I walked, picking up more tips from the directions. Apparently the stones would help us along. I patted the bag in my pocket, ensuring they were still there.

      I turned the corner toward our apartments and slammed into a broad chest.

      Gasping, I stumbled backward. Strong hands caught me before I fell on my butt.

      I looked up at the towering figure who radiated warmth and the seductive scent of a storm at sea.

      “Cade.”

      He grinned down at me, handsome as the devil with his dark hair and full lips. “Bree.”

      “Weren’t we in this position just a few days ago?” I asked, embarrassed to hear how breathless I sounded. Visions of our kiss flashed through my mind, warming my skin and sending heat to my cheeks.

      “I believe we were.” His voice roughened, lowering. Just barely, his hands tightened on my arms. Not enough to hurt, but enough to show he was affected by the memory.

      I leaned toward him, my mind buzzing with desire. This was the first moment we’d been alone since our kiss at the Whisky and Warlock. The first moment I’d have a chance to taste him again. Feel him again.

      My heart thundered.

      Ana appeared in the corner of my vision.

      She stopped dead in her tracks, eyes wide. “Oh, sorry!”

      I stepped back from Cade, grateful that he was quick to drop his grip.

      “Ana. Hey.” I smiled, trying to play it cool.

      “Hey.” Her gaze darted between me and Cade. It was clear she was trying to play it cool, too, but of course there was insatiable curiosity there. If I’d seen her about to smash faces with a sexy god, I’d be pretty interested in getting the scoop myself.

      I’d mentioned our brief kiss to her after it had happened—there was no keeping juicy gossip from Ana; she was like a bloodhound—but there’d been no news since then.

      “Ana, good to see you,” Cade said.

      “You, too.” She turned to me. “Well, how’d it go in the cave?”

      I explained the scroll and the rocks, then turned to Cade. “The Norns said that you could come with me because you’re a god and can enter the different realms. Will you?”

      “Of course.”

      “I want to help,” Ana said. “I’ll come.”

      “You can’t.” I frowned at her. “I’m sorry. Since you’re not a DragonGod yet—or haven’t come into your powers at least—they said that you wouldn’t be able to enter the godly realms.”

      “Dang.” Her shoulders slumped. “I hate you going off to dangerous places alone.”

      “She won’t be alone,” Cade said.

      “I know, I know.” Ana nodded. “It’s just that I like to be there. We’ve always had each other’s backs. Changing that up is weird. And scary.”

      I nodded, knowing she’d spend the whole time concerned for me, just like I would if she had to run off to dangerous godly realms without me. I leaned over and hugged her hard.

      “Don’t worry about me.” I pulled away, then smiled at her.

      She grinned back at me and nodded, but worry still darkened her eyes.

      There was nothing I could do about that, so I let it go and turned to Cade. “Meet tomorrow at sunrise in the entry hall?”

      “I’ll see you then.” He turned and walked away, business as usual.

      I, of course, was not businesslike at all. Instead, I mooned after him until he turned the corner.
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      The next morning, after swinging by the kitchen to get a cup of coffee and a scone from Hans, the head cook, I hurried to the main hall.

      Somehow, I managed not to spill a drip of coffee on my thin black sweater.

      Victory!

      That didn’t save me from the crumbs, but at least they could be brushed off. At one point, a raisin fell into my shirt and I had to stop to shake it out.

      A sparkling little mouse scurried out from a hole in the wall and grabbed the dried fruit that dropped to my feet, and then hurried back to the hole in the wall.

      “A glitter mouse?” I murmured. “Weird.”

      The little creature turned back and glared at me with beady black eyes, as if it could understand me.

      “Sorry, you’re not weird,” I said. “You’re lovely.”

      The mouse nodded her little head, which sparkled like diamonds, and carried her raisin off into the hole in the wall.

      “All right, then.” I popped the last bite of scone into my mouth and kept heading toward the hall.

      Cade was waiting for me by the time I arrived. I finished the last sip of my coffee and set the cup on the little tray set into an alcove in the wall. The cup would disappear back to the kitchen, a luxury that delighted me to no end.

      “Ready?” Cade asked. He wore the same dark tactical gear as he had last time.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      We walked out into the cobblestone courtyard as the sun peeked over the horizon, lighting the gray morning with a golden glow.

      This time, the climb down the cliffside was a little less scary. I still wouldn’t do it as a hobby, no matter how nice it would be to stroll the beach down below, but at least I wasn’t a shaking mess when I reached the bottom.

      “This way.” I led him toward the cave, which was still pretty dark this early in the morning.

      I stopped near the middle of the cave, gazing around the space, then pulled the bag of carved stones out of my small backpack. I dumped them into my hands, then handed half over to Cade.

      “These are supposed to help us,” I said.

      “How?”

      “No idea. But the scroll said it would become obvious.”

      “All right.” He studied his stones.

      I bent my head and studied mine. I had four. One looked like an arrow, another like a face, the third like a sun, and the fourth a bird.

      I tucked the one with the arrow back into my pocket. If I was understanding the scroll correctly, I’d need that one for later, to help get through the realms of the gods.

      The last three were still a mystery though.

      I clutched them in my hand and began to pace around the cave. It was a huge space, several hundred feet wide and just as tall. The mouth was enormous, allowing more light to enter as the sun rose.

      The carving on the wall that I’d seen yesterday caught my eye. I tilted my head and studied it, then pointed at it. “That looks like one of my carved stones.”

      Cade joined me, peering up. “We should look for more carvings, then.”

      “Agreed.”

      We split up, pacing the space, looking in every nook and cranny for more carvings. On the far left, I found a huge hole in the wall. It led back to an underground spring. The water glittered with bioluminescence, and it allowed me to see that the stream stretched far back into the cave.

      Cool.

      I turned from it and kept searching. A moment later, I found the sun-shaped inscription high on the wall near the back entrance to the stream.

      “I found one!” I called.

      “So did I,” Cade shouted from across the cave.

      Further inspection revealed a tiny little slot in the wall beneath the carving.

      I dug the sun stone out of my pocket and put it in the slot. Magic sparked over my fingertips.

      “Jackpot.” I turned to Cade. “Try to put your stone in a little slot in the rock, if you can find one.”

      A moment later, he called, “It worked. There’s magic here.”

      It took us fifteen minutes to find the rest of the carvings and insert our little stones into the slots. I didn’t find one for the bird stone, but maybe I’d need that for later. As soon as I placed the last one, the air shimmered with magic.

      I turned from the cave wall to face the great open space. Magic lit the air, swirling with a golden glow and coalescing on the ground near the tools.

      They rose up, dancing on the air, along with the abandoned pieces of wood.

      “Amazing,” Cade said.

      “Just like that movie. Sleeping Beauty. Where the fairies make the house clean itself and everything moves around.”

      In front of us, the wood began to assemble itself on the surface of the water in the middle of the cave. Tools pounded and banged, building the ship in front of our eyes.

      First, sparkling magic lifted a heavy piece of wood and connected it to two curved end pieces. Bow and stern, I had to assume. The ship floated in the air as the glittering magic added planks to the sides, each one overlapping another, perfectly fitted and carved. Then some crosswise pieces were added inside. I tilted my head. They looked a bit like slender ribs. Finally, magic added a giant hunk of wood to the middle of the boat. Last, a mast was inserted into it.

      Soon, a complete Viking ship had built itself for us.

      “Holy fates,” I breathed.

      Then it drifted on the surface of the water, headed toward the stream that stretched back deeper into the cave.

      “Uh-oh. Come on!” I ran after the boat.

      Cade caught up to me as I hurried to the edge of the water, where the boat waited. Very convenient.

      I leapt inside, stumbling a bit, then righted myself.

      Cade, of course, was graceful as ever.

      As soon as he was in the boat, it took off, drifting down the glittering water that illuminated the cave around us.

      “Bioluminescence shouldn’t live here,” he said.

      “That Viking boat shouldn’t have built itself for us.” I shrugged. “Magic.”

      He grinned.

      The ether sucked us through. I gasped, reaching out for Cade. My hand met his strong arm, and I clung to him. He gripped me around the waist as the boat rocked through the ether.

      A moment later, the sun blazed in our eyes.

      Yggdrasil rose tall in front of us, so impossibly huge that I still couldn’t conceive of it even though I’d been here yesterday.

      “Fates of all,” Cade murmured. “The World Tree.”

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” I studied our surroundings. I could no longer see the Norns’ cottage or their well, which meant that the river had delivered us somewhere else along the base of the great tree.

      Fields stretched out around us, and the bottom of the tree was ridged with valleys made by the roots sinking into the earth. We floated on a river that drifted lazily toward Yggdrasil. The boat didn’t seem to need any propulsion because it moved along without using the sail or the oars resting against the sides.

      “From what I’ve learned, there are nine realms of the Viking world,” I said. “We were on Midgard, where mortals live. Now we have to make it to the realm of the Valkyrie. But to do that, we must pass through several other realms, going higher and higher up the World Tree.”

      “Do you know where we start?”

      I pulled the scroll out of my bag just to confirm, then looked up at him. “We must find Hverglemir, the Roaring Kettle. Also known as the Source of Many Rivers. It will take us to the next realm.”

      “Does it say which realm that is?” Cade asked.

      “Unfortunately not.” Which was really very unfortunate. Some of the realms were supposed to be great. Others, not so much.

      The river wound around the huge roots that sank into the ground. They rose like mountains on either side of us.

      As we rounded a bend, something massive shifted in front of us.

      One of the roots was alive!

      A huge serpent’s head turned toward us. Gleaming green eyes pierced me where I stood, and a tongue flicked out. It looked almost like a dragon, actually.

      To the left of the serpent, a huge eagle turned to look at me. Surprise widened the eagle’s eyes, and it hopped behind the serpent’s coils. Or maybe they were roots? Either way, the bird was definitely hiding.

      “I am Níðhöggr. What do you want here?” the serpent hissed.

      “Um, I’m Bree Blackwood.” I pointed to Cade. “That’s Cade.” I didn’t mention that he was the Celtic God of War. Better not to mention anything violent in front of a serpent who probably considered me a snack. “I’ve been given a map by the Norns to take me to the realm of the Valkyrie.”

      Interest gleamed in the serpent’s eyes. “The Valkyrie DragonGod. How interesssting.”

      “Thanks. Could you tell us where Hverglemir is located?”

      He nodded, jerking his head toward the right, in the direction that the water was heading. “Just down that way. Get a move on.”

      “Thank you.” The nervous sweat that beaded on my brow cooled as we drifted by the serpent.

      His green eyes sparked with interest as we passed. “Go on, now.”

      “Yep. We are.” I gestured awkwardly at the water. “Just as fast as the water will take us.”

      “Hmmm.” The serpent shifted, a gesture that would almost strike me as nervous.

      That was weird. Did he want us gone?

      At least he didn’t seem inclined to attack or anything. All the same, I stayed tense. Not that I could fight him. His head was the size of a football stadium.

      But I’d go down swinging.

      I watched him as we drifted out of sight, waving goodbye.

      Finally, he was gone.

      My shoulders slumped, and adrenaline drained from my muscles, leaving me shaky.

      “He was nice,” Cade said.

      “Yeah.” I laughed. “Still scary though.”

      “Giant serpents usually are.” He walked toward the bow of the ship to look out over the twisty river that wound around the trunk of the tree. “Why was he with an eagle? Do serpents and birds usually get along?”

      The memory of the eagle hiding himself flashed in my mind, along with a story I’d read. “Yeah, that’s really weird, actually. The only eagle that I know of is the one who lives at the top of the tree, while Níðhöggr, the serpent, lives at the bottom.”

      “But now they’re together.”

      “Seems so.”

      The sound of roaring waves caught my ear, and I leaned over to try to see around the bend.

      A moment later, massive rapids came into view, the water white and roiling. It splashed and bubbled as boulders broke up the tranquility.

      “We’re nearing the central rapids,” I said. More rivers poured into the area. Or out of it?

      Whatever the case, our boat was shooting towards it.

      “Down!” Cade said.

      I threw myself to the deck, huddling near the mast. Cade joined me, wrapping his big body around mine.

      Protecting me?

      My chest warmed.

      The boat bucked and thrashed, throwing us up into the air. We went airborne for a second, then crashed down on the deck. The rollicking ride continued as the boat hurtled through the rapids.

      Then everything went dark.

      Heat blazed.

      The ride smoothed out.

      I shook my head, trying to clear my vision, and shoved at Cade. “Move it.”

      He grunted and lifted himself, rising gracefully. I scrambled to my feet, my heart plummeting as I took in our surroundings.

      The air was boiling hot, and the river bubbled. Steam sizzled where the water hit the shore.

      “Is that lava?” I pointed to the crumbly, blackened shore.

      “I believe so.” Cade drew his sword and shield from the ether.

      I squinted through the steam that rose up wherever the river hit the molten magma. All around, it was dark. The only light was provided by the lava that glowed red. The land in the distance gleamed crimson and black, like deadly waves.

      “How has this water not evaporated?” I asked. It was just a river. A wide one, but there was more lava here than water, and the heat was unbearable.

      “Magic,” Cade said.

      I grinned at his repetition of my word, though it didn’t lighten my nerves.

      “This has to be Muspell, the land of the Fire Giants,” I said.

      “It feels safe to assume that.”

      “I don’t know much about them.” The scroll hadn’t given explicit explanation of what would happen as I went through the realms—just that I had to make it through, continuing on my journey up the World Tree and through the godly realms until I reached that of the Valkyrie, which was near the top. The water had led us though some kind of portal, which had taken us to this realm.

      “At least the boat is still moving.”

      “We’re supposed to stay with it until it leaves us, I think.”

      “Leaves us?”

      “I have no idea what that means, actually. I doubt it’s good.” I drew my sword, not sure that I could actually fight a Fire Giant with a sword. But it was my safety blanket, and I wanted to clutch it tight.

      When the roar rent the night, I jumped. The sound vibrated in my chest, like I was hugging a jet engine.

      I spun around, searching for the source of the noise.

      The monster grew out of the ground a hundred yards ahead of us, forming from the lava itself—red and black and terrifying. Blazing ruby eyes sought me out, and the beast raised its fist as it howled.

      My stomach plunged as it ran forward, pounding toward us. Eighty yards away.

      Sixty.

      Forty.

      Sweat broke out on my brow.

      As I tried to call on the water around me, hoping to use it to douse the giant’s heat, Cade hurled his silver shield at the giant’s head.

      The metal gleamed as it flew and sliced through the giant’s neck, sending the head flying and the body toppling to the ground. The crash made the land shake and the water around us thrash.

      My magic struggled within me, but I managed to get ahold of the water as another giant built itself out of the lava on the ground. Then another.

      And another.

      “Oh fates.” I aimed for the nearest giant, then shouted at Cade, “Take the far ones!”

      “On it.”

      His shield flew through the air as my water rose up in a wave. It was a careful balance not to take all the water from the river and leave us stranded on the bottom. We had to keep traveling, hopefully far away from these beasts.

      My wave crashed against the giant, sizzling and steaming.

      The massive creature stumbled, almost going to its knees. The molten lava hardened to black stone, making him brittle and unsteady on his feet.

      Yes!

      Then the creature righted itself, picking up its pace as it hurtled toward me.

      Crap! “They’re too strong!”

      My water wouldn’t work against lava. Not unless I had an ocean to draw from. Which I didn’t. And from the way my magic struggled inside of me, weak and temperamental, I probably didn’t have the control for an ocean anyway.

      “And there are too many.” Cade caught the shield that had returned to him and pointed toward the others. They raced for us, thundering across the ground as we floated by on the river.

      Going too slowly. Like we were vacationing at a hotel with a Lazy River pool.

      In hell.

      Cade hurled his shield again. As it beheaded another giant, my mind raced.

      How could I fight them? Not with a sword—they were a hundred feet tall and made of molten rock. Nor with water.

      Cade caught his shield on the return.

      And the earth dropped out from under us.
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      We plummeted into darkness. I screamed, stumbled, then fell to my butt.

      I glued myself to the wood as the boat shot through darkness, feeling like it was going down a massive waterslide.

      Yes, this was better. Clinging to the hull of the boat was definitely the way to go.

      “Cade!”

      “I’m here! Are you all right?”

      I couldn’t see him in the dark, but as long as I was on the boat and could feel the comfort of the hard wooden deck, I could keep my wits about me. “Yeah. Fine! Where are we?”

      “No idea.”

      Slowly, my eyes adjusted as we sped along on an underground river. There was a tiny bit of light—I had no idea from where— that revealed the pocked, glassy black surface of the walls.

      “Holy fates, I think we’re in a lava tube,” I said.

      “The dried out tubes from old volcanic activity?” Cade asked.

      “The very same.” I grinned as I slowly scrambled to a crouch. “Maybe that’s the last we’ve seen of the Fire Giants.”

      “Somehow, I doubt it.”

      “Yeah.” He had a point. Nothing was easy when you were on a quest. I’d read enough stories in the library lately to understand that.

      A moment later, we hurtled out of the tube, back onto the glowing red wasteland. Immediately, giants surged out of the ground around us, rising tall and angry. They roared, sounding like a choral arrangement from hell, and charged.

      “Oh, fates!” Desperate, I called on my magic, scrambling for whatever I had.

      Maybe I could dredge up a bit of my old sonic boom if the healing and water power hadn’t totally crushed it. That would do the trick!

      But it stayed dormant inside me. Cold and empty where it had once been.

      Cade hurled his shield, beheading two of the giants. Unfortunately, there were three more where they’d come from, running toward us on sturdy legs the size of office buildings.

      I reached for my magic, clawing for it as sweat dripped down my temples. It thrashed inside me, then flared to life, an explosion of power inside my chest.

      I stumbled, gasping, as the magic tore through me. It filled my body and my mind, an ephemeral thing that made no sense at all.

      It felt like a trick.

      Like it was there one moment and gone the next. It flitted around inside me.

      Cunning, it whispered. Trickery.

      “What?” I demanded, gasping.

      Trick them. Fool them. Create the world as you would like. The voice hissed in my mind, power and strength and cunning and guile. Trick them.

      “What does that mean?” I cried.

      Magic glittered at my fingertips. In my mind, it was as if I could see it sparkling through my brain, weaving between synapses and firing up neural pathways.

      I had to do this with my mind, I realized.

      Cunning and guile and trickery.

      Loki!

      This was Loki’s power.

      Holy fates, that was a big one.

      How to trick a Fire Giant?

      Beside me, Cade hurled his shield, time and again. But there were more and more giants, coming too fast for him to defeat.

      What did they want more than us?

      My mind raced, trying to remember what I’d read about Viking lore in the library. Thank fates for Florian and his books. And my long-banked desire to learn.

      The Fire Giants hated the Ice Giants above all else.

      That was it!

      I imagined the Ice Giants as I’d seen them once before, when I’d fought with my friend Nix. Towering and angular, made of icicles and slabs of frozen water. I envisioned them appearing to the left, away from Cade and me. A whole group of them.

      They appeared out of nowhere, towering as high as the Fire Giants and gleaming an icy blue in the red light of the lava.

      And they didn’t melt.

      Please don’t notice that, Fire Giants.

      “Where did they come from?” Cade shouted.

      I ignored him, unable to speak and also focus enough energy on keeping the ice giants visible. They shimmered occasionally, every time I lost a bit of control of my power.

      But when the first Fire Giant noticed the Ice Giants, his roar ripped through the air like a victory song.

      The Fire Giant spun on his heel and pounded away from us, racing for his greatest enemy. The others followed, their footsteps shaking the ground.

      Oh crap!

      The Ice Giants needed to run away. Else the Fire Giants would realize they were fake. I imagine the Ice Giants jumping with surprise, then turning and fleeing from the Fire Giants.

      The result was a little weird looking—like a cartoon mouse spotting a cat—but the apparent fright seemed to excite the Fire Giants, who only roared louder.

      “You’re doing this,” Cade said.

      “Yep.” I gritted the word out through clenched teeth, keeping the magic going.

      When the boat dropped into another lava tube, I lost hold of the magic. My heart jumped as we fell, but at least this time I knew what it was.

      I dropped low and clung to the deck.

      “Are you all right?” Cade asked.

      “Yeah.”

      But the boat started going faster and faster. By the time the river plowed back onto the glowing red plain, my stomach was turning.

      The Fire Giants were still searching for the Ice Giants, who had disappeared, when my magic had faltered. Before I could light it up again, the boat accelerated.

      “Brace yourself!” Cade shouted.

      I turned, looking toward the bow. A shimmery dark stain on the air blocked the river.

      A wall. A portal?

      I had no idea. But I threw myself back to the deck alongside Cade.

      Then the boat slammed into the wall, splintering into a thousand pieces and throwing us into the air.

      I tumbled for what felt like days, hours. A half second. It was impossible to say.

      Then I crashed to the ground. Pain flared. Cade sprawled next to me. Aching, I climbed to my feet.

      It was brighter here, wherever this was.

      Cade rose. “That was a portal.”

      “Or a strange exit.” I spun in a circle.

      We stood on rough ground that looked like giant bark. The light was bright, though I could see no sun, and giant leaves fluttered overhead in the breeze.

      “We’re on one of Yggdrasil’s higher branches,” I said.

      “Do you know which world we go to next?” he asked.

      “No.” I pulled the scroll out of the bag on my back. It was now crumpled and bent, but still legible. I’d just started to read—and spotted the word Huginn—when a strange sound filled the air. Like the flapping of massive wings.

      I looked up.

      A huge raven landed on the branch next to us. It was easily three times as tall as Cade, with gleaming black feathers and shiny jet eyes. It cawed and dipped its head.

      “Hello, Huginn,” I said. “You’re Odin’s raven, aren’t you?”

      The bird cawed again.

      “I think he’s here to give us a ride,” I said to Cade.

      “You have the assistance of the Old Father?”

      I nodded, recalling that Old Father was one of Odin’s nicknames.

      Huginn cawed again, pointing his beak at me.

      I glanced down at the scroll and caught the word for payment. And stone. I dug into my pocket for the remaining two stones, found the one with the bird on it, then handed it over. “For you.”

      Huginn bowed his head and stuck out his giant clawed foot. I dropped the stone in, and his toes curled around it. Then he bent low enough for us to climb on.

      “This is wild.” I grinned at Cade, then scrambled up onto the giant raven. It was a bit weird to sit on feathers, but cool.

      Cade climbed up behind me.

      I gripped the feathers and crouched low. “We’re ready!”

      Huginn took off into the air, great wings carrying us high. The wind whipped my hair back from my face, and I laughed, joy filling me.  I looked behind me at Cade and grinned. He looked happy, too.

      Huginn carried us high up into the giant ash tree, gracefully dodging leaves and smaller branches, which were the size of great highways in huge cities.

      Finally, Huginn landed on another branch, hopping to a stop. Once we were stable, I climbed off, hair windblown and cheeks cool from the breeze. Cade followed.

      “Thank you, Huginn.”

      The bird cawed and took off. I turned in a circle, trying to figure out where to go next. The branch was so wide that I couldn’t see over either end. It had to be miles across. In the distance, the tree trunk rose high into the air.

      “Which way?” Cade asked.

      I consulted the scroll once again, remembering something I’d read about a compass stone. Was this where I should use it?

      I skimmed the text. Yep. Compass stone.

      I pulled the last rock out of my pocket and held it flat in my palm. The carved arrow spun on the stone, which should be impossible since it wasn’t a separate piece of the rock—it was actually carved into the rock itself.

      But I was also standing on Yggdrasil, the world tree of the Norse gods, so things were already beyond belief. This stone wasn’t nearly the weirdest thing that would happen here.

      The arrow stopped spinning, facing toward the trunk. I pointed. “That way.”

      We set off across the tree limb, making our way over uneven ground made of giant bark. The bark was so jagged that it was almost like walking across broken land struck through with crevasses and ditches. I had to hop over those as often as I walked with regular steps.

      “This is truly amazing,” Cade said.

      “Don’t you go to the world of the Celtic gods?” I asked.

      “No, never. Earthwalking gods are reincarnates. My job is here, on earth. Though I probably could access the Celtic godly realm, I’m not sure how.”

      “Do you wish you could visit?”

      “Aye. I’d like to meet more people like myself.” He looked at me. “But then, you and Ana are similar in power.”

      I grinned. “That doesn’t make us like brother and sister, right? I don’t want this thing between us to go the way of Luke and Leia.”

      He grimaced slightly. “No. Not you, at least. Ana, perhaps. There is a sibling-like feeling for her. But not you. You’re a Viking.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” It was really freaking cool, now that I thought of it. And Ana would be a DragonGod from another mythos. “A Valkyrie. A DragonGod.”

      “Exactly. With the potential to be one of the most powerful supernaturals in the world. Have you gained the power of illusion? Because those Ice Giants didn’t melt when they arrived in Muspell. And the timing was just too convenient.”

      I nodded. “Yes. I think it’s a power from Loki, the trickster god.”

      His brows rose. “Loki?”

      “Yeah, crazy, right?”

      “Illusion is powerful.”

      “I know. But my water power is faltering. And my healing will go soon, too. It seems that with every new power that the gods gift to me, another one gets squashed or driven away. I can’t count on this one sticking around.”

      “But you can count on fixing your magic. You can do that, Bree.”

      “Thanks.” My heart warmed, but we’d reached the massive trunk of the tree. No more time to talk. I looked down at the arrow. “It’s still pointing to the trunk.”

      “There may be an entrance.” He went left, towards a shadowed area on the trunk, which was so big that it didn’t even look like it curved around. It was just a wall made of massive bark, with nooks and crannies. “Here.”

      I joined him. There, in the shadows of one of the nooks, the air shimmered darkly. Like the same portal that had led us out of Muspell.

      I tucked the compass stone safely in my pocket and stowed the scroll in my backpack. “Let’s go.”

      We stepped up to the shimmery dark air that led into the nook between the bark. It was big enough for us to walk in side by side, so I reached for Cade’s hand.

      He gripped mine, and counted down.

      On one, we stepped through.

      Into hell.

      The world we entered was dark—almost like it was underground. Or in a giant cave. High above, the air glowed golden, as if the sky were on fire. Though there was no red lava on the ground, the earth was black and jagged. It was like a bomb had exploded on a field of granite, tossing the rocks up into the air and letting them fall down as piles of debris.

      There were no paths or roads that I could see, just jagged earth that we’d have to weave our way around.

      “I have a feeling that this place will be no more welcoming than Muspell,” Cade said.

      “Probably worse.” I looked back up at the orange sky. It cast a warm glow on the ground below, but not in a welcoming way. “The sky looks like a fake tan that’s on fire.”

      Cade chuckled.

      I dug into my pocket for the compass stone. It spun, then pointed forward. “Let’s go. Hopefully we can make it through this world without being caught.”

      “Do you have any idea where we might be?”

      “It’s scary enough to be hell, but I think that’s supposed to be under the tree. So maybe it’s Svartálfar, land of the Dökkálfar, the Dark Elves.”

      He frowned. “Not good.”

      “No, they’re scary bastards, from what I’ve read.” I set off across the uneven ground, weaving my way between the jagged stones that pierced the sky. They rose tall on either side of me, some only six feet tall and others twenty.

      We walked in silence, all our effort focused on finding the easiest path through this miserable hellscape.

      I strained to hear every little thing, feel every little prick of magic in the air. There was no way this would be as easy as walking. The tension made my heart race and nerves jump.

      I hated the waiting. I wanted to jump, fight, go for it.

      Something was going to come for us—but what?

      When the loud growl sounded, the weirdest sense of relief and terror shot through me. It felt like a relaxing of my muscles combined with a sick surge of adrenaline through my veins.

      “Cade,” I whispered.

      “I hear it.”

      We stopped dead, then pressed our backs against a wall of rock and scanned our surroundings.

      The dim orange light cast hundreds of shadows at the bases of the jagged rocks, making it difficult to see what was coming.

      But by the time the monster appeared, I was shocked that I’d missed it. The wolf was way too big to slink about in the shadows of the rocks. It was easily six times the size of a normal wolf, with jet black fur and gleaming yellow eyes.

      Magic sparked around it, silver bursts of light.

      “It must be Sköll or Hati, the sons of Fenrir, the great wolf,” I said.

      Cade nodded. “At least I stand a chance against this one. Fenrir would do me in.”

      “Fenrir is the size of a castle.”

      Cade’s magic shimmered around him, and a moment later, he transformed into a giant gray wolf. He was still smaller than the other wolf, but that didn’t stop him from growling low in his throat and charging the bigger beast.

      My heart thundered as he ran, powerful legs carrying him around the jagged rocks.

      Sköll, which seemed like the right name for him, bared his fangs and crouched low, the fur rising at his hackles. Cade rushed him, huge feet eating up the earth as he ran.

      Sköll leapt for Cade, and the two collided in a clash of fur and fangs. The growling was loud enough to vibrate through my chest, and the fight was fierce. They tore at each other, grappling on the ground.

      Fear raced through my veins like acid. I drew my sword and shield from the ether. There was no way I could let Cade take on this giant wolf alone.

      He was holding his own, tearing at Sköll’s shoulder with his white fangs, but Sköll leaned over and got one of Cade’s forelimbs between his teeth.

      He chomped down. I winced, feeling the pain as if it were my own.

      My mind buzzed and my skin chilled as a desperate desire to do something streaked through me. But what?

      I couldn’t throw myself between them. I’d be wolf chow.

      Sköll used his great weight to roll Cade beneath him. They were almost evenly matched, but I couldn’t rely on that.

      A jagged outcropping of rock towered over the two figures. I eyed it briefly, long enough to determine that my plan was only slightly insane but definitely better than throwing myself between two giant wolves, and raced for it.

      I scrambled up the side of the jagged rock, struggling to maintain my balance while gripping my sword and shield instead of the ground beneath me. The wolves thrashed on the ground below, growling and tearing at each other.

      I ran to the edge of the stone and jumped, sailing through the air. This was nuts!
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      I landed on the back of Sköll, my blade pointed downward. It sliced through his shoulder, driving deep.

      The wolf howled and reared. I barely managed to cling to his massive back with my knees as I yanked the sword from his shoulder and stabbed again. His roar rent the night. He surged up on his back feet, releasing Cade from beneath him and throwing me off his back.

      My sword pulled free of his muscles, and I tumbled off him, landing with a hard crash on the ground.

      Next to me, Cade leapt up, growling and snapping his teeth as he lunged for Sköll. I stumbled to my feet and raised my sword, trying to look as big and threatening as possible.

      Ha. As if that would fool Sköll.

      The great wolf growled once at Cade, rage in his eyes, then turned and ran off into the night.

      My muscles sagged, and I dropped my arms to my side. “Holy crap.”

      Panting, I bent over, catching my breath. Fear bubbled through me, and I laughed, sounding crazy to my own ears.

      Magic shimmered around Cade, and he shifted back to human. I stood, catching sight of his bleeding and mangled arm. More blood oozed from his side and the gash on his thigh.

      Worry tugged at my chest. “He got you good.”

      Cade winced, raising his arm to inspect it. “His jaws were fierce. You shouldn’t have fought the wolf.”

      “Ha. As if I’d leave you.” I inspected his wound. Bile rose in my throat at the flash of white between the destroyed flesh of his arm. Broken.

      “Let me help.” I stashed my sword and shield in the ether and raised my hand to hover over his arm.

      “No, it’s unnecessary.”

      “You need it. I can see your bones.”

      He chuckled, then winced. “I can heal myself, remember?”

      “Oh, right. Of course.” It had just been the weird poison in the Fae realm he hadn’t been able to heal from. But I was so ready to jump in and save him that I’d forgotten.

      Yeah, I was definitely smitten with Cade.

      I waited as his magic surged. The lines on his face relaxed as the pain faded, and his muscles unbunched. The torn skin and broken bone knit back together in front of my eyes.

      “Wow, you’re good at that,” I said.

      “Practice.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’ve been doing this a while, huh?” I recalled his side gig fighting in wars for the good guys. He must have been injured a lot.

      He just shrugged.

      Now was not the time to poke around for more information, so I dug the compass stone from my pocket. It pointed us in the right direction, and we set off. I kept it gripped in one hand, with my sword gripped in the other. Best to be prepared.

      The landscape didn’t change much as we walked, but eventually, the stone beneath our feet turned to dirt. There were still jagged rocks all around, but there were fewer.

      In the distance, light glowed a bit more brightly. I pointed. “What do you think that is?”

      Cade frowned. “Hate to say it, but probably a settlement.”

      “Settlement of what, I don’t want to know.”

      “Agreed. If we can just—”

      He stopped talking as the ground shifted beneath us. Magic sparked on my skin, a warning that made my heart jump into my throat.

      Then a root burst out of the earth. There were no trees for miles, from what I could see, but it definitely looked like a root.

      Until it twisted into the shape of some kind of monster, with claws and fangs made of rock. It swiped out an arm, rock-claws glinting.

      Cade swung his sword, severing the arm. He lunged, taking the head next.

      I shoved the compass stone into my pocket and raised my sword. The next monster surged out of the dirt.

      It lunged for me, and I beheaded it with a swipe of my blade. The featureless head tumbled to the ground, and the body followed. We fought our way through a field of the creatures, slicing and swiping as we ran.

      Their claws dug into my flesh as they burst from the ground, somehow knowing just where I would run. They could probably feel me through the dirt. Every inch of me burned with pain as blood slicked my skin and dampened my clothes.

      My sword glinted in the weird orange light from the fiery sky above as I beheaded monster after monster.

      At my side, Cade was just as productive, leaving a trail of inhuman bodies. They didn’t bleed or make any noise.

      My lungs were burning by the time the monsters finally stopped leaping out of the ground. We were nearly to a lake that gleamed black and slick. I stopped, panting.

      Cade halted next to me, his wary gaze scanning the terrain that we’d left behind. The bodies of the monsters looked like broken sticks now. Totally unrecognizable as the beasts that had clawed at my flesh.

      If the cuts all over my body didn’t hurt like hell, I might have thought I’d imagined the monsters. Cade didn’t look much better, his neck and hands slicked red with blood.

      Why the hell had the monsters stopped?

      The sudden thought made dread rise in my chest. Slowly, I turned to face the lake. Was there something here that scared them?

      A head broke the surface of the water, black hair smooth against the skull. Huge dark eyes peered up from the water, stark against pale white skin.

      The creature’s head was only half out of the water, hair floating around it like weeds. Its eyes were glued to me.

      I swallowed hard, my skin gone cold. It looked like the creepy girl from that horror movie where she climbs out of the TV, except this creature was submerged in inky water, staring at me with evil gleaming in its dark eyes.

      “Stay away from the water,” I said. “That’s the Nökken. It will try to drown you.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” he said.

      As quickly as we could, we made our way around the dark lake. The Nökken followed us with its eyes, spinning in the water to keep sight of us. My heart thundered louder with every step. The Nökken’s steady silence and stillness were creepier than an outright attack.

      Tension had tightened every muscle in my body by the time I made it to the far side of the lake.

      On this side, we were closer to the glowing light that hovered on the far horizon—the settlement.

      The Nökken still watched us.

      I was about to dig into my pocket for the compass stone when shouts sounded.

      I jumped. Cade’s gaze collided with mine.

      “Hide,” he mouthed.

      I nodded, and we hurried to a tumbled pile of rocks and pressed ourselves into a crevice.

      The shouts had gone silent, but I swore I’d heard at least three different voices. Who could they be?

      I glanced at Cade, who was so close I could smell his storm-at-sea scent overlaid with the tang of his blood. It turned my stomach.

      We could fight them. Or should we just hide?

      Something heavy slammed over me.

      A net!

      I thrashed, trying to break free, but magic imbued the net, binding me tight. Next to me, Cade couldn’t even move. I couldn’t move.

      I’d only been thrashing inside my mind.

      A silent scream tore through my head, a dull roar brought on by the sheer horror of being incapacitated.

      This was worse than anything.

      When the figures appeared in front of us, I shuddered internally, still bound by the net.

      They were tall and slender, with the pointed ears of the elves. Their hair was black as pitch, along with their eyes. Their skin was an eerie ice white, shot through with black veins. Strange clothes of textured black leather helped them blend into the dark surroundings.

      Six of them inspected us, their gazes traveling over our bloody forms. Their noses wrinkled.

      Without speaking, one of them flicked a finger, and we rose into the air, carried by the net.

      My heart thundered like a bomb in my head as I tried to fight my way free. But I didn’t move an inch.

      We floated along behind the silent contingent of Dark Elves. The Dökkálfar, they were called. Dangerous. Deadly. That meant I was right—this was the realm Svartálfar.

      If only we’d gone to the realm of the Light Elves.

      But nope!

      Dark Elves for us.

      My mind raced as we floated along, heading toward the glow on the horizon. We shifted in the air slightly so that I could see back the way we’d come. Behind us, a small ghostly white light flickered around the jagged rocks.

      Following us?

      I squinted toward it, but it disappeared.

      Damn.

      We shifted again as the elves moved our party around a large collection of rocks. With my neck frozen stiff, I could only see in the direction that they pointed us.

      This time when I looked forward, the glow on the horizon had been replaced by a massive black castle. It was as ornate as a wedding cake for a princess, but entirely black, with dozens of turrets and bridges and twisty bits and flags. Light glowed from it, orange and bright.

      Like flame.

      Fear iced my skin.

      I did not want to go in there.

      Holy fates, I did not.

      But they dragged us ever closer, and bile rose in my throat. The moat surrounding the castle bubbled like black oil, and the massive gate creaked as it opened. How would one ever escape?

      We wouldn’t.

      The courtyard was full of Dark Elves, all of them turning to watch us with their dead black eyes. Their skin was so pale that they looked like snow. One of them hissed at us, revealing long fangs.

      Oh crap oh crap oh crap.

      Frozen like this, unable to fight… It was a nightmare.

      We floated through an ornate entry hall that was done entirely in shining black onyx, then into a long room with an arched ceiling. The floor was threaded with veins of gold. It reminded me of a fancy cathedral back on Earth, but when we were dumped onto the floor in front of a throne built of bones, all memory of church faded from my mind.

      The elf that stared down at us was bigger than the rest, his cheeks gaunt and his eyes burning bright. He was draped in gold, gleaming like the sun.

      “What do we have here?” His voice hissed like a snake’s, sibilant and smooth.

      “We found them by the Nökken’s pond, my liege,” said one of the elves.

      At first, I didn’t realize that he was speaking Norse. But the confusion in Cade’s eyes clued me in.

      Apparently I could understand it as well as read it.

      The leader pursed his lips as he studied us. “The female feels familiar. Strange.”

      Those were contradictory terms, but I had no way to correct him when I couldn’t move my mouth. Not that it would be a smart thing to do.

      The elf king tapped his chin with long fingers as he thought. “Lock them up while I try to determine what to do with trespassers on our land. I will call for the interrogator. He will get answers from them.”

      The interrogator.

      Oh, that sounded bad.

      “We shall see what he says,” the elf king continued. “Perhaps they will go into the mines. Until then, put them in the dungeon.”

      Something told me the dungeon or the mines were better options than the Dark Elf king figuring out that I was a Valkyrie DragonGod.

      We were hoisted into the air by magic and carried from the room. As we drifted away, I stared back at the elf king. His gaze followed me, burning bright.

      He’d figure out what I was.

      No way I could let that happen.

      The six elves accompanied us down to the dungeons. As we floated, the halls shifted. I could feel them moving, swinging through space and tilting up and down. It’d be impossible to find our way out of here.

      I swallowed hard as we were taken deeper and deeper into the castle. Strangely enough, the floor down here gleamed with even thicker veins of gold, as if it were coming from the earth itself instead of being laid into the floor during construction. But that was impossible, right?

      Except, we weren’t even on Earth anymore. Midgard was far away. This was Svartálfar, and anything was possible here.

      We reached a heavy iron door, which the lead guard opened with a big iron key. They tossed us in, dragged the net off of us, then slammed the door.

      I lay still on the hard ground, gasping. Trying to calm my mind.

      Next to me, Cade sat up. He shuddered. “There’s something wrong with the air here.”

      Shaking, I joined him, barely able to keep myself upright.

      The room was small, the walls covered in a dark mist. It seeped toward me, chilling my muscles and creeping into my mind.

      “Magic,” I said.

      Cade shuddered again, his face pale. He climbed to his feet and inspected the walls, pressing his hands to the stone. The black mist darkened his skin. He pulled them back.

      He went to the door. Tried the handle. Of course it didn’t work, but I couldn’t blame him for trying.

      Then he threw himself against the door, leading with his shoulder. It didn’t budge. Again and again, he hurled himself at the iron barrier. The blows were so hard that the entire room shook—but the door didn’t break.

      “Knock it off!” a voice shouted in Old Norse.

      Cade stopped, panting. “What did he say?”

      “Knock it off,” I translated. “Somehow I can speak Old Norse. The king is calling someone called the interrogator. They’ll try to determine why we’re here, and then possibly put us in the mines.”

      “We can’t escape from there.” Cade was still pale, an unusual sight for the brave god.

      I didn’t like being locked up, but he was taking this harder. The guy who threw himself at a giant wolf and would fight anything single-handedly did not like being locked up. He’d made the damn walls shake with the force of his blows.

      I didn’t rise—my muscles felt too weak—but I lifted my arms. “Come here.”

      “Why?”

      “We need to figure out how to get out of here, but first, I could use a hug.” I didn’t say that he could also probably use a hug.

      His face softened. He came to sit next to me, and pulled me into his arms. My muscles relaxed. My mind cleared slightly.

      “This black mist affects us,” I said.

      “No kidding. I don’t like dungeons.” He didn’t shudder, but I could hear one in his voice. “But this is worse than most.”

      “You’ve spent a lot of time in dungeons?”

      “As a child. But that’s a story for another time.”

      My heart ached. I was desperate to ask more, but he was right. We didn’t have time for a chat. We had to plan. But I didn’t let go of him. Touching him anchored my mind in the real world, farther from the horror of this place and the magic that sought to incapacitate us.

      “The mist is a good idea,” I said. “It’s probably supposed to make us weak and frightened. Ideal prisoners who won’t try to escape.”

      “It won’t work. We’ll find a way.” He was more hopeful now that we were touching. The mist couldn’t affect us as strongly like this. He studied the door, brow creased. “It’s enchanted, so I can’t break it. We need the key.”

      “Maybe we can ambush the guard.”

      “We’ll have to avoid that net.”

      “Won’t be easy. But maybe—”

      A glowing white light drifted through the door. It took me a moment to realize what it was. When I did, my heart leapt, joy flooding through me.

      “Mayhem!” I whispered.

      The ghostly pug fluttered in front of me, her wings keeping her aloft. Instead of a ham in her mouth, she had a key. Holy fates!

      “I can’t believe this.” Stunned, I held out my hand.

      She dropped the key into my palm. I still had no idea how a ghost could manipulate objects, but if she could chomp down on a real ham, she could chomp down on a key.

      “She stole it from a guard.” Cade grinned, giving me an appraising glance. “Mayhem has chosen you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’ve heard that the Pugs of Destruction occasionally choose a companion. She’ll help you from now on.”

      Mayhem nodded her little head, looking like she wanted to bark but knowing better.

      “Thanks, Mayhem. You can eat ham in bed anytime you want.”

      A doggy smile creased her wrinkled face, and her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      I broke contact with Cade—immediately feeling more weak and miserable as a result of the magical mist— and stepped up to the door. Mayhem pressed her ghostly form against my hip, her wings fluttering through me.

      Cade drew his sword and shield from the ether. I cranked the key in the lock.

      It clicked then swung open.

      I peeked out into the hall. A form was slumped against the wall on the right. A Dark Elf.

      I looked at Mayhem and whispered, “Your work?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you know how to get out of here?”

      She shook her head, her eyes saying, “No freaking clue.”

      “That’s okay.” Hopefully the compass stone would help us.

      We slipped out into the hall, and I pulled the stone from my pocket. I didn’t know how it worked, but I silently begged it to lead us out of here. The needle swung, then pointed us down the hall, away from the passed-out elf.

      I drew my sword from the ether, and we hurried along on silent feet. As we ran, the halls changed, shifting and moving.

      When a passageway spilled us out into a massive room full of Dark Elves, my heart stopped. They turned to look at us, onyx gazes bright. Over their heads, sharp pikes stuck out of the wall like horrible, deadly decorations.

      “Oh, shit.” I spun to run back down the hall, but it had disappeared.

      There was just wall behind us.

      “Double shit.” I shoved the stone into my pocket and drew my shield as I turned to face the elves.

      Cade hurled his shield, beheading two elves. Their blood sprayed into the air.

      One of the elves turned into black mist and hurtled toward me, a ghostly apparition that moved faster than my eyes could follow.

      It slammed into me, entering my body with a sickening squelch. My stomach turned and my mind fogged.

      Panic raced through my veins.

      The shadowy elf was inside of me!

      Pain burst through every nerve ending in my body. I raised my sword, my head turning to find Cade. I stepped toward him, my muscles screaming.

      No.

      I was going to kill Cade. This elf was going to force me to kill Cade!
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      I screamed inside my head, fighting the elf’s will. Sickness rose as my muscles twisted.

      Mayhem hurtled toward me, her little ghostly form flying as fast as she could. She plunged into my chest, bringing with her the feeling of lightness and joy.

      I gasped, suddenly in control again.

      The joy disappeared, and I felt Mayhem fly out of my back. It was the weirdest feeling in the world.

      She’d driven the elf out.

      I spun, catching sight of the elf behind me, in corporeal form, looking shocked. I swung my blade, beheading him. Blood spurted, and I dodged, getting splashed on the cheek.

      Panting, I turned to search the room.

      “Don’t let them fly into you!” I shouted to Cade.

      He was fighting two of them. Each threw blasts of black smoke. It seemed that not all of the elves could possess people.

      Thank fates.

      I lunged for an elf near me, raising my shield to block the shadowy black bomb that he hurled at me. It ricocheted off the shield, but his next shot hit me in the leg.

      Pain flared as needles shot into my skin.

      I ignored it, leaping toward him. I stumbled on my injured leg, slicing with my sword and delivering a deep gouge to his chest. He hissed, his fangs as pale as his skin, and raised his hand to throw another blast at me.

      Desperation gave me speed, and I chopped off his hand, my stomach turning at the sight. He shrieked and stumbled back, and I delivered a killing blow, right to the heart.

      I yanked my blade free and turned to the room. Cade fought two elves, while Mayhem flew in circles around the space, pursued by a shadowy black figure that was about her size.

      I squinted.

      It looked like a dragon made of smoke!

      The dragon put on a burst of speed and flew into Mayhem, just like the elf had flown into me. Mayhem stopped flying. She thrashed briefly in the air, then a burst of light flashed around her.

      She shot a blast of fire out of her mouth, looked surprised and delighted, then shot another one. She yipped with joy, then flew around the room as fast as she could, aiming straight for the elves who fought Cade.

      She blasted fire at one of the elves, who screamed. His hair lit up, and he smacked his head, trying to put out the flame. Mayhem went after the other elf, a look of pure joy on her fire-breathing face.

      Holy fates, Mayhem had absorbed the powers of that dragon. She was half dragon now, or something like it. She even kinda looked like a dragon when she shot her flame, her form flickering and changing briefly.

      Wow.

      Cade loped toward me, deadly grace in the face of battle.

      “More will come,” he said.

      Mayhem fluttered over to us, looking delighted with herself.

      “We need to run for it, but we can’t have them pursuing us.” I searched the room. The bodies scattered around weren’t ideal. But maybe if they thought we were dead, too….

      My gaze landed on the pikes that stuck out of the wall. They were pretty high up. Someone would need a ladder to reach them, unless they’d been tossed up there.

      Oh yeah. That gave me an idea.

      “This is going to be weird.” I called on my illusion magic, letting it flow through me. I envisioned our bodies impaled on the pikes as if they’d been thrown up there, our blood dripping to the floor.

      They appeared, just as I’d envisioned them.

      I winced at the sight of myself. But the sight of Cade, broken and bleeding, tore my heart out of my chest. I shuddered and turned to him.

      “I can hold that for a while. Long enough to get a head start.”

      “Good.”

      Footsteps sounded, running down the hall toward us.

      “We need speed now, not stealth.” Magic swirled around Cade. He shifted into his wolf form and bent low.

      I stashed my sword and shield in the ether and leapt onto his back, clinging to his fur. He raced out of the room, down a wide hall, and away from the oncoming footfalls.

      I focused my magic on maintaining the illusion of our dead bodies hanging from the pikes. Hopefully they wouldn’t realize we weren’t there until they climbed up and tried to retrieve us.

      I had no idea if it was working since I wasn’t there to see it, but I hoped with everything I had in me.

      Mayhem flew at our side as I dug into my pocket for the compass stone. I pulled it out, and started giving Cade directions. His speed made up for any loss of stealth, and we made good time through the moving hallways of the creepy castle.

      When we spilled out into a back courtyard, I was grateful to see that it was empty. A back gate was all that stood between us and freedom.

      But it was as massive and sturdy as the front gate.

      Damn it.

      “How will we get out?” I muttered.

      Mayhem shot forward, flying through the air. She flickered into her dragon form, an illusion that was really weird. Fire burst from her mouth, and she melted the gate.

      Cade leapt through, his giant wolf form barely making it.

      I wanted to whoop with victory, but restrained myself.

      We raced across the jagged earth, following the compass stone as we ran. Wind tore at my hair as Cade sprinted along, his great strides eating up the ground. Mayhem flew alongside, zipping around rocks and shooting fire.

      I turned around, searching the castle that grew smaller in the distance.

      Hopefully my trick had worked. By the time they realized our bodies weren’t real, we’d be out of this realm. As long as we didn’t run straight into any dangers.

      That was the risk with going as fast as we were, but we had to take it.

      I clung to Cade, crouched low over his warm body as his muscles moved beneath me. Every part of me ached from my wounds. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have been able to walk if he didn’t carry me. They were slowly healing from my innate power, but it was taking time. I wasn’t willing to waste what I had in case I needed it later.

      Finally, we neared a gleaming black portal. The compass stone pointed right for it.

      “The exit!” I shouted.

      Cade leapt through it, Mayhem at our side.

      We tumbled through space and rolled to a stop on one of the branches of Yggdrasil. Panting, I lay on my back, staring up at the sky and massive leaves.

      Next to me, Cade shifted back into his human form, his magic gleaming around him.

      “Nicely done,” he said.

      “You got us out of there.”

      “I’d give Mayhem the credit for that.”

      The ghostly PugDragon zipped around the air, blowing fire as she did loop-de-loops.

      “I think she absorbed some kind of shadowy elf dragon thing. Or its powers, at least.”

      “That wouldn’t surprise me. The Pugs of Destruction have powerful magic.”

      “Well, it helped.”

      “And what do you think you are doing in my tree?” The voice came from behind, a strange, high-pitched sound.

      I sat up and turned, not surprised to see that the voice came from a squirrel.

      Except that it was giant. A pile of nuts glowed at his feet.

      I struggled to rise, my whole body aching. “Um, hi.”

      “Hi?” the squirrel demanded. “Is that how you greet the great Ratatoskr?”

      His tail fluffed up behind him, a clear sign of offense.

      “I’m sorry, your…” My mind raced. “Your Royal Rodentness.”

      Ratatoskr nodded, his long teeth glinting in the light. “That’s better. Now I ask again, what are you doing in my tree?”

      I didn’t mention that this was the world tree, technically belonging to the whole world. Cade, wisely, kept his mouth shut, too.

      “We’re trying to get to the realm of the Valkyrie,” I said, suddenly realizing that I didn’t know how we’d get there. Last time, the raven had shown up and given us a ride. I looked up. Yggdrasil rose tall above us, so huge I couldn’t comprehend it. We couldn’t climb that. I looked back at the squirrel.

      But he could.

      And I’d bet money the scroll told me to get his help.

      “Would you give us a ride up to the next realm?”

      Ratatoskr frowned. “What’s in it for me?”

      “What do you want?”

      He tapped his chin with his paw. “Well, I deal in gossip, as you may know.”

      Right. That’s where I’d heard his name before. Ratatoskr climbed up and down the world tree, passing slanderous gossip back and forth between Níðhöggr at the bottom and the eagle at the top.

      But the eagle had been at the bottom of the tree!

      He was supposed to be at the top.

      I grinned. “I might just have some juicy gossip for you.”

      Ratatoskr’s eyes brightened. “Really? About what?” He shook his finger at me. “It had better be good, now.”

      “Oh, it’ll blow your mind.”

      “What is it?” He leaned forward, whiskers twitching.

      “Have you been down to the bottom of the tree today?”

      “Not in a week, no. It’s a long way.”

      I grinned. “This morning, I saw Níðhöggr and the eagle sitting together.”

      The squirrel reared back. “You didn’t!”

      “I did. The eagle didn’t want to be seen, though. She hopped back behind the snake when she saw me.”

      “Impossible! The eagle never flies down. I pass the gossip down.”

      “I know. You make them fight, right? Spreading tales between the two.”

      “Not tales! The truth! Gossip that I believe to be true.”

      Cade chuckled low in his throat. I tried not to laugh, myself. The squirrel was like an old busybody at church.

      “Well, the eagle decided to fly down for herself today. I bet you haven’t seen her either.”

      The truth glinted in his eyes. “Curses! I knew something was afoot.” He stomped his big back foot and wrung his paws together. This was definitely juicy gossip—Ratatoskr was eating this up. “I must go investigate! This requires a firsthand look.”

      “Hang on!” I held out my hands. “You promised! You have to take us up the tree to the next realm.”

      Ratatoskr scowled.

      “You’re a gossip, Ratatoskr, but you have honor.”

      He scowled deeper, his teeth more prominent.

      “Take us, or I’ll convince Níðhöggr to sue you for slander. That’s what the Icelandic poet Snorri Sturluson wrote about you, you know—that you spread slanderous gossip.”

      “Sue me for slander? What’s that?”

      “It’s really bad. They’ll take all your magical nuts.” I pointed to the little pile that glowed at his feet.

      He gasped. “He wouldn’t!”

      “He would. I’d help him. So keep your word, and take us up the tree. You’re fast. I bet a strong squirrel like you could be back down at the base of the tree to spy on Níðhöggr and the eagle in no time.”

      He puffed up his chest. “I could. And you’re right—my honor depends on it.”

      “Thank you.”

      He bowed, then picked up his magical nuts and shoved them into his cheeks. I stifled a chuckle. They glowed inside, making him look a little bit angelic, despite his gossipy hobby. Face puffy, he crouched low so we could climb onto his back.

      Cade and I scrambled up. Ratatoskr’s fur was warm and coarse. Mayhem hovered at our side, and Ratatoskr took off up the tree trunk, scaling the massive ash tree like a pro.

      I clung tightly to his fur, muscles burning. My still-healing cuts didn’t help matters, either.

      “There’s no way in hell I’m looking down,” I muttered.

      “I would advise against it,” Cade said.

      “We’re hiiiigh up.” Ratatoskr’s voice was garbled due to the nuts. “If you fall…splat!”

      “Thanks, Ratatoskr.” I buried my face in his fur.

      Cade chuckled beside me.

      This was going to be a long ride.
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      It felt like hours later that Ratatoskr stopped on a branch. I tumbled off him, aching all over. For a moment, I lay on the bark, staring up at the sky.

      Somewhere along the way, Mayhem had disappeared. I hoped that meant we were out of danger.

      “This is the level of the realm of the Valkyrie,” Ratatoskr said. “My honor is intact. Now I am off to determine the truth of your words!”

      I leaned up to say goodbye, but he was already scampering off, his bushy tail disappearing over the edge of the branch.

      I struggled to my feet to join Cade.

      “Never thought I’d ride a giant squirrel,” Cade said.

      “Life comes at you fast.”

      “That it does.” He turned and started toward the trunk of the tree.

      I followed.

      It quickly became evident that the entrance to the Valkyrie realm wasn’t in the trunk, as the entrance to the Dark Elves world had been. I pulled the compass stone from my pocket and stared at it.

      When the needle stopped spinning, it pointed out into thin air, right over the edge of the tree limb.

      I dropped my head back and groaned. “You have to be kidding.”

      “Over the edge?” Cade asked.

      “According to this thing.”

      I walked toward the edge of the limb, which took a solid ten minutes since the thing was so big. Carefully, I leaned over.

      Below, the air shimmered black.

      A portal.

      “We have to jump into it.” My stomach turned at the thought.

      “And if we’re wrong?”

      “Splat.” I shook my head. “Just like Ratatoskr said.”

      “That’s bad news.”

      I dug into my bag for the scroll, then unfurled it and searched for confirmation that I should jump off the tallest tree in the universe. “Yep, the scroll confirms that we have to jump.”

      I shoved it back in my bag, and the stone went into my pocket for easy access.

      Cade held out his hand.

      I smiled at him, knowing my grin had a slightly worried tinge to it, and gripped his hand. His warmth and strength sent a shot of comfort through me, one that was followed quickly by a shiver.

      In the middle of a quest, it’d be a bad idea to think about how attractive Cade was. About how much I wanted him.

      But if I had to jump off a giant tree, I was going to take whatever distraction I could get.

      “Ready?” Cade asked.

      “Oh yeah. Psyched.”

      He chuckled. Then stepped forward.

      I counted down. On three, we leapt off the tree. My stomach jumped into my throat as I fell, wind whistling in my hair. I barely managed to bite back a scream.

      When the portal sucked us in, we slowed abruptly, then crashed to the ground.

      Sprawled on soft grass, I shook my head to regain my vision.

      “You all right?” Cade asked.

      “Yeah.” I sat up next to him.

      All around us, mountains soared, their peaks tipped white. The valley was covered in green grass, with a large river roaring nearby. Wildflowers speckled the ground, and the sun shone brightly in the clear blue sky.

      “Whoa,” I breathed.

      “Looks like Norway in the spring.”

      “Never been.” But now I wanted to. I stood, my legs shaking and muscles aching. “I really hope we don’t have to fight anything here. I’m just about out of juice.”

      Cade wrapped an arm around my waist, supporting me. I stiffened, not liking the insinuation that I wasn’t tough enough to stand on my own. Then I relaxed.

      I actually liked leaning into Cade. And I liked him.

      What was the big deal if I accepted a little help?

      Especially from him.

      I leaned into him and dug the stone from my pocket. The needle spun, finally pointing us down the valley.

      “That way.”

      We started walking. Every step was pain.

      When the sound of hoofbeats broke the quiet, I stiffened and turned.

      Two white horses galloped up to us, each without a rider. Silver wings flared off their back, and they wore matching silver leather saddles and bridles. When they stopped in front of us, they whinnied.

      I held out a hand, and one snuffled my palm.

      “Hi, guys,” I said.

      Both horses bent their heads and their front knees, a clear gesture that we should get on.

      “Should we?” Cade asked.

      “Yes.” I felt it in my chest. We were almost there, and I’d read about the mounts of the Valkyrie. “I’m not much of a horse rider, but these guys will take us where we want to go.”

      I climbed onto the nearest horse. It was a bit awkward to get around the wings, but I managed. As soon as I was seated, the horse took off, trotting down the valley. At least it didn’t fly. I didn’t know what to do with the reins or my feet, but as long as we weren’t in the air, this ride couldn’t go too terribly wrong.

      The horse seemed to know where it was going, and it carried me in the direction the compass stone had been pointing.

      Cade’s mount joined my own, and we trotted down the valley, following the stream. Though I was glad to be going faster, and with an official escort and everything, the bouncing was pretty freaking painful.

      Riding sure wasn’t easy.

      When the buildings came into view ahead, my heart began to thunder.

      This was it.

      Answers.

      The setting sun gleamed on the long, low buildings. Viking longhouses, built of wood with green turf roofs. They were scattered all over the valley. As we neared, I noticed a training field where Valkyrie fought with various weapons.

      The women were everywhere. All of them had wings, and most wore armor. Some rode horses like my own, while others fought with axe or sword.

      We were only a hundred yards away when one of them peeled off from the group, directing her mount toward us. The horse’s coat gleamed black, while her wings shined gold. Chainmail protected the Valkyrie to the knees, and a metal helmet concealed most of her blond hair. Her wings were gold like those of her horse.

      A huge grin split her face when she was close enough to make out my features.

      “Bree Blackwood! Finally. We have waited for you for ages.”

      My heart thundered, a thousand emotions battling inside me. Someone as powerful as this Valkyrie had waited for me? It made sense, I supposed, since the gods had given me pieces of their power. But it didn’t feel like I should be that person.

      But I was.

      Now I just had to earn it.

      “Hi.” I waved.

      Ah, crap.  I should have said something more formal.

      The Valkyrie nodded, then looked to Cade.

      He briefly bowed his head. “I am Cade.”

      “Belatucadros,” the Valkyrie said.

      He winced at the use of his true, godly name. “Aye.”

      She smiled. “I am Sigrún. Come. You must be famished and in need of rest.” Her gaze traveled over our blood-soaked clothes. “And a bath.”

      “That would be amazing.” I directed my horse to walk alongside hers. Actually, who was I kidding? My horse did that all on its own.

      “Was your journey difficult?” Sigrún asked.

      “Moderate,” I said.

      “I suppose you have many questions.”

      “That’s the truth.” I studied the many longhouses and the women who moved between them. Most had stopped their training for the evening. “This isn’t quite what I expected, given what I read about the Valkyrie. Don’t you live at Valhalla, serving the warriors mead?”

      Sigrún threw her head back and laughed. “They would wish it were so.”

      I grinned. “Good. That sounded crap to me anyway.”

      “I agree. It is male fantasy, spun by the poets of Midgard.” She shook her head, clearly unimpressed. “They would have us strolling the fields of battle amongst the slain, wearing white dresses and choosing the most valiant and serving them mead for eternity. No. We do choose the most valiant—or we did. But we rode our war horses into battle, fighting alongside them. Ensuring that our choices went to Valhalla—no matter what it took.”

      “What do you do now that there are no more Viking warriors or wars?”

      “We fight on the front lines of Hel, holding back the monsters who would try to escape and incite Ragnarok.”

      “The end of the world.” I’d read about it.

      “Precisely.” She pointed toward the training field, where the last of the warriors were leaving. “We train the new Valkyrie there. Then they go to fight.”

      “New Valkyrie?”

      “Of course.” She pointed to a section of houses on the left. I noticed a few men milling about, also dressed in armor and looking battle worn. “That is where the mated Valkyrie live. Sometimes, little Valkyrie are born.” She pointed to the other side of the compound, where more longhouses sat. “The unmated Valkyrie live there.”

      As we rode between the buildings, Valkyrie turned to look at us. They smiled, whispering amongst themselves and pointing.

      I felt like a celebrity. It was kinda cool, since these women were total badasses, their armor and wings glinting in the light of the setting sun.

      “This place is amazing,” I said.

      “We like it very much. And we’re very glad that you are here. I know that you have many questions, but you should rest first. Gain your strength for the trial ahead.”

      “Trial?”

      “It’s not easy to anchor one’s magic. DragonGods bear a heavy load.” She stopped her mount, and mine halted. She turned to me. “But I know you can manage. You are worthy, Bree Blackwood.”

      Her dark gaze pinned me, serious. Suddenly, it was hard to breathe. Whether it was the weight of her expectations or the awesome knowledge that this real-life freaking Valkyrie believed in me, I couldn’t tell. But I managed to draw breath.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “No, thank you. DragonGods are born for a purpose. You will serve yours, but it won’t be easy.”

      All right, that part made me a little nervous, but I shoved it away and focused on our amazing surroundings. I’d only come here once, and I wanted to take it all in.

      Sigrún started her mount again. Cade and I followed. She led us to a longhouse on the outskirts of the village, then dismounted.

      “You can spend the night here. Recuperate. In the morning, we will convene with the Council of the Valkyrie, and you will have your answers.”

      I climbed off—more like slid ungracefully—and followed her into the longhouse. It was warm and cozy inside, a long room with a fire burning in the middle. Wicker walls separated what I assumed to be a sleeping chamber, and a young woman looked up from the hearth.

      She smiled. “You’re here!”

      Sigrún gestured to her. “Bree and Cade, this is Herja. She will help you get settled.”

      “Hi.” I nodded to Herja, then turned to Sigrún. “Thank you again.”

      “Of course. Now, I must go get out of this armor. It’s been a long day. Until tomorrow.”

      I waved goodbye, then turned to Herja, who was already bustling to the side of the longhouse. Her dress was simple and her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Though she wasn’t dressed like a warrior, she had the bearing and stride of one. I had a feeling that everyone here was a warrior, no matter what their day job was.

      “This is amazing,” Cade said.

      “I know, right?” I couldn’t believe I was somehow part of this amazing compound of badass warrior women.

      Herja hurried back, her arms loaded with a tray of food. The sight of the roasted meat and bread and wine and some kind of root vegetable made my stomach growl.

      “You should eat.” Herja’s dark eyes gleamed happily. “It is a long journey here from Midgard, I know.”

      “Thank you.” I sat on the bench by the fire, enjoying the warmth, and dug into the food, filling my bowl with a bit of everything.

      “Once you’ve eaten and drunk, you may follow the path out the back door. It will lead you to your private bathing pond.” She grinned. “It’s geothermal, so it’s warm.”

      “That sounds amazing.” Every inch of me ached. Now that we were away from threats, I could use the last of my power to heal myself and then recoup overnight. But I also needed a bath like nobody’s business.

      “I will leave you.” Herja pointed to the far side of the longhouse. “There is more food and mead over there.”

      We repeated our thanks, and she left.

      “Mead?” I sipped from my goblet, then nearly gagged at the heavy, sweet taste and pressed my lips together to keep from spitting it out. “Oh, that’s mead. Not wine.”

      “Interesting, isn’t it?”

      “I’d kill for a cosmo.” Hesitantly, I sipped at the weird liquid, growing used to it.

      Okay, this wasn’t so bad. After a day like today, I’d drink pretty much anything.

      The sudden quiet and comfort was nice. We ate in companionable silence, both too hungry to talk. The food was savory and delicious, and the mead quickly went to my head. I set down my silver cup and plate, not wanting to overdo it.

      “I’m ready for that bath.” I stood.

      “You go first.”

      “Come on, there may be two places to bathe.”

      Cade hesitated for the briefest moment, then nodded and stood. We left the longhouse, stepping into the cool night, and walked down the path. Trees dotted the way, providing shelter from the view of the village.

      When I reached the bathing area, I gasped. Moonlight glittered on a steaming natural pool, set right in the middle of the trees. Towels sat on a large rock, along with folded piles of clothes. I inspected them, realizing that they were replicas of what we wore.

      I turned to Cade. “This is too cool.”

      “Aye.” He nodded to the pool. “You can go first.”

      “It’s fine. There’s enough steam that we won’t be able to see each other.”

      I almost slapped my hand over my mouth. Had I really just said that? Suggested that we get in the pool together? Naked?
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      “That sounds a bit dangerous.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Cade. I know how to say no.”

      A devastatingly sexy smile stretched across his face. “All right, then. You get in first.”

      He turned his back.

      Quickly, I stripped out of my clothes. My cuts still burned, so I took a few moments to envision them closing. My healing magic surged, and the wounds knit themselves fully back together.

      I slipped into the water, groaning at the welcome heat that relaxed my muscles, then looked down. Yep, the steam and darkness concealed anything interesting.

      I turned away from Cade. “You can get in.”

      I heard a rustle of clothing, then a splash. Heat flooded me.

      Okay, maybe this had been more the mead talking than me. Because suddenly, this was actually super intimate. I could imagine Cade so clearly, even though I hadn’t turned around.

      But I had to turn around.

      Right?

      I did.

      For a moment, I couldn’t see him. Then his head broke the surface of the water and he rose. His dark hair was slicked back from his face, and most of the blood was gone. Moonlight gleamed on his skin, and I swallowed hard.

      Yep. This had been the mead’s idea. But I didn’t mind.

      He pointed to my left. “There’s soap there, if you want it.”

      “Um, yep.” I waded over to it, careful to keep only my shoulders visible above the water. I grabbed the soap and began to scrub up, occasionally glancing at Cade, who’d found his own bar of soap.

      The trees surrounded us like sentries, the night birds chirping low. Moonlight glittered on the water and on the snow at the peaks of the mountains.

      Heat grew inside me as the seconds ticked on. Finally, I was clean. I laid the bar of soap on the rock and turned to Cade. He was all the way over on the other side of the pool.

      Suddenly, that was way too far.

      I drifted toward him, my body buzzing. His lids dropped just slightly, a hot look that stole my breath.

      Part of me thought that I’d just drift closer to get a better look at him. But the other part just kept drifting, until I was so close that I could touch him.

      I couldn’t resist. I laid my hand on the slick muscles of his chest. Heat seared me.

      He groaned low in his throat. “Bree.”

      “Just a kiss.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I leaned up and kissed him, careful not to touch my body to his. If I did that, this would all be over. I’d lose any sense I had. But it didn’t matter that we only touched lips. I could feel every inch of him, like magic.

      My head swam as we kissed, his lips moving expertly on mine. When his strong hands came up to grip my waist, I moaned. But he didn’t pull me toward him, keeping just enough room between us that the water could swirl. Hot images flashed in my mind—us together, doing everything there was to do.

      Finally, I tore away, panting. I was too close to jumping on him, and now wasn’t the time. I wasn’t ready.

      Panting, I looked up at him. The heat in his eyes burned me. “We should stop.”

      He nodded, then stepped back.

      I ached to watch him go, but now was not the time.

      I turned so that he could climb out and gave him a few moments to get dressed.

      “All clear,” he said. “I’ll meet you back at the longhouse.”

      “All right.” I watched him walk down the path, then climbed out. The cool air shocked some sense into me, clearing my head.

      Yeah, I’d made the right decision.

      I scrubbed off with the towel, then dressed in the replica clothes. They felt just like mine, but sparked slightly with magic.

      I gathered up the old clothes and towel and headed back down the path. When I reached the longhouse, it was quiet, the fire banked.

      “Where’re the bedrooms?” I called out.

      “There’s just the one.” Cade stepped out from behind the wicker wall to my left. Shadows cast his face in darkness.

      “Big enough for two?” I asked.

      “Barely.”

      “That’s fine.” We’d slept together before. Though this would be different. This was after the time that we’d agreed to see where things would go between us. So that made this very different, indeed.

      “I don’t mind bunking on the floor,” he said.

      “No, it’s fine.” I blushed. “I’d kinda like it. A snuggle might be good.”

      “Might be?” There was a smile in his voice.

      “All right. It would be. Let’s go to bed.” Although heat burned low in my belly, I was too tired to take this any farther than sleep. Well, maybe not too tired. But almost too tired, and definitely too smart.

      I joined him in the dark little room and shucked off my boots, socks, and jeans, then joined him in the bed. I snuggled up to his warmth, sighing at the extreme sense of rightness I felt.

      This was so good.

      “What did you mean about being in a dungeon when you were a kid?” The words popped out of my mouth before I’d even registered them in my brain.

      He stiffened slightly, then relaxed. “I said that?”

      “Yeah, in the dungeon in Svartálfar. You were clearly really bothered by it. Way more bothered than you are when you fight giant monsters single-handedly.”

      He squeezed me close. “I prefer the monsters, to be honest.”

      “Who put you in the dungeon?”

      “My family.”

      I gasped, rearing back and looking up at him. “Why?”

      “They were afraid of my magic. We lived in a compound in rural Scotland. Near Inverness, just inside the Cairngorms. It was a group of supernaturals who didn’t want to be supernaturals.”

      “Those exist?”

      “Not in great numbers.” His voice was grim. “It was like any cult, really. And the beginning of my life was fine. They didn’t realize how strong my magic was. My mother thought I was just a shifter like her. Then they realized what I really am.”

      “So they didn’t name you Belatucadros, then?”

      “No. That name was given on my ninth birthday, when a seer clarified who I really am. About that time, the rest of my powers came in. My wolf grew, my speed increased. I found the shield in a field, waiting for me. I could throw it, and it would return.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then they threw me in the dungeon. I was too strong. I think they harbored some fantasy about bringing someone in to take my magic.”

      “No!” That was terrible—I’d felt that. The Norns had shown me what it was like. “That’s the worst thing they could do to you. Like tearing your soul out.”

      “In their eyes, I was already the worst thing.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. “This is terrible. Did you escape?”

      “I did. When I was thirteen, I was strong enough to tear the prison apart with my bare hands. I left that night, and never went back.”

      “You haven’t seen your family since then?”

      “Never. There’s nothing for me there but pain and misery.”

      My heart ached, feeling like it was splintering in my chest. I hugged him close, trying to push warmth and caring into him. “I’m glad you left.”

      “It was the only thing I could do.”

      “Where’d you go? You were only a boy.”

      “I joined a band of mercenaries that I met in Edinburgh. We worked together for ten years, all over the world.”

      “That’s how you made your money, Caro said.”

      “It was lucrative. But some of the jobs were—” I felt him shake his head. “Not for me. So I joined the Protectorate. It’s more in line with what I want to do.”

      “And you’ve been there ever since. Except for when you go fight in wars on behalf of those who need you. Like a deadly hobby.”

      “Something like that, aye.”

      “Why don’t you ever talk about it? You do amazing things and never say anything.”

      “I just help out here and there. It’s nothing.”

      I squeezed him again, liking his modesty.

      “What about you?” he said. “Now that I’ve bared my soul, you can bare yours.”

      “Nothing to bare.” Kinda a lie.

      And he called me on it. “That’s not true. There’s sadness in your eyes when you think no one is looking.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Is it because your sister is missing?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I miss Rowan.”

      “And you haven’t been able to find any trace of her?”

      “No. We spent all our money hunting clues. But we turned up nothing. Just poof! Gone into thin air. She might be dead, but I doubt it. I’d feel it, you know?”

      Fates, I hope I’d feel it.

      He pulled me closer. “I know. And as soon as this is over, and your power is secure, we’ll look for her. I’ll help you.”

      Tears smarted my eyes. “Thank you.”

      He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Of course.”

      I snuggled into him, absorbing his warmth as thoughts of Rowan flashed in my mind’s eye. She was all I could see as I fell asleep, and I prayed to fate that maybe this time, with Cade’s help, we’d find her.
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      The next morning, a shrieking sound woke me.

      I lurched up in bed, gasping. “What’s that?”

      “Roosters.” Cade groaned. “Haven’t heard roosters in years.”

      I blinked blearily, finally able to place the weird noise that I’d only ever heard on TV.  I flopped back onto the mattress. “Man, that’s a pain.”

      Cade chuckled, then rolled out of bed. I followed, excitement finally hitting me.

      I was going to learn to anchor my powers. To keep my magic. The crazy haywire crap that had been going on was finally going to stop.

      Quickly, I tugged on my clothes and boots, then turned to Cade. He was dressed, looking clean and rested and handsome. “Ready?”

      “More importantly, are you?”

      “Born ready. Let’s go.” I was excited to see the Valkyrie again. They were so damned cool.

      We went out into the living space and found the fire stoked and a kettle of porridge hanging over it. I scarfed mine down, following it with water and wishing for coffee. Apparently the Valkyrie realm wasn’t perfect, but I was so excited that I didn’t need the caffeine. Sigrún had said that it would be a trial to anchor my magic, but I was ready.

      The sun was peeking over the mountains by the time we made it outside. Sigrún waited for us, along with twelve other Valkyrie. They all looked at me with solemn eyes. Their magic radiated from them, strong and fierce. Battle magic. The women wore leather, but no chainmail or helmets. Their hair gleamed all shades, but it was their wings that caught my eye. White, silver, gold, red. They were amazing.

      Nerves replaced some of my excitement, but I was still ready.

      “Come with us,” Sigrún said.

      We followed the contingent through the village and deeper into the valley. By the time we stopped at a crystalline pool, I was vibrating with excitement and nerves.

      The Valkyrie turned to face me, standing in a semicircle between me and the pool.

      Sigrún stepped forward. “You’ve been chosen as the Valkyrie of the DragonGods. As such, the Viking gods have each given you a bit of their power. But this does not come without a price. You must anchor those gifts within you, or they will devour each other.”

      I nodded.

      “We Valkyrie have the key to anchoring your power, but you must earn it.” She turned and pointed to the pool. “Enter the Well of Power and complete the test. Face your fears and unite the magic inside of you.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. I wasn’t a great swimmer, and I had no idea what the test would be.

      But I was no quitter.

      I stepped forward. As I passed, Sigrún leaned in and whispered, “Your weakness is that you jump too quickly. Learn restraint. It will save that which you love most.”

      Her words reminded me of what Jude had said. I nodded, then kept walking.

      The water was cold and brisk. I could see straight through to the pale gray rocks on the bottom. I went farther, wondering what the hell was going to happen when I got deep enough that I couldn’t breathe.

      When the water was up to my neck and no one spoke, I sucked in a breath and kept walking. This was crazy, but everything else had been pretty damned crazy as well. And I could swim to the surface if I didn’t like what I found underwater.

      Right?

      By the time the water closed over my head, I was vibrating with tension. My lungs burned. I opened my eyes, surprised to see that nothing was distorted or weird.

      Something inside me compelled me to open my mouth and breathe, so I did.

      Fresh air flowed into my lungs.

      Weird.

      I walked deeper into the water, feeling as if I were walking on dry land. Was it my gift over water that allowed this, or the Valkyrie’s trial magic?

      In the distance, a short white pedestal protruded from the seafloor. I approached it, climbed on, and stood in the middle. I was still a bit confused about what the heck was going to happen, but it felt right.

      The first monster appeared with a flash, leaping for me. My heart jumped into my throat, and a scream almost escaped me. A chain tugged it back, stopping it just before its teeth sank into my neck.

      Panting, I studied it. The beast was skeletal and stank with evil, even through the water. It lunged and snarled, red eyes gleaming. The chain rattled, looking like it would break. Sweat broke out on my skin.

      Then another beast appeared, and another.

      All of them leapt for me.

      All about to break their chains.

      Ice chilled my veins. My muscles ached to jump into action.

      This was the worst. The waiting was always the worst. They were chained, but the chains were snapping. One link had already broken on the first beast’s chain. It held together barely—one rattle and the chain would slip free of the broken link, and the monster would be upon me.

      Sweat rolled down my spine—something that should be impossible underwater but wasn’t—as I drew in a ragged breath.

      I called my sword from the ether, ready to dive off the pedestal. I couldn’t take this—couldn’t wait any longer.

      Something gentle touched my arm. I jumped, about to lash out.

      The ghostly figure of Sigrún stood next to me.

      Her words flashed in my mind. Your weakness is that you jump too quickly. Learn restraint. It will save that which you love most.

      She disappeared

      Was that what this was about?

      I gritted my teeth, eyeing the terrifying beasts that leapt and snarled. More links broke on the chains, snapping on one side of the metal rings. If the beasts let up tension on their lines, their chains would slip free of the broken links.

      The desire to jump off the pedestal and fight my attackers was so strong that my muscles cramped and ached. The fear was a sickening acid in my stomach.

      Something warm glowed at my side. I looked over. Mayhem fluttered there, pressed against me. Her presence gave me strength, settling my heart a bit. It still felt like it might break my ribs, but at least it wouldn’t break out of my chest.

      Mayhem shot a blast of fire, then jumped, startled. Still wasn’t used to the new dragon magic, it seemed.

      Her fire surprised one of the beasts, which shrank backward. The slack loosened his restraint, allowing the chain to slip free of the half broken loop.

      A lightning bolt of fear struck me as the monster jumped, hurtling right for me, ready to tear out my throat.

      Everything in me screamed to fight. Every muscle and bone and sinew. But I held still, my mind buzzing with fear.

      Pain and heat burst at my back, a strange sensation of something exploding out of my shoulder blades. I screamed, instinct propelling me upward.

      I shot out of the water like a rocket. Cold air whipped past my hair, my shoulders, my wings.

      Wings?!

      I looked back, catching sight of massive silver wings spread out behind me. I was a hundred feet up in the air, my wings holding me aloft.

      Holy fates.

      I had wings.

      Valkyrie wings.

      My breath caught. I flew high into the sky, gritting my teeth at the pain in my wings but forcing myself to ignore it and fly higher. This was amazing. In my chest, my magic felt more complete, more whole.

      I did a loop-de-loop, the land soaring by under me. I caught sight of Cade, his face turned toward the sky and awe in his expression.

      I slowed, landing in front of him and the Valkyrie. My wings still hurt like the devil, but hopefully that would go away.

      “Well done.” Sigrún stepped forward. “You completed the first test.”

      “I didn’t expect to get wings.”

      “All Valkyrie have wings. Now you have yours. They will help you anchor your power and give you control. But you are not finished yet. There is one last challenge you must complete for the pain in your wings to fade and for you to keep them permanently.”

      “What is it?”

      “You must prove yourself worthy of your wings by using them in battle, and you must do it soon. Else you will lose your wings, and the pain will stay.”

      I swallowed hard, nerves skating through me. “And I won’t be able to control my magic. Eventually I’ll lose it, and my soul.”

      “Precisely.”

      Panic rose in my chest, but I swallowed hard, trying to force it away. Panic had never gotten me anywhere in life. I could do this—whatever the challenge was, I could do it. “You said I have to use my wings in a battle, fighting for what is right?”

      “Yes.”

      “But do you have any idea what battle?”

      “No. Only that you must prove yourself worthy, which is not easy. Facing one’s fears is never easy. Mastering one’s own weaknesses is even harder.”

      I stored that tidbit away for later. “I think that maybe I have to fight the Rebel Gods.”

      Understanding glinted in Sigrún’s eyes. “Yes. That is possible. Have they been trying to find you?”

      “Yes.” Excitement drummed in my chest. I caught Cade’s eyes, and he looked keenly interested, as well. “Do you know who they are? They’re hunting me and my sister. I know they’re dangerous, but I don’t know what they want exactly. Or who they are.”

      Sigrún nodded. “I think this may be how you will get to keep your wings. You must win a victory against them, but it won’t be easy. The Rebel Gods are exactly what their name suggests. They are gods from various pantheons who disagree with the other gods’ decision to create the DragonGods.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re purists. They don’t believe that godly magic should be shared with mortals. They want it all for themselves. When the first DragonGods were created thousands of years ago, the Rebel Gods formed their own faction, breaking away from their pantheons. They come from all the ancient religions. Norse, Greek, Hindu, Phoenician, Native American, and many more. They have one goal—to find the DragonGods and steal their power, using it for their own evil deeds.”

      “And that’s why they’ve hunted us. They’re the ones my mother was hiding from.” A dark desire for vengeance rose in my chest.

      They’d killed my mother.

      “Exactly. After the last DragonGod died three hundred years ago, they lay low. They have their own magic, but not enough to fuel their work. But when you were born, their purpose was revived.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Their main avenues of interest are murder, enslaving, and kidnapping—all meant to grow their wealth and power. To have influence over the earth and mortals.”

      I grimaced.

      “If you find them and beat them, I believe that will be enough to prove that you are worthy of your wings. But you must use everything at your disposal. You are not just your wings, and it will take everything you’ve got to beat them.”

      “Beat them? Like, kill all of them?”

      She laughed. “That is impossible. They are as eternal as the gods. But perhaps you can destroy one of their strongholds that exist in the ether. They use halfway points between the godly realms and the earthly one. These are places where they can walk and so can humans. In rare cases, a god may walk the earth, but it takes great power. Strongholds in the ether are the answer to that.”

      “I’ve never heard of them,” I said. This magic was way above my pay grade.

      “They are places that should not exist,” she said. “But with great magic, they can be built. From the strongholds, the Rebel Gods send their minions out to do their bidding. If you can destroy one of these places—and the records they contain—then you could save some of the people that they are inevitably trying to hurt. It will set their operation back by months. Maybe years.”

      “Okay. I can do that.” I wanted to do that. To put the hurt on these evil jerks.“But where do I find a stronghold?”

      Sigrún turned to the Valkyrie who stood behind her. “Gunnr, what do you think?”

      Gunnr, a Valkyrie with shining red hair, stepped forward. “Our records suggest that there may be an entrance to a Rebel God stronghold in one of the ancient Phoenician cities. Byblos, Carthage, or Tyre, perhaps. It is hard to say where exactly. You may be able to find the entrance in one of those cities, most likely through a temple, as the Rebel Gods are obsessed with being worshiped.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You must hurry, though,” Sigrún said. “Your wings will only become more painful. Eventually, you won’t be able to use them at all.”
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      We arrived back on the main lawn at the Protectorate around noon. The sun shined brightly, a beautiful late summer day.

      “Thank fates for transportation charms.” I stared at the castle, grateful we hadn’t had to travel back down the world tree.

      “If only we knew where we were going all the time,” Cade said.

      True. We could only use them when we knew exactly where we were headed. “That’s okay. We survived, didn’t we?” Delayed excitement thrummed in my chest. “And we got to meet Níðhöggr the serpent, Ratatoskr, the Fire Giants, and even the Valkyrie.”

      “You haven’t been this excited about mythical creatures on our past adventures,” he said. “Quetzalcoatl, the giant flying snake at Texochtatlan, didn’t suit your tastes?”

      “Ha. Definitely not. I suppose it’s just that this is my history. So now it means something.”

      He smiled. “Makes sense. Ready to show off your new wings?”

      I moved them slightly, then winced.

      “Still hurt?” he asked.

      “Never stopped. I need to finish the drill and earn them.” I tested folding my wings back into my body. Pain shot through them, a weird feeling since it was a body part I’d never had before.

      “You aren’t going to be able to hide them that way,” Cade said.

      I frowned. He was right. Hiding them was an issue. I wanted to be able to go out and about in the human realm, after all. Unless I was willing to pretend to be a movie extra at all times, this wasn’t good.

      I closed my eyes and visualized my wings disappearing into my back, becoming totally invisible to the eye.

      “Good job,” Cade said.

      “They’re gone?”

      “Aye.”

      I imagined them flaring out of my back. Magic sparkled across my shoulders.

      “They’re back,” Cade said.

      I looked behind me, catching sight of my silver wing feathers wavering in the breeze. “Cool.”

      “Let’s go alert the others.”

      “Yeah, good idea. I don’t want to waste a second.” I set off across the lawn, hurrying toward the castle.

      A bark sounded from high on the castle roof. I looked up. Mayhem fluttered in the air, the sun glinting on her blue form.

      I waved at her. “Hey there!”

      She zipped down to me, flying faster than should be possible for such a little dog. But then, who was I to say what was possible for a ghostly PugDragon?

      When she arrived, Mayhem butted her head against my arm, then followed us toward the great front door. It swung open, and I stashed my wings, hiding them.

      Just as we entered, Florian ran into the great hall, a large book in his hands and his wig slightly askew.

      His gaze landed on me and his eyes widened. “Bree! Just the person I wanted to see.”

      “Good news?” I asked.

      “Yes, indeed! I’ve translated the book of the Rebel Gods.”

      I grinned. “That’s great news.”

      “Yes, yes. Let’s call a meeting. Jude and Hedy will want to be apprised of my progress.” He scowled. “And probably that no good Fopdoodle day librarian, Potts.”

      “Fopdoodle?”

      “You think he’s more of a saddle-goose?”

      “Um…”

      “Scobberlotcher?”

      “Hmmm…”

      “Lubberwort?”

      Okay, now he was just naming off old-timer insults. “Definitely a saddle-goose.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Florian grinned. “I’ll go gather the others. We shall meet in the round room.”

      The round room again? Of course it made sense, since this was a matter of vital importance. But still, it emphasized the pressure of the situation.

      Cade and I headed for the round room.

      “Do you know what a Fopdoodle is?” I asked. “Or a saddle-goose?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “As I thought.”

      We arrived at the round room just as Jude and Hedy did.

      “Florian is fast,” I said.

      Florian appeared in the doorway at that moment. “Of course I’m fast. Centuries as a ghost…. Do you not expect me to learn the quickest ways around this place?”

      I grinned at him.

      Jude met my gaze. “Did you succeed?”

      “Mostly. There’s still work to be done, but I’m on the right track.”

      The five of us took our seats around the circular table as Ana hurried in, followed by Caro, Ali, and Haris.

      Ana ran toward me and threw her arms around me. I winced, pain streaking through my shoulders. It seemed that even though my wings were stored away, they still hurt.

      She pulled away and frowned at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, fine.” Mostly.

      “Caro, Ali, and Haris, what are you doing here?” Jude asked. “Shouldn’t you be on a case?”

      “Lunch break,” Caro said.

      “We want to know what’s up with Bree.” Ali nodded toward me.

      “Personal interest,” Haris said.

      Jude nodded. “All right. You may sit.”

      They grinned at me and sat. Ana took the seat next to me.

      Jude leaned forward. “What did you discover? Are your powers anchored within you? Do you have control?”

      I sucked in a steady breath, realizing for the first time that the magic in my chest felt more secure. More stable. It was like something had been missing, but now it was there. I’d been so distracted by my wings—and the new ache of them—that I hadn’t felt it.

      “Yes,” I said. “I do have more control. Not sure how much yet, but I’m on the path to figuring this out.”

      “How?” Hedy asked. “What helped you anchor your power?”

      I pushed my chair back and stood up, then commanded my wings to unfurl.

      Everyone gasped, leaning back in their chairs. The awe on their faces made me grin. Okay, this was actually pretty cool.

      “You have wings?” Ali demanded.

      “They’re awesome.” The awe in Ana’s voice echoed in the room.

      “Quite impressive.” Jude nodded.

      “A gift from the Valkyrie?” Hedy asked.

      “Not a gift,” Cade said. “She earned them.”

      “Of course.” Hedy smiled.

      “I’ve almost earned them,” I said. “I’ve completed the first task to actually get the wings. Now I have to prove that I deserve them. I have to use them in battle for the greater good, thereby becoming worthy and cementing them to me.”

      “Did they have any suggestion about what this greater good might be?” Jude asked.

      “Yes. I could destroy one of the Rebel Gods’ strongholds.”

      Jude’s eyebrows rose. “Impressive. That would put a dent in their operations and potentially save lives if they lose a base to run their operation from. It takes an immense amount of magic to create a stronghold. They won’t recover quickly if you destroy one.”

      Florian leaned forward and put the book on the table. “That’s where I come in. I’ve translated the book. It’s in Phoenician. We don’t have all of the language—not all of it survived the test of time—but I think I may be able to help you find them.”

      Excitement thrummed in my chest. I absorbed my wings into my body and sat. “The Valkyrie said that the Rebel Gods likely operate out of a stronghold that is halfway between the godly realms and the early world.”

      Hedy gasped. “That would take incredible magic.”

      “They have it,” Florian said. “They are rising again, as we know. They’ve found great magic to jump-start the process.”

      “From where?” Cade asked.

      “I don’t know.” Florian frowned.

      “Where could their stronghold be?” Jude asked.

      “The Valkyrie believe that the entrance is through a temple in one of their greatest cities. They suggested Carthage, Byblos, or Tyre, but it may be another entirely.”

      “The Phoenicians built temples to their gods,” Cade said. “If we can determine which god they’re particularly obsessed with, that could give us a clue.”

      Florian leaned forward. “That’s where I can help. One name kept appearing in the Rebel Gods’ book—the god Melqart. I didn’t know why the name kept appearing, but now that you mention this Valkyrie theory about temples and ancient cities, I believe that you will find the entrance to their stronghold through a Temple of Melqart.”

      “How many temples were built to him?” I asked. “Didn’t the Phoenicians create a great sea-trading empire throughout the Mediterranean? There must be dozens of temples, maybe more.”

      “None that survived,” Cade said. “Except for the one at Kart-hadasht.”

      “Where’s that?” I asked, remembering his fondness for history.

      “It’s located on the south coast of Tunisia, not very far from Carthage, the Phoenicians’ greatest port city. But Carthage was a human settlement. Thousands of years of habitation have occurred there since the Carthaginian Phoenicians built their temples. They’re long gone. But Kart-hadasht was the supernatural city that operated near there. It was on the same shipping line, which was vital to the Phoenicians, but protected from humans. The remains of the city are still there. I think.”

      “You haven’t been?” I asked.

      “No, but I have two friends who work in the area. Archaeologists.”

      “Could they show us where it is?”

      “I believe so.”

      Excitement swelled in my chest like a balloon. “So this is our best bet. We go to Kart-hadasht and find the temple entrance to their stronghold.”

      “I’m coming,” Ana said.

      “Me too!” Caro added.

      “You’re not getting rid of us.” Ali leaned forward.

      Haris grinned.

      I smiled at them. “Thanks, guys.”

      Having friends—having backup—was awesome.

      “Hold on,” Jude said. “This is just recon—not the big fight. You know as well as anyone that too many people on recon can blow our cover and lose the info we seek.”

      “But it could become the big fight,” Caro said.

      “What if Bree needs us?” Ali added.

      “Bree is smart enough to bail if it’s about to become the big fight,” Cade said. “We follow protocol here at the Protectorate—you know that. It saves lives.”

      Caro huffed, but nodded.

      “We’ll perform recon,” Cade said, taking over as security expert. He looked at Jude. “It’s safe to assume that this can count as one of Bree’s training tests for the Protectorate?”

      A small smile tugged at Jude’s mouth. “Bree must do this to keep her wings and her magic. If she can destroy a Rebel God stronghold, then yes, it will count as one of her tests to join the Protectorate.”

      “Two tests,” Hedy said. “It’s really only fair. She’s proven much more than normal trainees.”

      Jude gazed at me, eyes sparkling like stars. “Yes, she has.”

      I shifted, both pleased and embarrassed. “Let’s just get through this first. Cade and I will go to Kart-hadasht.”

      “And me,” Ana said. “You’re not leaving me behind this time. I’ve got your back.”

      I reached for her hand and squeezed, genuinely wanting her to come along.

      “That would work,” Cade said. “We should keep it small.

      Caro frowned, then met my gaze. “We’ll be at the big fight.”

      “Assuming I don’t fix this without a big fight,” I said.

      She grinned. “I have faith in you, but that’s a tall order.”

      “Yeah, don’t leave us out of the fun,” Ali said.

      “Fine, I’ll try to save some demons for you.” Or whatever we’d face.

      “In the event that we must return to the Rebel Gods’ stronghold in their halfway realm, you should create a portal at the entrance,” Jude said. “I can only imagine it won’t be easy to get through Kart-hadasht. Once you’ve found it, create the portal so that we can access it more easily.”

      “How do we create a portal?” I asked. “Isn’t that difficult magic?”

      “Very.” Hedy leaned forward. “But I’ve developed a spell that can create a temporary portal. It will appear in Edinburgh and connect us to wherever you deploy the spell. Only Protectorate members will be able to use it. But be sure not to deploy it within the halfway realm. It’s not strong enough to cross realms. Neither are our transport charms.”

      “We can do that,” I said.

      “That’s settled, then,” Cade said. “We should leave soon. I don’t know how long it will take to get to Kart-hadasht.

      My stomach growled loudly. “I like that plan. Let’s get a bite to eat then get out of here.”

      “Did someone say eat?” Hans bustled into the room. The skinny cook wore his white apron and chef’s hat, an affectation he wouldn’t let go of. “I heard from Mayhem that our fighters returned from the field and would appreciate a leg of ham.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t Mayhem who would appreciate a leg of ham?” Cade asked.

      Hans chuckled. “I did think that was the case. So I made you sandwiches. And juice. Juice is good for the soul. And coffee. I thought you might need a pick-me-up. This will revive you.”

      I wouldn’t hate a pick-me-up, that was for sure.

      He laid a tray laden with sandwiches on the table.

      Jude glared at him. “You know you’re not supposed to interrupt meetings, Hans.”

      “Psst.” Hans waved a hand at her, clearly unconcerned. “I’m not interrupting. Just delivering sustenance.”

      I eyed the peanut butter and jelly that I knew he’d made just for me. I grabbed one. “Thanks, Hans. You’re the best.”

      He bowed, then hurried from the room. The first bite of PB&J was divine, reminding me how long it’d been since the breakfast porridge.

      “Eat,” Jude said. “Then get cleaned up and come to the main entry hall before you go. I’ll be sure to get transportation charms for you so that you can get to Tunisia quickly. If you aren’t back in twenty-four hours, we’ll send backup. Agreed, Cade?”

      “Agreed.”

      I swallowed and nodded. It looked like the adventures would never stop. As long as I earned my wings, that was fine by me.
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        * * *

      

      After a quick shower, I changed into my hot weather clothes and met Cade and Ana.

      Cade held up a small black stone. “Jude delivered the transportation charms.”

      “Great.” I smiled. “We’re headed to Carthage first?”

      Cade shook his head. “To a desert settlement in southern Tunisia, where Doug and Veronica live. It’s the closest town to Kart-hadasht.”

      “They’re the archaeologists?”

      “Aye.” Cade held up a transport stone. “Ready?”

      Ana and I nodded.

      He counted down to one, then hurled the transport stone at the ground. The silvery gray cloud burst up, and we stepped through the cloud.

      A moment later, we appeared in a bustling village. The sun beat down harshly, and I was suddenly glad that I’d changed back into my Death Valley clothes. Ana always said it made us look like we were in Mad Max, and fortunately, I fit in well in this supernatural village.

      “Wow.” Ana spun in a circle to take it in.

      I followed suit.

      We stood in the central square, surrounded on all sides by merchants with their colorful goods laid out on blankets. Ceramics and cloth, spices and fruit. Dozens of people filled the square, all kinds of supernaturals from what I could see. Except for vampires—because boy, would this sun murder them.

      I shielded my eyes to check out the three-story buildings surrounding us on all sides. They were nothing like I’d ever seen before. Made of smooth beige adobe, they were all connected as a united fort like apartments. Roofs arched up at the tops, and narrow, open adobe staircases crisscrossed the fronts, going up to each level. Instead of windows, there were huge open doors at each floor, accessed by the narrow stairs.

      “This is incredible,” I said.

      “It is,” Cade said. “Come on. Let’s see if we can find Doug and Veronica. I wasn’t able to get in touch with them, but hopefully they’re here.”

      We followed Cade through the square, dodging the blankets covered with goods.

      When we reached one of the buildings, Cade said, “Wait here. I’ll check their apartment.”

      “Sure thing.”

      He climbed onto the stairs that ran up alongside the front of the building. Could the little adobe stairs support his weight?

      They didn’t crack, at least.

      He poked his head through a door at the top and called out, then waited a moment. After a while, he turned around and came back down.

      “Not home,” he said. “So they’re either out on a job or trying to convince some locals to tell them where the good stuff is.”

      “That’s how archaeologists find things? Just asking around?” Ana asked.

      Cade nodded. “A lot of the times, aye.”

      We followed him down the row of buildings to the other side of the square. He stopped at a narrow staircase that ran all the way up to the third floor. “We’ll try the bar up here. Might get lucky.”

      I followed him up the narrow stairs, which were built right into the front of the building. They didn’t pass in front of any apartments, though I was desperate to peek inside and see what they looked like. They sure smelled good, though, with the scent of savory meat and spices spilling from the doors above and below us.

      When we entered the dimly lit bar at the top, cool air enveloped me.

      “Wow.” I blinked, letting my eyes adjust.

      “Aye, the adobe keeps the interiors cool,” Cade said.

      I noticed a small bar at the back and tiny round tables throughout the space. A little stage was occupied by a fae playing a stringed instrument I’d never seen before.

      “There.” Cade pointed to a table in the back corner.

      Two people were sitting at it, talking to an older man with white hair and a black felt cap. The two archaeologists looked to be in their early thirties, and both were dressed like Indiana Jones, wearing khaki and leather.

      I grinned, suddenly liking them.

      The man was tall and broad shouldered, with sandy hair and kind eyes. The woman was nearly as tall, strikingly beautiful with her wild black hair tied back with a colorful scarf.

      “If you could get a table and some drinks,” Cade said, “I’ll get Doug and Veronica.”

      I nodded, then followed Ana toward the bar.

      From behind the counter, a woman with gorgeous blue hair smiled at us, her fangs glinting in the light. “What can I get you?”

      “Something local?” Ana asked. “Non-alcoholic.”

      The woman grinned. “Celestia, then. A popular non-alcoholic beer.”

      “Sounds good.” Actually, it didn’t. But it also didn’t really matter what we drank.

      She was quick with the beers, and fortunately, she took credit cards. It might look like we’d stepped back in time here, but the technology was up to date.

      Ana and I carried five beers toward a table against the wall and sat. I sipped mine, and eyed Cade, who was talking to the archaeologists.

      A moment later, they left the old man, who was now beaming, and approached.

      The woman stopped in front of our table and stuck out her hand. “I’m Veronica. I hear you’re nuts.”

      I grinned and shook her hand. “I’ve heard that before. I’m Bree. This is Ana.”

      Ana shook.

      “Doug.” The man smiled and stuck out his hand. We shook, then everyone sat.

      I leaned forward. “So, am I nuts because I want to go to Kart-hadasht or for some other reason?”

      “Not sure about any other reasons—maybe you’ve got them—but Kart-hadasht is a bad idea.”

      “She means it’s a death wish,” Doug said.

      “So you don’t go there?” I asked.

      “We’re not idiots. We do flyovers with our drones and create 3D maps,” Doug said. “Data without the death.”

      Veronica grinned. “It’s our motto.”

      “Not a bad one, honestly,” I said.

      “It’s not. And if you don’t want to die, you won’t go to Kart-hadasht.” Veronica’s dark eyes glinted with warning.

      “What’s changed?” Cade asked. “Didn’t you used to go into the ruins?”

      “Once, yeah,” Veronica said. “But about four years ago, something shifted. The magic got weird. Buildings started to throw giant bricks at us.”

      “Throw bricks?”

      Doug nodded. “There’s new magic there—violent magic. I don’t know what changed, but it all went south.”

      “Say we were willing to risk it,” Cade said. “Would you take us as close as you can?”

      “When?” Veronica asked.

      “Now.”

      “Ha, dream on.” She leaned back in her chair.

      Doug just laughed. “Now’s the worst time to go. We can’t transport across the desert because it’s protected by enchantments. And it’s sandstorm season. You’ll drown in the stuff before you make it halfway across.”

      If transporting didn’t work, I hoped our portal would. To my knowledge, portals were a totally different type of magic, so hopefully we’d be in the clear.

      “But the sandstorms don’t always come, do they?” I asked.

      “This time of year, they’re frequent enough that we don’t cross the desert,” Doug said.

      “What if I could block the sands?” Ana asked.

      “Shield magic?” Veronica said.

      Ana nodded.

      I couldn’t tell what kind of supernatural Veronica was. Or Doug, for that matter. They kept their signatures on the down-low.  I’d have to ask Cade.

      “We’ll pay,” I said.

      “We’re not interested in money,” Doug said.

      Veronica punched him in the shoulder.

      Doug sighed. “Fine. We’re not uninterested. But it’s not what drives us.”

      “It does buy equipment, though,” Veronica said. “And nice hotel rooms on vacation.”

      Doug smiled. “True.” He tapped his chin. “This will be dangerous, but maybe we can cut a deal.”

      “What kind?”

      Doug and Veronica leaned toward each other and shared a few whispers. I tried to eavesdrop, but failed.

      Doug pulled away. “Five thousand dollars, a transportation stone so that we can leave once we’ve delivered you, since the protection charms don’t prevent people from leaving the city, and when you’re in Kart-hadasht, you take as many photos as you can.”

      “And measurements,” Veronica said.

      “Isn’t it super dangerous in there?” Ana asked. “Will we have time to take photos?”

      “Do your best,” Veronica said. “We’d like detail shots. Things we have a harder time getting with the drones.”

      “I can’t guarantee the measurements,” I said. “But we can do the photos.”

      Veronica and Doug nodded.

      Veronica stood and looked at her watch. “We’d better get a move on. Sun sets late this time of year, but we still want to get across by dark.”

      I polished off my beer and stood, joining them.

      “Good work,” I said to Cade as we followed them out of the bar. “I like them.”

      “Me too.”

      Veronica and Doug led us through the market, toward the other end of town. We made a brief stop at their place to pick up some daypacks, then continued on toward a corral containing giant camels on the outskirts of town. The beasts were a very pale pink color, like flamingos.

      “Can you ride a camel?” Doug asked.

      “Ummm.” I shook my head.

      “Let’s hope you’re a fast learner.” Veronica smiled and pointed to one of the smaller camels who had long, fluttering eyelashes. “You’ll ride Camelia.”

      “Camelia the camel?”

      “Yep.” Veronica vaulted over the fence.

      We followed.

      “Why are they pink?” I asked.

      “They’re a magical breed.” Doug collected saddles from the small man who appeared to work at the corral, and began to saddle the camels.

      I shifted the daypack that Veronica had given me on my back and approached Camelia, who fluttered her lashes at me.

      “Hey, pretty girl.”

      She honked, the loudest, craziest noise I’d ever heard, and I leapt backward.

      “Ooooh, she likes you!” Veronica said.

      “Why does she honk?”

      “They were magically crossed with geese.” Doug grinned.

      “That explains it, because she sounds just like a goose.” I climbed onto Camelia, trying to get a feel for riding a camel. It was weird, but at least I didn’t fall.

      Everyone saddled up, and Doug and Veronica moved their mounts toward us.

      “All right,” Doug said. “Follow our orders exactly. If I shout in French, repeat what I say. Your camel will know what to do. If I give directions, like ‘riders, go left,’ then do that.”

      I gave a thumbs-up.

      “Don’t screw this up,” Veronica said. “Your lives depend on it.”
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      The sun beat hard against my face as we followed Doug and Veronica out into the desert. All around, the sand gleamed in waves of gold, and I felt like I was in Aladdin.

      “There’s a face wrap in your pack if you want it,” Veronica said.

      As I bounced along on Camelia, I rustled around in the bag, managing to pull the cloth free and wrap my face. Ana and Cade did the same. The ride was bouncy and uncomfortable, but it was better than walking. And flying would just exhaust me. Even now, my wings ached, a constant reminder of what I had to accomplish.

      Cade was a natural on his camel, and I stole surreptitious glances at him, unable to help myself. After a couple hours, though, the air started to prickle with danger. It made my skin itch, and I turned around, searching the dunes for oncoming threats.

      “It’s about to get interesting,” Doug said.

      I squinted into the distance, realizing that the sand around us was shifting. I squinted at it. A mirage?

      I pointed. “Hey, Veronica, what is that?”

      Veronica raised her hand to shield her eyes and stared. “Ah, crap. Everyone, get ready to run.”

      At that moment, the sand exploded about one hundred yards away. A massive scorpion burst free, easily the size of a car. It scuttled toward us, pinchers raised high.

      “Plus rapide!” Doug shouted. His camel picked up the pace, galloping across the sand.

      “Plus rapide!” Veronica shouted. Her mount took off, sand kicking up behind.

      All right, then. “Plus rapide!”

      Camelia shot forward like a rocket. I clung to her, bouncing like mad, as she hurtled across the sand. Ana and Cade joined me. The scorpion raced for us, unnaturally fast.

      It went right for Veronica, who pulled an evasive maneuver that allowed her to dodge the creature by a hair.

      Doug turned around in his saddle and threw out a hand, blasting the scorpion with a cold rush of air. The edges of it chilled my skin, but the core of the blast hit the scorpion. The creature froze up, then fell onto its back.

      Nice.

      We could handle these scorpions.

      Then another shot out of the sand. And another. They raced for us, impossibly fast on their many legs.

      Yeah, I’d spoken too soon.

      One of them headed straight for me. I could fly away, but I couldn’t leave Camelia on her own.

      I called my sword from the ether, careful to keep from slicing her, and shouted, “Plus rapide!”

      Camelia picked up a little burst of speed, and I pulled the reins slightly left.

      She snuffled, clearly annoyed that I thought to command her. As if she needed help running away from a giant scorpion. She was no dummy.

      She raced left, hurtling over the sand as the scorpion gained on us.

      More had surged out of the earth, charging my companions as we galloped over the dunes. Ana created a shield to deflect attacking scorpions, while Cade drew his bronze shield and hurled it toward the one that raced after him.

      My scorpion was so close that I could hear the snap of its claws.

      Ah, crap, I hated bugs.

      And this was one big bug.

      He was nearly on me now, his tail hovering over my head. I leaned backward and sliced with my sword, aiming for the closest claw. My blade hacked through, but the claw was so big that it didn’t make a difference.

      The scorpion hissed and waved its tail.

      I eyed it as Camelia galloped, raising my sword at the ready. My heart thundered against my ribs.

      One shot.

      I had one shot.

      The tail struck, flying downward.

      I sliced my sword, severing the point from the tip. Camelia was just fast enough that she raced away before the blood could splatter me.

      But the scorpion didn’t slow down. He hissed and raced faster, his tail regenerating.

      “Plus rapide!” I cried.

      She was probably already going as fast as she could, but I couldn’t help myself.

      We couldn’t outrun them. Should I jump off so that she could run faster? If my sword couldn’t protect her, what good was I?

      I tried calling on my sonic boom, but it was gone. Though my other powers were now intact since I had the wings, my sonic boom had disappeared entirely.

      “Duck!” Veronica screamed.

      I did as she commanded, crouching low on Camelia’s back. Veronica hurled a blast of sparkling magic at the monster. As it flew over my head, the sparkles turned to knives.

      They sliced through the scorpion, throwing him backward. He tumbled end over end on the sand, the force of the blades driving him away from me.

      Camelia honked her delight and raced forward.

      All around, the wounded and dismembered scorpions were climbing to their feet, regenerating. They renewed the chase.

      “Can’t we kill them?” I screamed.

      “Nope,” Doug yelled. “Just have to hold them off till we reach the Great Drop.”

      Great Drop?

      The sand beneath Camelia’s feet began to shift. She stumbled, almost going to her knees. I flew forward, barely managing to hold on as she righted herself and kept running.

      The sand shifted again, as if it were starting to drop way.

      “Vole!” Veronica shouted.

      “Vole!” cried Doug.

      Ana, Cade, and I mimicked them, shouting loudly without any idea what would happen.

      Wings burst from Camelia’s back, unfurling to massive size. They were bright pink and shimmered in the sun.

      Holy fates!

      She leapt into the air, her wings carrying us high as the sand beneath dropped away.

      I crouched low and hung onto her neck, peering over the side as the sand thrashed like waves below us, deep inside a newly formed crevasse across the desert. The scorpions clicked their claws and waved their tails, but we were far out of reach.

      I laughed, the sound loud against the silence of the desert.

      We were halfway across the deep, thrashing sea of sand when Camelia began to falter. Her breathing was coming hard and her wings were weaker.

      She flew lower, unable to keep herself aloft.

      I looked around. My friends’ mounts were flagging as well, wings weaker and chests heaving. Crap.

      I peered over the edge of Camelia’s neck. We were approaching the firmer sand, but would we make it? If we didn’t, the roiling sand pit below would devour us.

      I was about to jump off when she put on a little burst of speed and hurtled toward solid ground. She caught her footing on the edge, barely reaching safety. I collapsed on her back, panting as my friends landed.

      “Woo!” Ana cried.

      “Who would have expected flying pink camels?” Cade said.

      “Not me.” Slowly, I rose.

      “Come on,” Doug said. “We need to hurry.”

      Camelia picked up the pace, following Veronica and Doug.

      In the distance, the blue sky turned orange. I pointed to it and called, “Is that why we’re hurrying?”

      “Yeah,” Veronica shouted. “Sandstorm.”

      Damn.

      “Get close together,” Ana yelled.

      “Assemblez!” Doug shouted.

      The camels, clearly understanding Doug’s command, hustled toward each other and grouped up.

      “Keep up the pace,” Veronica said. “Ana, can you shield us while we’re moving?”

      “My specialty,” Ana said.

      The sand whistled on the wind, screaming through the air. The first grains stung my cheeks, and I squinted my eyes.

      Ana threw out her hand, and her magic burst forth, creating a barrier between us and the sand. It stopped stinging my cheeks immediately.

      “Ride as fast as you can!” Ana said, gripping her mount’s reins with one hand.

      “Plus rapide!” Doug shouted.

      We repeated the command, and the camels picked up the pace. Sand battered against Ana’s shield as we raced across the dunes. All around, the air turned tan, then red, then dark. It nearly blocked out the sun.

      We ran until I thought my legs would fall off from clinging tightly to Camelia. Camel-riding was hard work.

      But Ana was in worse shape, sagging over her camel as she fed her magic to her shield.

      Around us, the darkness began to lift.

      “Almost there!” Veronica shouted.

      The sky turned from black to red to tan to gray, and the sand dissipated almost as quickly as it’d come. Once it was gone, Ana dropped her shield. The camels stopped abruptly, panting.

      “Cool power,” Veronica said to Ana.

      “Thanks.”

      “There’s water in your pack, and beer for the camels,” Doug said.

      “Beer?”

      “Only thing they’ll drink.”

      I shrugged and dug into the pack, pulling out a tall can of beer with a label I couldn’t read. I popped the top. “Do I just pour it in her mouth?”

      “Hold it out. She’ll take care of the rest.”

      I thrust the can toward the camel’s head, and she turned, nipping it out of my hand with her big teeth. She held it carefully, then tilted her head back and guzzled it down.

      “Nice.” I cracked open my water and drained the thing. The water, though warm, tasted like heaven in my parched mouth.

      Finished, I grabbed the beer can from Camelia and stashed the empties in the pack. “You know how to party, Camelia.”

      She honked delightedly, and I suddenly realized where her wings had come from.

      “I can definitely hear the goose in her,” I said.

      “They also have a splash of flamingo, for color,” Doug said.

      Cool.

      “We’re nearly there.” Veronica pointed ahead. “Just over the ridge.”

      We started up again, going at a slower pace to accommodate the camels. As we neared the ridge, protective magic seared my skin, sparking and biting.

      “I’m not going to like what’s on the other side, am I?” I asked.

      “Definitely not,” Veronica said.

      When we reached the ridge, I caught sight of a shimmering wall made of air. Almost a mirage. Danger rolled out from it. Evil. It was a tangible feeling.

      I shuddered. The mirage commanded me to go back. Crossing it would be a terrible idea.

      “Strong magic,” Cade muttered.

      Veronica and Doug stopped their mounts. “This is where we leave you. Normally, we’d cross over if we were going to do a job, but since we’re not, I have no interest in experiencing my worst nightmares.”

      “Is that what it does?” Ana asked.

      “Yes. Phantom magic, we think.”

      I shuddered. Besides Del, my friend from Magic’s Bend, I’d never met a Phantom I’d want to hang out with. Mostly because they were soulless monsters whose touch made you live out your worst fears. Fortunately, Del was only part Phantom.

      “You’ll find cameras in your packs,” Doug said. “Try not to break them. But if you do, at least save the memory card. Take as many pictures as you can.”

      “Anything we should be aware of at Kart-hadasht?” Cade asked.

      “The ruins are extensive,” Veronica said. “It’s been nearly three thousand years, but things are in relatively good condition. There’s been no human habitation or interference since the city was abandoned at the end of the Phoenician period, but weather has eroded many of the buildings.”

      “Those buildings did throw massive stone blocks at us last time we were here, however,” Doug said. “There are probably more threats as well, but we stopped visiting after the change.”

      Ana cracked her knuckles. “That’s okay. I like a surprise.”

      I grinned at her, glad to be going up against bad guys together again.

      “Thank you,” I said. “We appreciate the help.”

      “Just be careful,” Veronica said. “It’s rough in there.”

      I climbed off of Camelia, who honked at me and trotted toward Doug. Cade and Ana climbed off their camels, who went toward the archaeologists like horses who knew they were heading home.

      “Good luck.” Doug tipped his head, then threw the transportation charm on the ground. Silver smoke burst up, and they disappeared.

      I turned to my friends, suddenly feeling really alone in the desert. The sight of Ana reminded me that we’d crossed a dangerous desert many times before. This was nothing new.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Always.” Ana turned toward the shimmering wall.

      “As fast as you can,” Cade said. “Don’t stop for anything.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, then started forward, sprinting with all my might.

      As soon as I entered, grief filled my mind. The kind that’s as heavy as an anvil and makes you feel like you can’t move. Like you never want to move again.

      I stumbled, almost going to my knees.

      Thoughts of Ana dying flooded my mind. Of Cade. Memories of searching for Rowan through the streets of Death Valley—of finally realizing that she was gone. My mother’s death while protecting us from the Rebel Gods.

      A sob rose in my throat, but I bit it back.

      The images swam in my mind, pulling at my worst fears and memories. Darkness edged in at the corners of my vision.

      It took everything I had to claw my way to my feet and keep going, but I forced my muscles to work. I turned my mind toward thoughts of failure—what would happen if I didn’t succeed?

      The Rebel Gods would catch Ana.

      They’d catch me.

      We’d never find Rowan.

      Failure wasn’t an option.

      But my legs wouldn’t move. The grief and exhaustion had flowed through my body, stiffening my muscles.

      No.

      I sucked in a ragged breath and called on my wings, forcing them to flare out of my back. Pain bit through my muscles, clearing my mind.

      I welcomed it, focusing on the physical pain rather than the mental, and took to the air. It felt like flying through jello, but I kept going. Slowly. Sweating. Aching.

      Below, I saw Ana. She was struggling to rise from her knees. I swooped low, awkward in this weird half realm of misery and grief. Her gaze caught on me, filled with tears.

      “I thought you were dead!” she cried.

      “I’m not.” I reached for her hand, tears stinging my own eyes as all the grief I’d ever felt hit me like a ton of bricks.

      Her hand gripped mine, clearing my mind briefly, and I pushed my wings to move, cutting through the thick, enchanted air. I pulled Ana’s hand, dragging her behind me. She ran, her touch giving me strength. We pulled each other out of the terrible mist and collapsed on the ground on the other side.

      I flopped onto my back, crushing my wings, and gasped, trying to catch my breath. The grief had faded, leaving hollowness in its place.

      But at least I could move.

      I struggled to sit up, and caught sight of Cade collapsed halfway out of the mist.

      He hadn’t had someone to drag him along.

      I scrambled to my feet and limped toward him, tears burning my eyes. When I reached him, I grabbed his hands and pulled. He jerked at my touch, seeming to wake, and surged out of the mist, going to his feet in a lithe motion.

      He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me along. We stumbled to a halt about fifteen feet away, panting.

      Ana joined us. “That was the worst.”

      I nodded, still unable to speak, and turned toward the city. The tumbling stone ruins were massive, shrouded in shadow as the sun sank behind the horizon.

      “I’ll do some recon from the air,” I said. “Find out which way to go.”

      “Good plan,” Cade said quietly. “See if you can use your illusion power to conceal yourself. We don’t know what’s in that city or what’s looking out.”

      “You have illusion power now?” Ana asked. “That’s awesome.”

      “From Loki, I think. But I need more practice.”

      “Get to it, then.” Ana grinned and pointed at the sky.

      I unfurled my wings, then called on the trickster’s magic, envisioning myself disappearing. It took a moment to locate the gift within my chest. Instead of finding the usual broken magic that was hard to grasp, my different powers felt almost organized inside me. Like I could call on one and it would appear.

      A cold shiver raced down my limbs.

      Ana gasped. “It worked!”

      “Good.” I’d need to hurry, though. I could already feel the strain of using the unfamiliar magic. Illusion was particularly draining.

      I crouched low, then took off into the air, letting my wings carry me upward. Pain surged, but it was easy to ignore with the wind whipping my hair back from my face and the joy of flying shooting through me.

      This was totally crazy.

      I felt weightless and powerful and…almost invincible.

      This was the most incredible magic I’d ever experienced.

      Soon, I was high enough to see the whole city, which butted up to the sea. The scent of the ocean washed over me. A broken exterior wall surrounded the city, which gleamed white under the moonlight, tumbled stones from broken buildings dotting the landscape.

      Some buildings still had half walls remaining, but others were entirely gone, just leaving a footprint of a stone floor. Those had probably been built of wood, and were long gone. Grass and scrub grew around the stone floor tiles.

      A large structure on the far end of the city caught my eye. It was near a harbor, and definitely the largest building there.

      Had to be the Temple of Melqart.

      Danger radiated on the air, dark spells that commanded us to go back.

      Well, too bad. There was no way that was going to happen.
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      I flew back to the ground, landing pretty gracefully, if I did say so myself.

      Quickly, I dropped the illusion, not wanting to waste my magic. “I think the temple is directly on the other side of town. At least, that’s the largest building.”

      “Then let’s go,” Cade said.

      As we approached the city, magic continued to spark from it, threatening and dark. I rubbed my arms.

      The exterior town wall was broken and decayed, the earthen bricks more susceptible to damage than the stone of the buildings inside.

      “Pictures, guys.” I pulled the camera from my pack, and my friends followed suit.

      I snapped as many as I could, going for detail.

      We passed through the wall, and set off up the street, which was made of large flagstones and bordered on either side by the ruins of old stone buildings. It was hard to shoot photos and stay alert, but I did my best.

      Dim blue lights zipped around the fallen stones, and tension pricked the air.

      “You feel that?” Ana whispered.

      “Yep.” I unfurled my wings and called my sword from the ether. I kept shooting photos without looking at the camera, keeping my gaze glued to our surroundings.

      Cade called on his own weapons, as did Ana.

      “Stay alert for flying debris,” Cade said.

      We walked by the light of the moon, our footsteps silent. Wind rustled by, carrying the scent of the sea.

      “Feels like we’re being watched,” Ana whispered.

      “But there’s nothing living here that I can sense.” Not that I was some kind of super-sleuth who could smell fresh rabbit poo or hear the chitter of squirrels. I hadn’t seen anything from the air, and this place just felt dead.

      Which meant the ruins themselves were watching us.

      How did one fight a building?

      “Stow your cameras,” Cade said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      I shoved mine in my pack and called my shield from the ether, keeping my gaze alert on our surroundings as my skin prickled.

      When the first stone block levitated and shot toward us, I dived, raising my shield. The huge boulder glanced off the metal, the strength of the blow sending vibrations up my arm.

      Yeah, one couldn’t fight a building.

      Hiding and running were the only options. “We have to run for it!”

      “Agreed.” Cade stashed his sword and shield in the ether. “Fly, Bree.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “We can fend for ourselves.”

      To the left, Ana threw up her shield just as a large rock flew at her. It bounced off her force field.

      “Point taken.” I took off into the air, my wings carrying me high.

      The rocks began to fly in earnest, dislodging themselves from the ground and hurtling through space. It reminded me of the Rebel God woman’s magic, but I couldn’t feel her power here.

      Below, Ana deflected the rocks with her force field, while Cade caught them and hurled them away, darting down the path like he was in some macho video game.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a large gray rock flying toward me.

      Crap!

      I dived, narrowly avoiding the rock, then darted left to dodge another.

      We made our way down the street toward the center of town, Ana blocking, Cade catching, and me dodging.

      Pain flared when a jagged piece of rock scraped against my leg. I flew and pivoted, vowing to practice my flying more. By the time the boulders stopped soaring, sweat dotted my brow.

      I landed next to Cade and Ana, who leaned against one of the broken walls, catching their breaths.

      Ahead of us, the Temple of Melqart rose tall. The top right corner of the austere structure was gone, but the rest looked intact. Several long, shallow steps led up to the square door, and the whole thing was unadorned.

      “We made it,” Ana said.

      I approached the temple, the sense of strong magic increasing. It snapped against my skin and stank of sulfur.

      “Almost,” I murmured. “Something is coming.”

      Just as I said it, the ground began to shake. I stiffened briefly, then hurried forward.

      “We need to get through that door.” I felt it as strongly as I felt the ground beneath my feet.

      Cade and Ana raced forward to join me.

      A figure appeared on the steps, massive and cloaked in black. Magic rolled out from him, strong and deadly. It was a punch to the gut and felt cold beneath my fingertips. He was still a hundred yards away, but I could feel his magic as if he were standing right next to me.

      He raised his arms, his black cloak whipping in the wind, and roared, “I am Orcus, and you shall not pass!”

      His voice vibrated through me, and I shuddered.

      “A god of death,” Cade said. “Roman.”

      “So they hired him to protect the entrance to their stronghold,” I said.

      “Worse.” Cade frowned. “He joined voluntarily, I would assume. For the cause.”

      “Damn,” Ana said. “It’s so much harder to fight people who believe in what they’re fighting for.”

      “Well, they’re fighting on the wrong side,” I said. “That gives us the advantage. And there’s only one of him. Three of us.”

      Orcus waved his arms, and the earth rumbled again. I wobbled on my feet.

      He could create earthquakes?

      All around us, the ground burst open. Giant monsters leapt up from the ground, nine feet tall if they were an inch. Shaped roughly like Minotaurs, they also had elephant tusks extending from their mouths. Demons. Inscriptions decorated their tusks, though I couldn’t read them.

      Ancient monster tattoos?

      There were six of them, and they charged as one.

      My heart thundered against my ribs as I leapt into the air, letting my wings carry me aloft. It was both a powerful feeling and an awkward one.

      I hadn’t fought from the sky before, but I was going to need to learn. Fast.

      Cade’s magic flared to life, stronger than ever before. Because we were fighting another god?

      Black smoke rolled out from his feet as he charged toward the nearest demon, and the earth shook with the footfalls of a thousand stallions. It was different than Orcus’s power. Visions of battle and blood flashed in front of my face.

      Cade meant business.

      He hurled his shield at the nearest monster, drawing his sword at the same time. The shield neatly removed the beast’s head, but Cade ignored it, going for another Minotaur instead. He leapt into the air to reach the tall creature’s neck, catching his shield as he flew.

      The beast swiped out with claws, but Cade was too fast, raising his shield to block as he plunged his sword into the demon’s heart. The beast roared in rage.

      On the other side of the street, Ana hurled her dagger. It sank into the black eye of the nearest beast.

      I left her to it—she could handle herself—and swooped low to attack a monster who was glaring up at me, his spear raised to hurl.

      He heaved the weapon. I deflected it with my shield, then dived, the wind whipping through my hair. As I neared him, I swung my sword and sliced through his neck, dodging just in time to avoid the spray of blood.

      My wings ached, but it worked. I soared into the sky, searching for more prey.

      Cade was killing his third, and Ana her second.

      There were none left for me. I needed to learn to be quicker with my wings.

      Orcus stood on the steps of the temple, rage rolling out from him, vibrating on the air.

      Oh, we had him right where we wanted him. With his backup dead, and with Cade at our side, we could defeat a god.

      Orcus roared. Lightning cut across the sky, followed by a boom of thunder that shook the feathers on my wings.

      Ana lost her balance, stumbling.

      The earth must’ve been shaking.

      Which meant—

      Two dozen Minotaur monsters leapt from the earth, their elephant tusks gleaming in the moonlight. They were huge—an army of super soldier monsters.

      Shit.

      There were plenty left for me. We couldn’t fight this many. Not without some kind of advantage.

      Advantage.

      The word rang in my head.

      I called on my magic, letting it surge through me. It filled me with power, strong and fierce. Joy sang through me.

      Yes.

      My new wings were amazing, anchoring my magic inside me. I’d do whatever I had to do to earn my wings and keep this power.

      I called upon Loki’s gift, envisioning myself, Cade, and Ana as invisible. Cold shivered over my skin.

      Below, Ana shuddered.

      Then disappeared.

      Cade followed.

      Gone.

      “You guys are invisible!” I shouted.

      They didn’t respond, no doubt trying to conceal their position.

      If we’d all drunk the same invisibility potion, we’d be bound by that magic and able to see each other. My illusion didn’t seem to work that way, however. It was so real that even I couldn’t see through it.

      A monster roared, then toppled over, a dagger protruding from his eye. The demons began to fall, heads flying off and bloody wounds appearing on their chests.

      It happened so fast that I had to assume Cade was using his super speed with deadly results, and Ana was hurling her trusty daggers. I was about to dive and fight, but they were so quick—and I didn’t want to get in the way—that I stayed hovering in the air.

      Within a minute, the demons were all dead, their bodies disappearing back to the underworld.

      Orcus stood on the steps, rage vibrating from him. The air around him shimmered, and he began to grow. His muscles bulged and rippled as they tore at his cloak. He grew, doubling in size until he dwarfed the large entryway to the temple.

      Oh, crap.
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      Orcus roared, and my heart beat against my ribs as fear shivered over my skin.

      When he swept his hand through the air, and pain blasted through me, I doubled over, my wings losing their grip on the air. Visions of torture flashed through my mind—of me being torn apart by Orcus and consumed. Of Ana being devoured. Cade.

      Was that what he’d do to us?

      Yes.

      I tumbled toward the ground, tears burning my eyes as agony tore through me. I could barely make out Ana, curled up on the ground, and Cade, who had gone to one knee. If I could see them, the pain had made me lose my control over my invisibility illusion.

      Oh, this was bad.

      I was only ten feet from crashing into the ground by the time my wings caught the air again. I managed to fly upward, wobbling and weak.

      I needed to shock Orcus into dropping this torture spell. He couldn’t manage it forever or he’d have started with it. It must be costing him.

      I envisioned flame ripping through the street, bright and orange. It popped to life, roaring toward him. I avoided Cade and Ana, just in case. I knew it wasn’t real flame, but no need to risk it. I still didn’t understand the extent of these powers.

      Orcus dropped his arms and stepped backward.

      Illusion was a much rarer gift than fire. He had no reason to think it wasn’t real.

      To have any shot at defeating him, we had to attack as one.

      As if he’d read my mind, Cade looked skyward and raised a fist, giving the signal for a unilateral attack.

      Hey, maybe this fight training stuff with the Protectorate was as handy as Jude always said it was.

      As the flames boxed Orcus against the wall of the temple, I flew down toward him, my sword ready. Ana and Cade raced for the wall of flame.

      As they neared it, I allowed it to part in one small section. They raced through. Cade leapt high, his sword aiming for Orcus’s heart. The evil god swiped out with a large fist, but Cade dodged.

      At the same time, I flew for his neck, narrowly avoiding his fist and plunging my blade in deep. Blood spurted.

      Ana went for his legs, cutting them out from under him.

      Orcus roared, his magic swelling on the air. The pain shot through me again, visions of me being dismembered tearing through my mind. Bile rose in my throat as I faltered, my blade pulling out of his neck. From down below, Ana screamed.

      Orcus swayed, then fell, the wounds to his legs, chest, and neck enough to take him down. He fell with a crash, then disappeared in a blast of golden light.

      I slammed to the ground, pain shooting through my shoulders and wings.

      Ana and Cade were on the ground next to me, struggling to rise.

      “Did we get him?” Ana asked.

      “Aye,” Cade said. “If he survives, it will take him a long time to recover. I believe that golden light meant he was returning to his godly realm.”

      “Like a super fancy transportation charm?”

      “Aye.”

      Aching, I managed to sit. My wings hurt like the devil. “Let’s go. I want to get through this temple before any other monsters show up.”

      “Agreed. That was enough for tonight,” Ana said.

      A small smile tugged at my lips, but somehow, I knew this wouldn’t be the last of the monsters.

      I stood and then turned toward the entrance to the temple. I stepped through, my breath held.

      When it didn’t suck me through to another realm, my shoulders dropped. “Not a portal.”

      “Too easy,” Cade said.

      “True. They wouldn’t make it easy for us.” Not that those demons had been easy, but still. “And it didn’t look like a portal.”

      I inspected the interior of the huge building. Half the roof was still intact, which was incredible after three thousand years. The floor descended on three large levels, like giant stairs that were only a few feet lower than each other. In the center of the second level, a flame burned.

      “The eternal flame,” Cade said. “Burned for Melqart.”

      “Still, after all these years?” I asked.

      “Belief is powerful. So is magic.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Ana said.

      I inspected our surroundings, looking for any kind of clue. No fancy carvings or statues of gods here—just austere stone and hard angles. That didn’t leave us a lot to work with.

      “There are doors down there.” Cade started toward them.

      We followed, hurrying across the floor. We descended to the middle level and passed by the eternal flame. It drew my eye, but I kept going toward the doors.

      When we reached them, we stopped.

      There were seven, and each gleamed like a portal.

      “This has to be it,” Ana said.

      “I agree.” Cade approached and held out his hand to feel the magical signature. He frowned and withdrew his arm. “But which door?”

      I approached one, wincing at the prickly feel of the magic. I stopped at each door. They all felt different, but none of them felt welcoming. Not that the proper door would.

      “What about the windows above?” Ana pointed to the high windows that sat between each door. “Could the entrance be through one of those?”

      “I’ll check.” I unfurled my wings, taking off into the air.

      Every time, flying was a joy. But every time, it hurt.

      I flew by each of the windows, holding out my hand. “They all feel terrible. They’re portals, too, but none of them is clearly the one we want.”

      I landed.

      “There must be a clue here,” Cade said. “Well, if we’re lucky, there is.”

      “Spread out,” I said. “Let’s find it. I don’t want to pick at random. The odds are awful, and those portals feel even worse.”

      “Agreed.” Ana nodded.

      We split up, pacing through the building that sparked with magic.

      There was nothing on the walls or floor, but the eternal flame drew me toward it.

      I stepped to the edge, realizing that the flame burned from a pool of water. The base of the pool was an amazing mosaic. Firelight glinted off the many colored stones. The designs were strange, almost random.

      I squinted at them, turning my head to the side. “Hey, guys, I think I found something.”

      “Good,” Ana said. “Because I’ve got nothing.”

      They joined me, leaning over to look into the water.

      “What is it?” Cade asked.

      I pointed at the weird little shapes made by the tiny tiled stones. “I think those are Phoenician letters. They may be telling us which door to take.”

      “Can we send a picture to Florian?” Ana asked. “He could interpret it.”

      “Send it to Caro,” I said. “I doubt Florian has a phone. He’s not exactly that generation.”

      Ana grinned, then pulled her cell out of her pocket, started snapping away, and typed out a message.

      “There are only two primary shapes,” I said. “The triangle and the thing that looks like a bent rake.”

      “Hopefully Florian will recognize them,” Cade said.

      Ana’s phone dinged and she grinned. “A video call is coming through.”

      Ana held up her phone so we could see Florian’s excited face as he started to speak. “That is most interesting indeed! Normally, simple letters would not be much help. But the letters of the Phoenician alphabet are derived from words.”

      “Which words are these?” I asked.

      “Window and door,” Florian said. “The triangle is the door, and the bent rake is the window. So it looks like you have a pattern. You just need to figure out what it is.”

      My heart sped up. “Thanks, Florian. We can work with that.”

      Ana hung up.

      “Good job recognizing the Phoenician writing,” Cade said.

      “Thanks.” I peered at the letters. “Let’s just figure out the pattern.”

      We circled the fountain, studying the letters. I pointed to one of the triangles that seemed to be out of line compared to the others. It was higher. “That one’s different.”

      Cade squinted at it. “That could be our door. But which one does it represent?”

      Ana pointed to a large mosaic flower that sat between the letters. “If we assume that this is the start of the line of doors, the one that we want is the third from the left.”

      I paced around the fountain to see what she was talking about. It clicked into place. “Yep! I bet that is our door.”

      “Let’s try it, then,” Cade said.

      We hurried toward the lower level and found the appropriate door. It felt prickly and a bit miserable, like all the rest, but I trusted Ana’s judgment.

      “Together?” I held out my hands.

      Cade took my hand. “We’ll have to go in a line.”

      True. The door wasn’t very wide.

      He moved to the front. Ana took my hand, and we went through the door. Magic snapped against me like rubber bands, but the door wasn’t a portal. We didn’t get sucked into the ether and transported through space.

      Instead, we stepped out onto the back side of the temple, right where it butted up against the large, man-made harbor. It was square, carved right out of the rock.

      “Wow, this is old,” I murmured.

      “Amazing,” Cade said.

      Golden light glowed brightly from the door behind us, then lit up the stones at our feet. The shiny glow traveled through the stones on the ground, zipping across and down into the water.

      I hurried after it, following it to the edge of the quay. The golden glow sank into the water.

      “Weird,” I whispered.

      I could feel the golden magic in the water. It was like a call. But what was it calling to?

      We all peered hard into the glowing water. It took everything I had not to lean too far out and fall in.

      When the sea monster leapt from the depths, I screamed and stumbled back. Cade and Ana followed.

      I landed on my butt, pain singing through me, then scrambled up. The creature hadn’t followed us onto dry land, but a splashing sounded in the harbor.

      I called my sword from the ether. Cade and Ana did the same, each reaching for their weapons of choice. Shield for Cade and a sword for Ana. Though she might normally prefer daggers, this beast was big enough to require a sword.

      “What is it?” I asked as I approached the edge.

      “No idea,” Cade said. “Didn’t get a good look.”

      We leaned over, careful not to get too close to the water. A weird animal swam at the surface, head out of the water and eyes keen on us.

      “It’s a horse with wings,” Ana said.

      She wasn’t wrong. The head was equine and the wings were huge.

      “It has a fish’s tail, though,” I said. The scales gleamed green in the moonlight.

      “It’s a hippokampoi,” Cade said. “Worshiped by the Phoenicians and Greeks alike.”

      “Cool.”

      The hippokampoi neighed at us, a weird sound that burbled like a fish but still sounded like a horse.

      I reached out a hand. Valkyrie had winged horses. Maybe this winged horse-fish would like me. The golden light had called the hippokampoi to us, so I assumed we needed the creature’s help.

      It sniffed at my hand, then backed up, shaking its head.

      Dang. “If only I had a treat for it. Like Mayhem always has her ham.”

      Mayhem appeared at my side, an excited gleam in her eye.

      “Did she hear you?” Cade asked.

      Mayhem gave a little bark in her throat. The ham clutched in her jaws prevented a full bark, fortunately.

      “Hey, you have a ham,” I said.

      She gave me a look that said, “I always have a ham.”

      I held out a hand. “Can I have your ham? I promise I’ll get you a bigger one.”

      She gave me a suspicious look, tilting her head and glaring hard with her left eye.

      “I promise.” I pointed to the hippokampoi, who was now looking at the ham with interest. “I don’t know if winged horse-fishes eat ham, but I need him to be my friend, so I want to try.”

      Mayhem sighed, then fluttered closer and handed over her ham.

      “Thanks, Mayhem.”

      She barked, a clear, “Keep your promise about that bigger ham, lady.”

      “I will.” I turned to the hippokampoi and held out the ham. “There’s only a couple bites out of it. I think you might like it.”

      The hippokampoi swam forward, sniffing delicately at the ham. Curiosity gleamed in the creature’s eyes, then it shook its head and swam backward.

      “Dang it.”

      “Hang on, I think it was interested,” Ana said. “Not that I’d expect a horse-fish to like ham, but there’s a first time for everything.”

      “Hmmm.” I eyed the hippokampoi. “So this is almost to your taste, but not quite?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t like cold ham,” Cade said.

      Not a bad point. I turned to Mayhem and held out the ham. “Can you warm this up a bit?”

      She nodded, tongue lolling out of her mouth, then breathed a blast of fire at the ham. An image of a dragon flashed briefly over her doggy face, then disappeared.

      I rotated the ham so that she could warm it evenly, then withdrew it. “Thanks, Mayhem.”

      She barked, something that sounded like, “Anytime, pal.”

      I held out the slightly charred ham to the hippokampoi. The horse lunged for it, chomping it between big white teeth. The creature swallowed it whole, then swam up to the edge of the dock and snuffled my hand. Warm ham breath wafted over me.

      “Hi, buddy,” I said.

      The hippokampoi raised its back. Mayhem barked and flew down to sit on the creature. The horse-fish shook her off, then raised its back again for us.

      “I think we’re supposed to get on,” I said.

      “Agreed.” Cade frowned. “But aren’t we all too big?”

      The hippokampoi snorted.

      “Doesn’t sound like he thinks so.” I peered out into the harbor, noticing that the exit shimmered with gray light. I pointed to it. “I think that’s the portal to the stronghold in the ether.”

      “We should deploy Hedy’s temporary portal here, then,” Cade said. “Last thing we need to do is get into the stronghold and lose our chance.”

      “Agreed.”

      Cade pulled a piece of glowing chalk from his pocket, then crouched and drew a large square on the stone. He stood, put the chalk back into his pocket, and withdrew a glowing orange vial of liquid.

      “Step back.”

      We did as he commanded, and he poured the potion over the chalk line. Light burst from the space, and a shimmery orange portal appeared.

      “Whoa, cool,” Ana said.

      “Indeed.” Cade stowed the empty glass vial in his pocket. “Leads straight to an alley in Edinburgh, which we’ve got guards patrolling.”

      “Nice.” I grinned. “Hopefully we’ll settle this today and won’t have to use the portal, but it’s a nice backup.”

      “This is just recon,” Cade said. “We’re going to play it safe until we have backup.”

      I saluted, then turned to the hippokampoi. His scales glinted in the moonlight, and he looked at me with quizzical eyes.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      He snuffled. I took that to be a yes, and retracted my wings before I sat on the stone ledge. The hippokampoi swam closer. With my breath held, I slipped off the dock and landed on his back.

      He was cold and wet beneath me, and my boots dangled in the chilly water. But I didn’t mind—not when I was riding a real, live hippokampoi.

      I petted his green scales as Cade climbed on behind me, and Ana behind him.

      “This is awesome,” Ana said.

      “I know, right?” I gave a little shriek as the hippokampoi took off, much faster than I anticipated.

      It zipped through the water toward the harbor exit, leaving a white wake behind it. Water dragged at my boots, and I clung to the hippokampoi’s small wings.

      Mayhem flew beside us, barking excitedly, little blasts of fire emitting from her mouth.

      The hippokampoi snuffled, as if shushing her. She zipped her lip.

      At the exit of the harbor, the air shimmered with a faint golden glow. The hippokampoi swam right through, snuffling at the feel of the magic that prickled as we passed. The air was briefly golden and blinding, then we were in a new harbor.

      Except, it was full of boats. Big, fat-bottomed vessels that floated, tugging at their lines as the wake from the hippokampoi jostled them.

      “Holy crap,” Ana murmured. “A real Phoenician city.”

      “Sort of.” The whole place glowed with a strange light, but it definitely looked like an intact Phoenician city. As if the magic had created a place that was a mirror of the ruins on the other side of the portal. But the air felt weird. Almost like jelly or something.

      “It’s definitely a halfway realm,” Cade said. “Feel that in the air?”

      “Yeah. I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I,” he said. “It takes great magic to keep a place like this going. Earthly realms and godly realms really exist. These places only exist through magic and spells.”

      “Well, we’re going to find a way to break that spell,” I said as the hippokampoi swam up to an open space in the dock between two fat boats. Despite the many boats, the docks were empty due to the late hour. The moon had disappeared behind some clouds, giving us even more cover.

      I scrambled off of him, Mayhem at my side.

      “Thanks, friend,” I said.

      The hippokampoi snuffled.

      “We’ll need a ride out of here,” Ana said. “Will you wait? We won’t have ham, but we promise to bring you more sometime.”

      Mayhem gave her a disapproving look.

      “Not your ham, Mayhem,” I said. “But thank you for sharing.”

      She nodded in what I assumed she thought was a regal manner. Actually, she almost pulled it off. If she hadn’t burped fire at that moment, she might have.

      I’d have laughed, except the heavy magic that surrounded this place made me uneasy. Something in it felt almost familiar, but not in a good way.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s figure out what’s going on and how we can destroy this place.”

      “How do we destroy a place like this?” Ana asked.

      “No idea,” I said.

      “We’ll find a way,” Cade said.

      We hurried toward the long row of buildings that surrounded the harbor. They were completely intact, and I wondered what was inside.

      Our footsteps were silent as we made our way past the warehouses. By the time we reached one of the main streets, my mind was buzzing. The magic here was really weird. So familiar.

      Nope—I didn’t like it.

      “Pretty empty,” Ana murmured.

      I nodded, unable to hear or see any signs of life.

      “It’s not fully inhabited,” Cade said. “Places like this rarely are. It’s a shadow of the other city because it’s easiest for the magic to build the stronghold waypoint after a model of something. But it’s not a working city.”

      “There are people here, though.” I caught sight of a light shining from a building that was down one of the cross streets.

      I took one last look to make sure the street was clear, then hurried across and headed down a narrower alley. Cade and Ana followed, Mayhem bringing up the rear.

      Magic pulled at me, strong and fierce. “We need to find where that magic is coming from.”

      “Agreed,” Cade said.

      We hurried through the darkened corridor, careful to keep our footfalls silent. The sense of the strange magic grew stronger as we neared it, welcoming me and warning me away at the same time.

      A moment later, we heard footsteps.

      Shit.

      The last thing we needed was guards on our tail. Especially if they had godly powers. Stealth was our best friend at this point.

      I ducked into the nearest door, realizing at the last minute that there was someone inside.

      The man looked up from the table at which he sat, his mouth dropping open. He wasn’t old—maybe in his forties—and he was built like a bear.

      Before he could shout, I lunged for him, knocking him off his chair. We collided in a tangle of limbs on the ground, and I scrambled to hold my hands over his mouth.

      Mayhem flew through the room, sniffing the books and scrolls that lined the wall. This guy was probably some sort of historian or accountant. Those people usually knew all kinds of good stuff.

      Maybe this would work in our favor, after all.

      Cade and Ana joined me, their eyes wide. The man thrashed beneath me, and I struggled to keep a grip on his mouth so he couldn’t shout. Cade hurried to my side and grabbed him, hauling him upright so he could slap a hand over his mouth.

      The man reached up and smacked his fist against a silver charm around his neck. Magic flared briefly.

      “Crap, I think he’s sounded an alarm,” I said.

      Ana leaned out of the doorway. A second later, she groaned. “Yep. Twenty guys headed our way. And that woman is with them. The freakin’ scary one you fought in the Fae realm.”
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      My magic was too depleted to fight twenty. Especially if the oil-slicked woman was with them. She was just too powerful. Cade and Ana looked pretty beat too. And we were on their home turf. If we were going to win this, we needed the element of surprise.

      And we’d just lost it.

      My gaze shot to Cade.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “Can you carry him?” I asked.

      Cade nodded.

      I tore off the bottom of my shirt and tied it around the man’s mouth, gagging him. “I’ll conceal our escape with illusion, and we’ll run for the hippokampoi. Hopefully he can take us all.”

      “Good plan,” Cade said. “Let’s go.”

      “Grab what you can,” I told Ana as I snatched up some books and scrolls. The more info we could bring back, the better.

      She filled her arms, and we went to the door. I called upon my magic, imagining us becoming invisible. Cade and Ana disappeared, along with our hostage, and we sprinted out of the room.

      Our pursuers were still about thirty yards off, thank fates.

      We kept our footfalls silent as we sprinted toward the harbor.

      Please let Cade and Ana be with me.

      When we arrived at the harbor, the hippokampoi was waiting. The guards weren’t following, so I dropped the illusion, grateful to see a winded Cade and Ana with me. Mayhem floated at their side.

      “Can you take us all?” I asked the hippokampoi.

      He gave us a doubtful look, then sidled up to the edge of the quay. We climbed onto his back, the hostage still draped over Cade’s shoulder, and the hippokampoi oofed.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered.

      The hippokampoi took off toward the portal, and I turned around, my heart in my throat. Fortunately, there was no one there.

      Thank fates for small favors.

      The portal light flashed gold, and we appeared on the other side. Fast as we could, we clambered off the hippokampoi and sprinted through the portal to Edinburgh.

      The ether sucked us in and spat us out in an alley. The chill of an Edinburgh evening greeted us, along with a drizzle of rain.

      Four Protectorate guards stood there, monitoring the portal. Their faces relaxed when they saw us.

      “Thank fates,” Ana murmured. “It worked.”

      “Seriously.” I turned to Cade and the guards. “You’re sure they can’t follow?”

      “Hedy blocked it from anyone who means us or the Protectorate harm. We should be good.”

      “We’ll watch it,” the burliest guard said. He looked like some type of shifter, and his magic smelled like it, too.

      “Thanks.” I grinned, then looked at Cade and Ana. “Let’s go.”

      We hurried toward the other portal, the one that went back to the Protectorate castle. Out on the street, a few people gave us strange looks, but no one bothered us.

      We stepped through the portal that was tucked into an alcove near the Whisky and Warlock. The ether sucked us in and spat us out in the woods.

      “So glad to be back,” Ana said.

      “I hear you.” We followed the path out of the forest, and Mayhem stuck close to my side.

      The moon barely peeked out from behind the clouds, shrouding us in gloom. The castle windows gleamed with welcoming light.

      The man in Cade’s arms thrashed, but Cade kept his grip tight.  “Settle down. You’re not going anywhere,” Cade said.

      As we neared the castle, Mayhem began barking, setting up the alarm.

      Ruckus and Chaos raced out the main castle door and toward us, barking like mad. A moment later, Jude hurried out after them.

      “Let’s go.” Cade forced the prisoner to walk alongside him.

      The man grumbled, but cooperated. Smart guy, since he was totally outnumbered.

      Mayhem flew behind him and gave him a little blast of fire on the butt.

      “Come on, Mayhem.” I shook my finger at her. “Good behavior with the prisoner.”

      She yipped, then flew away, headed toward the castle, and most likely, another ham.

      Jude hurried up, her starry eyes bright in the darkness. “Well? Success? I heard that your portal worked.”

      “It did,” I said. “We made it to the stronghold in the ether and hopefully got some good info.”

      Her gaze fell to the scrolls in my arm, then flicked to the prisoner. “We can only hope. I’m going to get Hedy so that she can test the prisoner for tracking charms. Then we’ll see what he has to say.”

      “Torture?” Ana’s voice wavered.

      My stomach pitched.

      “No, no.” Jude shook her head. “Truth serum. A rare brand that actually works, courtesy of Hedy.”

      The man began to thrash, trying to pull away from Cade’s grip.

      Ah, now that was what frightened him. Revealing secrets.

      Which meant he had some.

      “Calm down,” Cade said.

      “Pig bastards,” the man spat, then he jerked his arm so fiercely that I heard an audible pop come from his shoulder.

      I winced.

      The man shrieked.

      Cade heaved a sigh, then bopped him on the head with his fist. The man crumpled, unconscious.

      “That’s one way to go about it,” Jude said.

      “Safest way,” Cade said. “For us and him.”

      Jude nodded, then hurried off toward Hedy’s tower, her bathrobe flying in the wind behind her.

      Cade bent down and swooped up the man as if he were Fabio and this was the cover of an old romance novel. “Let’s head to the dungeon.”

      We trudged toward the castle, our steps growing slightly slower with every yard. My wings ached, and the rest of me was starting to feel the strain of our adventure.

      As we crossed through the main entry foyer, Hans burst out of a hallway, his chef’s hat askew and a tray loaded with sandwiches in his arms.

      “Mayhem said you were back! You must be hungry.”

      Cade glanced pointedly at the prisoner he still carried and kept walking. “Thanks, Hans. We will be up in a little while.”

      “No matter!” Hans said. “I will follow you to the dungeon!”

      I grinned, and Hans hurried across the hall. True to his word, he followed us down the hall, sandwich platter in hand.

      Hans was always dedicated to feeding people, but this was over the top. Maybe he could sense when people were extra hungry? Or perhaps when they were up against something big?

      Because my stomach was growling at the sight of his tray. I didn’t know what the sandwiches were, but I didn’t care. PB&J, ham and cheese—whatever. I’d eat it.

      Cade led us down to the bottom level of the castle, even lower than the armory. It was cool and dark down here, but not totally dank and terrible. As soon as we entered, sconces burst to life on the walls.

      We were in a central room that had a table and chairs. Cells surrounded it, their heavy wooden doors looking ominous.

      “This place is creepy,” Ana said.

      Hans set his tray on the table. “Don’t worry. We don’t hold prisoners long. Just for questioning, then they go to the Order of the Magica for trial.”

      “That’s a bit better, at least.” I walked toward the sandwiches and chose a PB&J.

      Cade put the unconscious man in a cell, then joined us. “As soon as Hedy and Jude arrive, we’ll interrogate him. We shouldn’t keep him here longer than necessary.”

      Hans nodded, though I wasn’t sure if he even heard Cade’s words, because he gestured to the sandwiches wildly. “Eat! Eat!”

      Cade grinned and took a thick ham sandwich. “Thank you, Hans.”

      Hans nodded, his gaze turning to me. “You have much ahead of you, from what I hear.”

      Uh-oh. Had I been right? “Is your newfound interest in shoving food on me because you’re worried about me?”

      Hans made a face. “Of course not! I am a chef! I like to feed people!”

      “Hmmm.” I bit into the sandwich, which was, in fairness, the best PB&J I’d ever had. “Well, thank you.”

      “Do you like it? I used three jams! The combination is what makes it superb.” He kissed his fingertips.

      “It is wonderful,” I said.

      He nodded, satisfied. “Drink your juice. Then interrogate the man and get him out of here.”

      I saluted.

      Cade grinned.

      Ana waved.

      And Hans hurried up the stairs, straightening his chef’s hat as he went. Jude and Hedy arrived just a second later. Caro, Ali, and Haris trailed in after them, all of them dressed in PJs. Ali and Haris wore the footie kind—Ali was a dinosaur and Haris was a turtle.

      I stifled a laugh at the sight of the deadly Djinn.

      Haris raised a brow at me.

      I pressed my lips together.

      “Clearly you’re up against something big, Bree,” Jude said. “Hans has a nose for it.”

      “That’s what I thought might be happening.” He was like a skinny mother hen in a chef’s hat.

      Caro came to join me, squeezing my hand.

      “Where is he?” Hedy’s voice was all business, though her silver bathrobe was not. The many pockets bulged, however, so she was clearly armed for duty.

      Cade swallowed the last of his sandwich, then started toward the cell. “This way.”

      Hedy hurried after him, digging into her pocket.

      Ana and I took our sandwiches with us as we moved closer to the cell door and watched as Hedy hovered her hands over the man, who was prone on the cot within. He snored as she let her magical stone work, trying to detect any dangerous charms that might be clinging to him.

      After a while, she stood, the silver inspecting stone gleaming from her hand. “He’s clean, from what I can tell. But I’d get rid of that charm around his neck just to be safe.”

      Cade reached down and yanked the necklace off the man.

      Caro stepped up and took it. “I’ll take it to Emily. She can transport it away from here.”

      She hurried out of the room, and Hedy turned to us. “Want me to wake him?”

      “Aye,” Cade said.

      Hedy pulled two little vials from her pocket. She uncorked the blue one.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Truth potion,” Hedy said. “A rare formula that I developed. It actually works. Prevents any clever phrasing that might lead us astray.”

      “Oh, nice.” Not all truth serums could be trusted.

      “Yes. And it’s best to administer it while the suspect is asleep. That way, there’s no nasty struggling.” She tilted the vial over the man’s open mouth. He sputtered but swallowed, then kept snoring.

      “He looks so normal,” I muttered. Just a dude—average height, brown hair, plain face. Nothing particularly evil about him.

      It made him creepier, actually.

      “And next, the smelling salts.” Hedy uncorked a small silver vial and held it under the man’s nose. He snored, inhaled a big whiff of the stuff, then jerked upright coughing and waving a hand in front of his face.

      Then his gaze landed on us, and his eyes widened. He scrambled back on the cot. “Don’t hurt me!”

      “We’re not going to hurt you.” Cade walked forward, towering over the man.

      He cringed backward, paling. “Then what are you going to do?”

      “Question you, then turn you over to the Order of the Magica.”

      It didn’t seem possible, but the man paled even more. “That might be worse.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have sided with an organization full of kidnappers and murderers.” Cade crossed his arms over his chest. “This could have all been avoided.”

      The man spat at him, his face twisted with rage. Cade sidestepped, his unnatural speed helping him avoid the man’s spit.

      Jude looked at me. “You will question him. It’s a normal part of Protectorate procedure, and you should get the practice.”

      I nodded, then stepped up to join Cade. “Tell us about the Rebel Gods stronghold at Kart-hadasht. What magic keeps it in place?”

      “I don’t—” The man coughed, his brow wrinkling. “I don’t know what—” He coughed again.

      “You can’t lie or prevaricate,” Hedy said. “The words just won’t come out. So tell us the truth.”

      “Something makes that realm exist in the middle of nowhere,” I said. “It’s neither human realm, nor god, but in between. So tell us what keeps it going? Is it the weird magic we felt there? How did the Rebel Gods create it?”

      The man snapped his lips shut, his dark eyes flashing at us. I glanced at Hedy.

      “Wait for it.” She winked. “He’ll talk.”

      I turned back to the man, whose cheeks had blown up like Ratatoskr’s when he’d filled them with magical acorns.

      “Come on, dude. Spill.” I waved my hand in an encouraging motion.

      “The magic that powers the stronghold is stored in the middle of town.” The words rushed out of him, and his cheeks deflated. “It’s powerful magic that the Rebel Gods stole from a powerful being. It fuels the place and keeps it…existing.”

      “Okay. So we have to destroy the magic,” I said. “And that will destroy the town.”

      He scoffed. “You can’t destroy the magic. Not magic like that.”

      He was right. Almost no one could destroy magic. It just wasn’t possible. “What is the magic stored in?”

      “A flame in the temple. So if you’re thinking of stealing it, think again. You can’t. It’s part of the stronghold itself, and you can’t steal fire.”

      Damn. That could be a problem. Unless we could find someone to transfer the magic…

      “What spells keep the stronghold active?” I asked.

      “None. Not anymore. Not since they put the magic into the stone that fuels the place and keeps it going.”

      All right. Then we’d definitely have to get the magic out of that flame.

      “What’s your role?” I asked. “Why were you in a room full of books and scrolls?”

      His cheeks puffed up again as he tried to hold his words back. I tapped my foot, willing to wait. It wouldn’t be long, anyway.

      Finally, they spewed out of him. “Fine! I’m the accounts manager. I oversee our finances.”

      So we’d stolen their accountant. “Why do the Rebel Gods need money?”

      “They don’t. Not for themselves. But to keep their operations running, they need cash.”

      “And what are those operations?”

      “All sorts, all over the world. People in desperate situations are more prone to believing in higher powers. Like the Rebel Gods. So they create desperate situations.”

      “And reap belief from those people,” I said. “They just want fame?”

      “Fame isn’t just fame, to a god. It’s power. It makes them stronger. It keeps them alive.”

      Hmmm. Okay, fair. Fighting for your life was a solid motivation. “Tell me more about these desperate situations.”

      I glanced at Jude, who nodded. This was the info the Protectorate really wanted. With it, they could go in and help these people.

      The man’s cheeks poofed up again, but finally, he spoke. “There are operations all over the world. Sweatshops in Asia, mining in Africa, slave trade in South America.”

      I listened as he talked, my stomach turning. I wanted to earn my wings to save my magic and my soul—but this. He was describing terrible atrocities. We needed to help these people.

      Finally, he slowed to a halt.

      I frowned. “The Rebel Gods have been busy. How long has this been going on? In earnest, I mean. These particular operations. I know they were lying low for a long time, their power depleted.”

      “About five years now. They got a big shot of power, and it helped them jumpstart their operations again. They’re smart, and fast.”

      “Are there any more records of these activities besides your office at the stronghold?” I asked. We’d want to get every record so we could put a stop to the Rebel Gods’ bullshit.

      “I have most of them. There’s also the command center, to the left of the temple. There should be records there, too.”

      I looked at Jude. “That enough?”

      She nodded, her starry eyes serious. She turned to Ali and Haris, who stood in the doorway. “Take him up onto the lawn and call the Order. Tell them to pick him up ASAP.”

      Ali and Haris nodded, then hurried into the room and hoisted the guy up by the arms.

      “You can’t send me there!” he cried.

      “You just described over a dozen torturous deeds you’ve helped the Rebel Gods commit against humans,” I said. “Sweatshops, slavery, murder. You think we’re not going to turn you over to the law?”

      “You’re lucky we’re giving you to the Order,” Cade growled.

      The man shrank back, and Ali and Haris carried him out.

      I turned to Jude, Hedy, Cade, and Ana. “That was helpful.”

      “It was.” Jude frowned. “Except we have no way to siphon that magic from the flame in the stronghold.”

      “Without that, we can’t remove the magic that powers the place,” Hedy said. “And we can’t destroy it.”

      Ana caught my gaze.

      I nodded at her. “We know someone. Phoenix Knight, in Magic’s Bend. She’s a Conjurer who can transfer magic from object to object.”

      Hedy’s brows rose. “Really? She must be very powerful.”

      “To say the least.” Nix was a serious badass.

      “Will she help you?” Jude asked.

      We’d already called in one favor with Nix’s friend Cass. She’d helped me find Ricketts’s goons. But I could still count on Nix. “I think so. We helped her once, about five years ago.”

      “Then go ask her.” Jude looked at her watch. “It’s after three a.m. here. If you take the portal to Magic’s Bend, you’ll arrive in time to ask them tonight.”

      Cade looked at me. “Do you need to rest?”

      Sure, I was dead tired. But there was no time. “I just need to get cleaned up real quick. Then we’ll go.”

      “Me too,” Ana said.

      I nodded. Ana had helped Nix, too.

      “Ana and Bree, if you’ll go to Magic’s Bend, I’ll stay behind with Jude, and we’ll do a briefing of what we found at the stronghold,” Cade said. “We need a well-designed attack if we want to destroy the stronghold and get ahold of all their records.”

      I nodded, relieved. Cade had gone with me to get Cass’s help before, but it’d be easier if it were just Ana and me. Cass, Nix, and Del were FireSouls, a forbidden sort of supernatural.

      They were so powerful that they didn’t have to be very wary anymore, but it was always easier to ask for help when the person you were asking was comfortable. Not bringing the god of war would be better.
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      After the quickest shower in the history of time and a change of clothes, Ana and I met in the main hall. She wore her new brown leather jacket and boots, while I favored black. The cool Scottish weather had totally switched up our usual wardrobe.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      We crossed the lawn, Mayhem joining us as we hurried across the grass. The ham in her mouth was almost entirely intact, indicating that it was probably her second or third of the evening.

      Security ham, I liked to call it. Never leave home without one.

      We entered the forest, which was still recovering from last week’s terrible spell. The underbrush was dead and the gnarled tree trunks were blackened, but they were slowly recovering. Fairy lights had returned to the forest and seemed to be healing it, so despite the fact that the damage got worse the closer we drew to the portals, I had hope that this place would recover.

      We’d even spoken to Jude a couple days ago about eventually re-opening the portal to the Fae realm and helping Rocky and Emrys sort out things with the Vampire Demon Bats.

      The portal to Magic’s Bend glowed white, and we approached it.

      “Age before beauty.” Ana gestured to the portal.

      I grinned. “I’m only a few hours older, dude.”

      “Hey, I didn’t make the rules.”

      I laughed and stepped through the portal, out into the alley in the Historic District of Magic’s Bend. Ana followed, and we went out onto the main street, where partiers were really starting to get their jam on. All sorts of supernaturals roamed the streets, and no one blinked an eye at Mayhem, who fluttered at my side. A group of girls did coo at her, however.

      I couldn’t blame them. Mayhem was cute.

      I hailed a cab, and we hopped in.

      “To Factory Row.” I glanced at the clock on the dash. Nine p.m. “Potions & Pastilles.”

      The cab driver saluted, then peeled away from the curb. We rode in silence to the coffee shop/bar that was run by Nix’s friends. We’d probably find them there in the evening, and if we didn’t, at least we could ask Connor and Claire, their friends who ran the place.

      The cab stopped and Ana paid, then we climbed out, Mayhem fluttering behind us.

      As expected, the crowd inside Potions & Pastilles was thick. Through the wide glass windows, warm light glowed from the mason jar lamps hanging from the ceiling, and local artwork covered the wooden walls. In the corner, Nix, Cass, and Del sat in their usual chairs.

      “It seems things don’t change,” Ana said.

      “Fortunate for us.” I crossed the sidewalk and pulled open the door. Music flowed out.

      From behind the bar, a young man with floppy black hair and a band T-shirt waved, then his eyes brightened with recognition. Connor.

      I smiled and waved, then turned and headed toward Cass, Nix, and Del. They were three of the most powerful supernaturals I’d ever met. Cass, with her red hair gleaming in the light, sat next to Del, a Phantom-FireSoul halfbreed, who had an enormous Hellhound at her feet. Pond Flower, I thought her name was.

      Nix, our target, wore one of the funny cartoon cat T-shirts that I remembered. Her eyes brightened when she caught sight of us approaching and she stood. “Bree! Ana!”

      Cass and Del smiled and stood.

      “Hey.” I waved, feeling a bit awkward now. I really should have made a point to visit them more, or keep in touch, if I was going to start making a habit of asking them for help.

      “It’s been so long.” Nix smiled, her green eyes bright. “It’s about time you visited.”

      She sat and gestured for us to take two of the big chairs.

      We sat just as Connor showed up. “Long time no see! What can I get for you?”

      “Coffee,” Ana said.

      “Same.” Though I was sure Connor could make an amazing pink cocktail, I was too exhausted. It pulled at my bones, so what I really needed was some caffeine.

      “With a boost?” Connor asked.

      Oh, right. They made magical coffees. “Yes. Extra energy.”

      “Same,” Ana said.

      Connor smiled and saluted, then hurried back toward the bar. I turned to Cass, Nix, and Del, but they were watching Mayhem sniff at Pond Flower, who was a massive white and brown spotted hound dog with fiery red eyes.

      Finally, Mayhem flew up to Pond Flower’s face and shared her ham.

      “Nice ghost dog you have there,” Nix said.

      I thought about mentioning her dragon abilities, but didn’t. “Thank you. She’s pretty great.”

      “I’m guessing you need help?” Nix asked.

      “How’d you know?”

      “You two seem to keep to yourselves unless absolutely necessary,” Nix said.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Cass said.

      I blushed, suddenly feeling extra guilty.

      Del laughed. “Don’t worry about it. We were the same, once.”

      “Things are changing,” I said. “We joined the Undercover Protectorate.”

      “Wow!” Nix leaned back in her chair. “That’s cool.”

      “Thanks. We like it. But we’re in some trouble, and we could use your help.”

      The three of them leaned forward, interest gleaming in their eyes.

      “Is it a fight?” Del asked. “Haven’t had a good battle in ages.”

      “It could be, yeah,” I said.

      “Probably will be,” Ana said.

      Del clapped her hands together once. “Hot damn.”

      “In particular, we need your help, Nix.” I explained the situation with the stronghold and the magic that powered it. “So you can see how we’d need you to transfer that magic out of the stone so that the stronghold will be destroyed.”

      “I could do that,” Nix says. “And I’ve got just the object strong enough to hold the magic. I’ll bring it.”

      “And who runs the stronghold?” Cass asked.

      I’d been careful not to give too many details. When I’d seen her last, Cass had recognized that my magic was changing. That I was stronger than normal and something was definitely up.

      Since then, I’d learned way more.

      But should I tell her?

      Del, Cass, and Nix looked at me, their gazes serious.

      I glanced at Ana, who looked torn. Then she nodded.

      I swallowed hard. It was only fair. I hated to share any secrets—but we knew that Cass, Del, and Nix were FireSouls. If they were going to risk their lives for us, they deserved our secrets as well. It was pretty shitty of me to even think of not sharing with them.

      And they would keep our secrets. I could count on that.

      Connor delivered our drinks at that moment, and I took mine.

      “Thanks.” I sipped, waiting for him to leave.

      Once he was gone and the coast was clear, I lowered my voice so other patrons couldn’t hear us. “They are the Rebel Gods, and I am a DragonGod.”

      All three gasped low.

      “Whoa,” Cass said.

      “Double whoa,” Del added.

      “Seriously badass.” Nix leaned forward. “You just learned this?”

      “The transition comes late. I’m the Valkyrie DragonGod, and it’s my job to take down the Rebel Gods. This stronghold, at least. After that, we’ll see.” I really didn’t like the idea of these bastards running free, terrorizing people. The Valkyrie may have said that it was impossible to get rid of all of them, but I didn’t want to believe that.

      Nix grinned “Yep. I’m definitely in.”

      “We were in as soon as you walked in the door,” Cass said. “But this just adds fuel to the fire.”

      “That’s true,” Nix said. “But I want a piece of the Rebel Gods. I thought they were gone, but if they’re back, then we need to get rid of them.”

      Del scratched Pond Flower’s head as she shared the ham with Mayhem. “Have you been okay, otherwise?” Her eyes turned sad. “I have to assume you never found your sister, since she’s not here?”

      Pain sliced through my heart. “We haven’t, but thank you for trying to help us all those years ago.”

      After we’d first met them and realized that they were capable of finding almost anything, we’d asked for their help with Rowan. But she’d been impossible to find with their dragon sense—possibly because of a strong concealment charm, possibly because she was dead.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t do more,” Cass said.

      “You tried, and we appreciate it,” Ana said.

      “Where should we meet for this job?” Nix asked. “And when?”

      “Meet in Little Grassmarket Close, in Edinburgh. It’s an alleyway in the supernatural part of town. Ten p.m. their time.” It’d be fully dark by then, giving us enough cover, and also some time to rest up. “There’s a portal in that alley. We’ll go to Kart-hadasht, in Tunisia, then cross through another portal into the Rebel Gods’ stronghold.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Nix said. “And you really should visit more often. We’d like to see you.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. We will.”

      As soon as I sorted out my magic, we’d make it a point. I needed to quit hiding from life.
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      We returned to the Protectorate as the night started to turn gray with dawn. Ana and I hurried out of the forest. I hesitated at the edge, the cliffs calling me.

      I wanted to fly, even though I was exhausted.

      “I’ll meet you later, okay?” I said.

      “Sure.”

      I gave her a quick hug, then went toward the cliffs.

      If I was going to use my wings to fight the final battle, I needed the practice. And frankly, I just wanted to fly.

      The ocean waves crashing against the cliffs sounded louder as I approached the edge. I sped up to a run, sprinting toward the edge of the cliffs as I commanded my wings to grow. They ached as they sprouted out of my back, but I felt them flare wide, felt the wind rustle through the feathers.

      I sucked in a deep breath and leapt off the edge of the cliff, my heart jumping into my throat. Fear shot through me just before my wings caught the air.

      I glided, effortlessly soaring over the waves below.

      Joy and strength surged, a strange combination with the pain in my wings. That pain was a constant reminder that I had to succeed at this.

      But how?

      Was it just winning?

      No, it had to be more. Like the Valkyrie had said, I had to earn it. To prove that I was worthy.

      And my greatest weakness was jumping too fast. Action before thought.

      I winced.

      Just like when I’d leapt off that cliff.

      I wheeled on the air, joining the white gulls as they cawed and greeted the rising sun.

      Your weakness is that you jump too quickly. Learn restraint. It will save that which you love most.

      Sigrún’s words echoed in my mind. But what did I love most?

      Ana. Rowan.

      Maybe Cade.

      I shook my head.

      I didn’t love him yet. Not even close. I shoved the thought away, mulling over the fight to come, playing it over in my head. Trying to think of how I could help us win. How I could make such a difference that I earned my wings?

      And who was that woman? She was a leader in the Rebel Gods. But what religion was she from? Her power was godly, that was for sure.

      Could I really take her down?

      Eventually, exhaustion pulled too hard at me. I headed back toward the cliff, the onshore wind helping to push me along.

      A lone figure stood on the edge, the wind whipping his short hair back from his face.

      Cade.

      I landed next to him, my cheeks chilled from the wind. He looked tired, his eyes heavy and his hands tucked in his pockets.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “You looked good up there.”

      “Thanks. Trying to get a handle on these things.” I pointed back to the wings.

      “Succeed?”

      “Maybe. I’m getting more control, but I don’t know how I’m going to prove that I’m worthy of these wings.” I sighed. “I’m just worried.”

      “Don’t be.” He smiled. “You’re special, Bree. Not just because you’re a DragonGod. You’re brave, strong, smart.”

      I nodded, grateful. Slightly perplexed, too. “I can’t be that special, though. You’re a god. Not to say you’re not special, too, but…”

      His gaze softened. “I am one god. You have the powers of many gods. You are something rare and more powerful, with the potential to become one of the strongest supernaturals on Earth. Capable of almost any magic.”

      I swallowed hard, the enormity of that sinking in. “I just have to succeed at the stronghold. Find a way to be worthy and keep my wings.”

      “You will. You’re capable of anything, Bree.”

      I smiled, warmed by his words.

      “Tomorrow, you’ll have us by your side. The Protectorate. Me. Your friends from Magic’s Bend.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I could do this. No matter what new magic was thrown at me, what challenges—I would succeed. Because I had to.

      I’d find a way to be worthy. I wouldn’t settle for less.

      I couldn’t.

      I leaned slightly toward him, drawn by his strength and beauty and just because I liked him. A lot.

      “Do you want to sleep at my place?” I held out my hands. “Just sleep, I mean. Sorry. Not propositioning you.”

      He grinned, sending heat racing through me. “I wouldn’t mind if you did. But no. I have to go back to my place. Get some clean clothes and pick up some supplies from The Vaults.”

      “Of course.” It was better that way. I really needed to get some solid sleep. “What supplies, though?”

      “Comms charms. We’ll need them to keep in touch during our operations, and this is a bigger team than normal.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “No need. We’ll all play our role, and we’re happy to do it. We’re a team.”

      I smiled, then leaned up and pressed a kiss to his cheek. Heat sizzled through me, but I ignored it. Or at least, I tried. Reluctantly, I broke contact and pulled back.

      “I’ll see you later.” I skirted around him and headed toward the castle.

      I only looked back once, just in time to see him disappear into the forest, headed toward the portal to Edinburgh. My heart seemed to sigh, just a little, at the sight of him.

      My footsteps were heavy as I trudged through the main entry door to the castle.

      When I reached my hallway, I saw Caro knocking on the door to my tower.

      “Caro, hey.”

      She turned, her face brightening. “Just the person I was looking for.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.” She thrust out her hand. A thin leather cord dangled from it. “For you.”

      I approached, taking the cord from her. A shiny black rock hung from the cord. “Thanks. What is it?”

      “Good luck charm. I know it’s important that you succeed tomorrow. I think this might help.”

      I smiled, my chest warming. “Thanks, Caro.”

      “Anytime.” She grinned, her platinum hair gleaming in the light.

      I hugged her, grateful to have made real friends here. They proved it every day—I belonged.

      I’d finally found a place worth fighting for. Ana and I could be happy here. Safe. Now I just needed to make sure we held on to it.

      Caro pulled back. “Okay, see ya tomorrow. Get your beauty sleep, because I think this one is going to be a doozy.”

      I grinned and saluted, then headed up the stairs to my apartment. As soon as I entered, I caught sight of Mayhem flying by, an old piece of pizza in her mouth.

      I squinted at it. “Where’d you get that?”

      She yipped, a noise of definite denial, even though it didn’t answer my question. She spun around in the living room to look at me, stopping in front of the curtains.

      “That slice has jalapenos on it. Only I order that kind.” I looked at the kitchen. “You flew through the fridge door, didn’t you?”

      She yipped again—another denial—and shook her head.

      I sighed. Her ability to fly through doors and bring corporeal objects had saved my butt in Svartálfar, so I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Well, enjoy.” I headed toward the bedroom, but turned before entering. “Just don’t go after my PB&J.”

      She yipped again, then farted, a little blast of fire emitting from her butt. The curtains lit on fire.

      Ah, crap. The perils of owning a PugDragon.

      I hurried to the kitchen sink and turned on the tap, then used my magic to direct the water at the small flame. It doused it.

      “Just be careful, okay?” I said.

      She yipped, a clear promise.

      I nodded and turned off the water. Frankly, we both needed to practice our self-control.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after a long rest, Ana and I met up with Cade, Jude, Caro, Ali, and Haris in the main entry hall.

      “Right, let’s go,” Cade said. “We’ll head directly to Edinburgh, where we’ll meet Bree’s allies. There, we’ll have a brief meeting to discuss roles, then it’s off to Kart-hadasht.”

      Jude met everyone’s gazes. “Do you all understand that this is one of the most dangerous missions we’ve yet to undertake? You don’t have to participate.”

      That didn’t mean me, obviously, since I’d be totally screwed if I didn’t prove myself and earn my wings. But everyone else…

      Caro nodded enthusiastically. “I’m in. Bree needs us. And besides, it’ll be fun.”

      Jude arched a brow. “Fun?”

      “Dangerous,” Caro said. “But fun.”

      “And what’s life without a little pain?” Ali said. “Getting blasted by a fire demon just reminds you that you’re alive!”

      “I prefer acid myself.” Haris grinned.

      Jude scowled. “I know you take this seriously, but Bree and Ana are new here. They don’t know how strange you are.”

      Caro, Ali, and Haris sobered, then turned to me.

      “We really do take this seriously,” Caro said.

      I grinned. “I know. And I kind of prefer the levity. Makes things feel less terrifying”

      “Right. Let’s go,” Cade said.

      I started toward the main doors.

      We walked quickly through the enchanted forest toward the portal to Edinburgh, Mayhem following alongside. Maybe I was being overly optimistic, but the damage from the dark curse seemed to be even more improved since this morning.

      One by one, we crossed through the portal into the bustling evening street in Edinburgh. As usual, no one noticed us, since there was a concealment spell on the portal exit. I’d had to ask Caro the other day why we seemed to be able to appear in front of people and they didn’t blink.

      There was a chilly bite to the morning air as we headed back into Little Grassmarket Close, the alley where we were scheduled to meet Cass, Nix, and Del.

      Ten figures waited for us near the glowing orange portal. Four guards from the Protectorate, who were in charge of not letting anyone through to Kart-hadasht, along with Cass, Nix, Del, and three tall, muscular men.

      I hadn’t seen them in years, but I immediately recognized them as the significant others of my friends. Aidan, Cass’s guy, was the Origin, the descendent of the first shifter. Roarke, Del’s guy, was the Warden of the Underworld, a dark-haired demon hybrid who was in charge of keeping order in the Underworld. Ares, Nix’s guy, was a half vampire, half mage who was one of the rulers of the Vampire realm.

      I was glad they’d come to help. They’d make good backup.

      Nix stepped forward and waved. “I’m Nix Knight.”

      Everyone made introductions, then Cade stepped forward. “The plans are simple. We’ll go to Kart-hadasht, where we’ll then cross through the portal to the stronghold, which is a mirror of the ancient city on earth, but completely intact. Caro, Ali, and Haris will go to the accountant’s office to get whatever records they can about the Rebel Gods’ operations on Earth. Jude, you’ll lead Aidan, Roarke, and Ares toward the second location deeper in the city where we hope we’ll find more records. Once you’ve all completed your tasks, contact us on your comms charms, and then get out of there.” He handed around the comms charms he’d gotten last night. “The rest of us—myself, Bree, Ana, Nix, Cass, and Del—will head for the eternal flame in the Temple of Melqart to steal the power that fuels the stronghold in the ether. Once that’s done, we’ll run for it and get out before the stronghold is destroyed.”

      “You’ll have to exit the way we came in,” Jude said. “The harbor at the stronghold should be the last place to be destroyed, as it is linked to the real world. If you’re fast, you should make it.”

      We all nodded, and tied the comms charms around our necks.

      “Be ready when we go through the portal,” I said. “There could be guards there. We caused a…um, bit of a fuss when we performed recon.”

      Everyone drew their weapons, an assortment of swords, daggers, and bows. I chose my daggers, since I’d be fighting from the air.

      A tornado of gray light formed around Roarke, the Warden of the Underworld, and he shifted into his demon form. His skin turned a dark gray while wings of the same color sprouted from his back. His eyes turned black and his features sharper. Next to him, Ares adopted his vampire form, a bigger, harsher-featured version of himself. Del, the half-Phantom, shimmered and turned a transparent blue. Nothing could hurt her in that form.

      I let my wings unfurl. “Everyone ready?”

      They all nodded.

      I led the way through the orange portal, Mayhem at my side. The ether sucked me in, spitting me out in the harbor at Kart-hadasht. I shot straight into the air to clear the way at the portal, then wheeled around and looked down, searching for any threats.

      There were a dozen demons below, all waiting for us, I had to assume. Each was a hulking demon with pale white skin and huge red horns. I debated shielding us with invisibility, but we could beat them without it. I had to save my power for the big fights.

      I hurled my dagger at the closest one. The blade sank into his eye. Blood spurted. The demon next to him shot a blast of blue light at me. I dodged, narrowly avoiding the electric shock.

      Cade leapt from the portal next, going straight for a demon on the right. Then Jude, Ana, and the rest. One by one, they broke off and went on the attack.

      I aimed for the last demon, but Mayhem got there first, landing a massive blow of fire to his chest. He whirled around, alight, and I threw my dagger at him. It plunged into his neck, and he collapsed backward.

      The demons were all down, their bodies disappearing back to their underworlds.

      I landed amongst the group. “I don’t think any of them had comms charms. Hopefully they didn’t set off any alert.”

      “Fingers crossed,” Del said, her face glowing a pale blue. “I prefer stealth.”

      “We’ll likely face more demon guards,” I said. “But if we’re lucky, the Rebel Gods won’t show.”

      “How are we getting to the stronghold in the ether?” Nix asked.

      “We’ve got a ride.” I turned to Cade. “Will you go up and trigger the hippokampoi?”

      As Cade ran up the stairs to the temple, Cass looked at me. “A real hippokampoi?”

      “If we’re lucky.”

      At that moment, Cade stepped out of the appropriate door from the temple, re-triggering the magic that called our ride. It glowed gold, then the light shot through the stones on the floor and down into the water.

      I watched the harbor, my shoulders tense.

      Little waves appeared, then a shimmering green horse’s head broke the surface. Wings unfurled, and the creature neighed.

      “Whoa,” Caro said.

      The hippokampoi eyed us all, clearly doing some mental math. Cade approached and pulled a ham out of the big bag on his shoulder. The hippokampoi neighed again, then whistled.

      Four more hippokampoi appeared, swimming for the dock.

      “Oh, thank fates,” I murmured. “That’ll make things easier.”

      Cade and Mayhem set up an assembly line, with Mayhem using her fire breath to heat the hams and Cade tossing them to the hippokampoi.

      Once they’d all swallowed them whole, they sidled up to the quay.

      “All right, everyone,” I said. “Get on. They’ll take us through the portal. I’m going to use my gift over illusion to conceal us as we arrive in the other realm. I can’t keep it up for long, but hopefully it’ll give us enough time to take out any guards stationed at the entrance harbor. Once we’ve taken them out, it’s go time.”

      There was a chorus of nods and agreements, then everyone climbed onto the hippokampoi in groups of two and three.

      “This is pretty badass,” Del said, her black hair gleaming in the light of the moon.

      I had to agree. Riding mythical beasts was high on my list of faves.

      Once we were all seated, the animals took off through the water, heading in a line toward the portal.

      They swam through, and magic prickled against my skin. The air went bright and golden briefly, and I called upon my gift of illusion, imagining all of us as invisible.

      As soon as we arrived in the harbor filled with ancient boats, I leapt off the hippokampoi, my wings unfurling and carrying me high into the air.

      I spotted a guard lounging on one of the boats, and drew my dagger from the ether. I hurled it, hitting him in the throat. He gurgled, blood spurting, then keeled over. All around, other guards fell, weapons protruding from their bodies.

      The attack was silent, and since I couldn’t see any of my friends, it was also very strange. Like a weird plague of mysterious flying weapons.

      Soon, all the demon guards were on the ground, their bodies disappearing back to their underworlds. It wouldn’t be so easy if we ran into any Rebel Gods, but I was going to take what I could get.

      I landed on the stone quay and dropped the illusion. My friends appeared, scattered all over the quay, retrieving their weapons.

      Without speaking, everyone gathered into their assigned teams and headed toward the city. Caro saluted just before she peeled off toward the accountant’s office, Ali and Haris in tow.

      Jude led Aidan, Roarke, and Ares toward the part of town where we thought the other records would be held. Cade had given her a full rundown of everything we remembered from this place, so hopefully she’d be quick in finding it.

      I joined Ana, Cade, Nix, Cass, and Del, then led them around the row of warehouses toward the main part of the city.

      I led them in a single file line down the street, following the call of the eternal flame. Its magic was strong, the signature distinct. It was a mirror image of the flame in Kart-hadasht in the real world, and the magic felt exactly the same, drawing me forward. It was like the smell of bacon in the morning—easy to follow.

      As agreed upon, we stuck to narrower streets and alleys—the places that were less likely to be inhabited or contain guards. With the city intact, it gave us many places to hide.

      “That’s a strong magic,” Nix murmured from behind me. “And a strange one.”

      She wasn’t wrong. It shivered across my skin, at once familiar and repellent.

      The shadows deepened as we entered a narrower alley bordered on both sides by wooden houses. The city streets were quiet this time of night, and it was a bit strange to walk through something so historic.

      When the first fireball exploded on the ground in front of me, I jumped.

      “From above!” Cade said.

      I looked up just as another sailed down, straight for me. I lunged left, but it hit my calf. Pain burned.

      From behind me, Ana’s magic flared. Her glowing shield appeared overhead. A fireball slammed into it, sending white stress veins through the shield. I couldn’t see where the attacker was hiding exactly, but the fireballs seemed to be coming from only one source.

      “I’ve got this.” I sprinted out from under Ana’s shield, then called my wings to action. I leapt into the sky, flying toward the roof two stories above.

      A demon crouched there, so focused on my friends below that he didn’t see me. I drew my dagger from the ether and hurled it. As if he had super senses, he looked up just in time to dodge.

      My dagger barely missed him.

      He hissed, and threw a fireball at me. I lunged left, the flame barely glancing off my wings. The smell of burnt feathers turned my stomach, but I didn’t hesitate, just drew another dagger and threw.

      This one sank into his eye.

      Blood spurted and he fell backward, crashing onto the roof.

      Ew.

      As often as I pulled that move, I should’ve been used to the result. But that one had been particularly squishy.

      I left the dagger in his head and flew back to my friends. It’d be gross when I called it back to the ether, but I didn’t have time to be persnickety.

      I landed with my friends. Ana let her shield drop.

      “Nice work,” Cass said.

      “Thanks.” I turned and started down the alley again.

      The buildings turned from wood to stone, indicating that we were probably entering a wealthier part of town. Maybe the business district, though I had no idea. Doug and Veronica would have loved this place.

      Tension tugged at my muscles as we went. There would be more attacks—there was no way around it. I just wanted them to start already, and save me this suspense.

      Eventually, we spilled out into a square. As soon as I stepped over the threshold and out into the alley, magic popped against my skin.

      “Oh damn,” I murmured.

      Next to me, Nix raised her bow and arrow. “Yep. That’s gonna be a problem.”

      Cade joined me, smelling the air just slightly. “Demon beast.”

      I sniffed, getting a hit of sulfur. I winced.

      A roar sounded, deep and bellowing.

      Yep. Our cover was shot.
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      A huge monster crashed into the square, breaking down a wooden building to the right. The creature was shaped like a boar but covered in yellow scales. Serrated back tusks extended out from its face, ready to slice.

      Next to me, Cade’s magic surged. “I’ll distract him. You kill.”

      He shifted into his wolf form, and charged. On my other side, magic swirled around Cass. She, too, turned into a giant wolf, and I recalled that she was a Mirror Mage, someone who was able to mimic another person’s magic.

      She joined Cade, charging across the courtyard and leaping for the monster’s neck. Cade got a bite into the belly of the beast, but it wasn’t enough. The creature thrashed, shaking Cass off its neck. Beady black eyes landed on us.

      I shot into the sky, drawing my dagger from the ether. I’d have to throw hard and be sure to hit an eye. I flew overtop of the creature and aimed.

      Before I could throw, Del ran out into the middle of the courtyard, her Phantom form glowing blue. Her magic surged, and she hurled a massive icicle at the monster.

      It plunged through the beast’s neck like a harpoon, increasing the damage that Cass had already done. Cade’s wolf leapt onto the beast, throwing it to its side. One of Nix’s arrows flew through the air, piercing the monster through the eye. She stood on the other side of the courtyard, brown hair blowing in the wind.

      I stashed my dagger back in the ether. With friends like these, who needed to fight?

      I rejoined my companions on the ground as Cade and Cass shifted back into their human forms.

      “Let’s get a move on. Reinforcements will probably be coming.” In fact, it felt like the magic here had increased, as if maybe more Rebel Gods were showing up already.

      That would be bad.

      I hurried from the square, heading for an alley. We crossed several streets before coming to an amphitheater on our right. We stood at the top, and the seats stretched down to a stage that butted up to the waveless sea. An eerie silence filled the emptiness.

      We were halfway past the amphitheater when Del stopped, shushing us.

      We halted dead in our tracks.

      “Someone is coming,” Del said.

      I perked my ears, but heard nothing.

      “Super hearing,” Cass said.

      I nodded. “I’ll scout it out. Stay here.”

      Everyone stood silently as I shot into the air, calling upon my illusion to conceal myself. I stopped about two hundred feet up, surveying the terrain. The city was built on a grid, and at first, I couldn’t see the attackers.

      Then something moved in the shadows.

      A contingent of about thirty demon soldiers was coming our way.

      Crap.

      Too many.

      I searched the city, hoping a solution would hit me. A large fountain spewed water in the center of town, directly in line with the amphitheater and the sea. If the demons kept going the way they were, and turned onto that street….

      I flew low and whispered to my friends, “Clear out! Away from this street!”

      They hurried out of the way, pressing their backs against the buildings. I shot into the air, spotting the demons as the last one turned onto the desired street.

      Jackpot.

      I called on my gift over water, reaching for the liquid in the fountain. My power surged immediately, my wings making my gift so much more reliable.

      I envisioned thousands of gallons of water shooting up from the ground below, and it did as I commanded. I directed the huge wash of water down the street. It roared and crashed against the building walls, catching up with the soldiers and bowling them over. They shouted and flailed, but the water was too deep and too fast.

      More. More!

      The water surged, washing them down the street toward the amphitheater. I sent them crashing down the steps, where I commanded a massive wave from the ocean to pick them up off the stage and suck them into the sea.

      Power rushed through me, making me feel invincible. I loved having my magic anchored inside me. The control was amazing.

      I grinned as the last of the water drained away, and flew back to my friends. I landed quietly.

      “Wow, you’ve really come into your own,” Nix said.

      “Thanks.” It meant a lot, coming from her. The things I’d seen Nix do would blow any supernatural’s mind. “Let’s go.”

      “The eternal flame is close,” Cade said.

      “Good, because I hear more company,” Del said.

      We spilled out into a courtyard a moment later, right in front of a massive temple that looked just like the one back in Kart-hadasht.

      “The eternal flame is in there.” I pointed.

      A dozen demons ran out of the temple, weapons raised. Guards.

      The ones on the edges threw fireballs. I dived left, narrowly avoiding one. My leg was still burning from where I’d gotten hit earlier, and I was clumsy.

      Cade hurled his shield at one of the fire demons, taking its head. Next to me, Nix drew her bow, beginning to fire. Ana threw one of her daggers, and Del raced toward the demons fearlessly, confident in her Phantom form’s ability to protect her. Cass shot a lightning bolt and hit a demon square in the chest.

      I drew my sword and shield and ran for the nearest demon, stowing my wings away.

      The demon was at least eight feet tall, his sword a huge sweep of iron. He swung it as I neared, and I slid low, under the slice of the blade.

      I swiped out with my sword, taking out one of his legs with a deep gash.

      He roared as I hopped to my feet on the other side of him and thrust my blade into his back. He yanked away, spinning and bringing his blade toward me.

      I jumped back, unable to avoid him entirely. His blade sliced against my stomach, sending a shot of pain through me. I gasped, but it wasn’t deep.

      I ducked low, narrowly avoiding his second stroke, and plunged my blade into his heart.

      His eyes widened with shock.

      I kicked him in the stomach, dislodging him from my blade.

      Pain twisted his features. As he fell, he hissed, “They’re coming.”

      Damn. He had to mean the Rebel Gods.

      He crashed to the ground.

      I turned, searching the courtyard. The demons were all felled, quickly disappearing back to their underworlds. My friends raced for the temple. I followed, sprinting up the steps.

      “The Rebel Gods are coming,” I shouted as we entered. “As quick as you can, Nix.”

      “On it!” She ran for the eternal flame, which burned brightly in the middle of the empty, austere temple.

      It emitted a magic that hit me straight in the gut. Memories flitted in my mind, but they were so shadowy that I couldn’t place them.

      But it was familiar somehow. Definitely familiar.

      I shook my head and turned from the flame.

      “Everyone take your places!” I said.

      We split up, each taking a spot in the temple, ready to defend Nix as she worked. I was positioned about ten feet in front of her, next to Ana, who would use her shield to protect her. The others scattered around the temple.

      I raised my sword and shield. My wings were unfurled. I could take flight at any moment. Tension sang across my skin as I waited for the Rebel Gods. The guards had called them. They were coming.

      But could we fight them?

      When a voice crackled out of my comms charm, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “We’ve got the documents,” Caro said. “We’re getting out.”

      “Hurry,” I said, my gaze glued to the door.

      Come on. Come on.

      I glanced back at Nix. She knelt next to the flame, her hand stretched out and glowing blue. At her side sat an ugly black rock. It was probably the vessel into which she was transferring the magic.

      Nix had to hurry, or we’d be in for a real fight. Tension felt like spiders crawling over my skin as I waited, readiness pulling my muscles tight.

      “Halfway there!” Nix said. “There’s a lot of power here.”

      I bounced on my feet.

      Come on.

      Then she stepped through the door. The woman. Again, she was slicked with shiny black oil, her eyes burning bright from within her face. Her magic rolled over me like a wave, sucking the breath from my lungs.

      Three Rebel Gods surged into the room behind her. Their magic exploded into the temple, signatures so strong that they made my eyes water. The scent of sulfur, the sounds of screams, the taste of blood.

      A huge man who was surrounded by flurries of snow charged Del, who powered up her icicle gift and hurled a huge one at him. He smacked it aside with his hand. It shattered against the wall.

      Cade charged a huge god with horns bedecked in gold, while Cass leapt for a goddess who wore a Greek style dress. She dripped blood from her skin, as if she were sweating it.

      I took flight, hovering over the woman.

      “Hey, you!”

      She looked up, green eyes glinting. The black oil that slicked her skin glowed in the light of the eternal flame. Her magic rushed over me like ice. I raised my shield, my heart pounding

      She hurled a lightning bolt at me. Thunder cracked in the temple, deafening. My eardrums ached as I dodged, narrowly avoiding the blast. It plowed into the ceiling above, smashing apart the marble, which plummeted.

      “Look alive, Ana!” Terrified, I glanced toward Nix and Ana.

      The rocks bounced off Ana’s shield, and Nix was hard at work, her brow creased.

      I turned back to the woman. Mayhem darted around the air, trying to get close enough to blow fire at the woman. But her flame was coming in tiny puffs—she’d used most of it up already.

      I threw my dagger. She darted left. I called my other dagger from the ether, throwing it as she heaved another bolt of lightning at me.

      I dodged as the lightning cracked toward me.

      My dagger’s blade sliced through her arm as the lightning bolt hit me in the foot. Pain surged and I tumbled through the air, briefly losing control.

      I slammed to the ground, right next to Cass, who was wrestling with the blood-covered god. Mayhem flew circles around me, guarding.

      Aching, I scrambled to my feet and took to the air again, hurling another dagger at the woman.

      She shrieked and threw another lightning bolt. I dived away, but the ceiling shattered, half of it raining down. I barely managed to avoid being crushed.

      The horned Rebel God howled as one of the giant stones landed on his shoulder. It gave Cade the advantage, and he leapt on the god.

      “Almost there!” Nix yelled.

      “Get her!” shrieked the blood-covered Rebel God.

      Below, the woman hurled another bolt of lightning at me. I dodged, easily avoiding it. Had it been weaker?

      Was she flagging?

      Her shoulders were slightly slumped.

      “Closer!” Nix yelled.

      We were so close. Where was Jude, though? Had she succeeded? We couldn’t finish this before she and the guys were out of here.

      My comms charm crackled, and Jude’s voice came through, as if she’d heard my thoughts.

      “We’re done,” she said. “You need backup?”

      I glanced around quickly. It was a mess, but we seemed to be holding our own. And they needed to get the hell out of here if Nix was almost done. If they didn’t make it out before the magic was gone, they could get caught here as the stronghold collapsed in on itself. And the Protectorate needed those records to help the people being tortured by the Rebel Gods.

      “No, go!” I shouted. “Get out of here!”

      “Roger.”

      The woman raised her arms, and my stomach dropped. She’d pulled this trick with the rocks last time.

      As if on cue, the broken marble from the ceiling rose off the ground. Her green eyes burned as she waved her hands in my direction. The rocks shot toward me, thousands of pounds of stone about to pulverize my bones.

      My heart leapt into my chest.

      I didn’t know if the rocks could hurt Mayhem, but I shouted, “Run, Mayhem!”

      The little PugDragon yipped, but stayed flying at my side.

      “Finished!” Nix shouted.

      The woman sagged. Her rocks dropped to the ground right before they would have hit me.

      Fear thundered in my ears.

      Was her magic somehow tied to the eternal flame?

      I called my dagger from the ether, ready to hurl it while she was down. If she wasn’t on her guard, I could hit her.

      This was my chance.

      I raised my arm, about to throw.

      Kill shot.

      Time slowed. My friends were still wrestling with the Rebel Gods as thunder began to shake the air. The stronghold was starting to collapse in on itself.

      I focused my aim on the woman.

      Her shoulders were slumped as she kneeled on the ground.

      Something stilled my arm.

      Wait.

      I hesitated.

      This was insane. Why would I wait?

      Wait.

      Look before you leap.

      I lowered the dagger, staring at the woman.

      An enormous roar shook the stronghold as Nix ran out of the temple, the rock clutched in her arm. As soon as she crossed the threshold, the black oil slicked away from the woman’s face, disappearing down her body.

      Confusion fuzzed my mind.

      Near her, the horned god seemed to notice that she had changed. He roared, then ran from his fight with Cade and grabbed the woman around the waist, lifting her up.

      As he lifted her, I caught sight of her face.

      Green eyes turned to blue.

      Confusion.

      Fear.

      Rowan.
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      Someone in my mind screamed. Shock chilled my skin.

      The woman was my sister.

      In the flash of an eye, the other Rebel Gods ran from their fights and joined the horned god. I flew toward them, determined to reach Rowan.

      But I was too far away.

      The horned god threw a stone to the ground, and a blast of golden light plumed upward.

      I made eye contact with Rowan as she was dragged into the light by the horned god, transporting away. I reached for her, tears blurring my vision.

      Recognition flashed in her eyes, then she was gone.

      “No!” I screamed, landing hard on the ground. “Rowan!”

      Cade raced to me and grabbed my arm and pulled. “Come on! We have to get out of here.”

      Del and Cass sprinted out of the temple. The constant roar of the world collapsing was nearly deafening.

      That had been Rowan.

      Ana ran up to me, tears in her eyes. “I saw her!”

      I wasn’t crazy.

      “Come on!” Cade shouted.

      I snapped into action. He was right. Rowan was gone. And we had to get gone, or we’d be crushed within this world.

      I sprinted out of the temple, my foot aching from the lightning blow. Cade and Ana ran at my side, Mayhem leading the way. All around, the world was lit with an orange glow. Dust billowed up from all sides, growing closer as the world collapsed from the outside in, toward the harbor in the middle.

      I prayed that Jude was right—that the harbor would be the last thing to go because it was connected to the real world.

      We raced across the courtyard, but the destruction was too fast. We were too slow.

      Ahead of me, light shimmered around Cass as she transformed into a large griffon. The beast had the head of an eagle and the body of a lion. Massive wings flared high. Del and Nix leapt onto her back, and she took off into the air.

      Next to me, Cade shifted into his wolf form, then howled. I jumped onto his back, Ana following. We clung to him as he sprinted through the city, his wolf speed blowing my hair back from my face. We raced after Cass, Nix, and Del, keeping up easily. Mayhem raced alongside, her dark eyes wide.

      All around, dust billowed up as the destruction neared. Buildings cracked and toppled, and the roar of thunder grew louder.

      Would we make it?

      Fear chilled my skin as I began to breathe in the dust. It became hard to see.

      When we spilled out into the harbor, the sight of the hippokampoi was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen.

      Aidan, Roarke, and Ares waited at the edge, their gazes glued to Cass, Nix, and Del. Cass landed, her claws clattering on the stone. Del and Nix leapt off her back and hugged Roarke and Ares.

      Cass shifted back to human and yelled, “You shouldn’t have waited!”

      “Ha!” Aidan climbed onto a hippokampoi. “As if we’d leave.”

      They all piled onto hippokampoi.

      Cade stopped in front of the water, and Ana and I jumped off his back. All around, the world was chaos. Destruction was breathing down our necks.

      I scrambled onto the back of a hippokampoi and shouted, “Did Jude make it out?”

      “She took the documents and left,” Ares said.

      Thank fates.

      Ana and Cade climbed on behind me, and the hippokampoi shot through the water, speeding toward the portal. I turned around to watch the world devour itself. Mayhem flew alongside, silent and determined.

      There was nothing but dust and destruction. As the golden light of the portal flashed, I realized that for the first time, I felt no pain in my wings.
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      On the other side of the golden portal, Kart-hadasht was dead silent. The portal back to Edinburgh glowed orange. We scrambled off the hippokampoi, and Mayhem zipped for the portal.

      I turned back to them. “Thank you.”

      They each gave one of their burbly neighs, then swam off. I rushed through the orange portal with everyone else, spilling out into the darkened alley.

      Tears stung my eyes, and my breath heaved. I sought Ana, grabbing her hands. “You saw her, right?”

      Tears filled her eyes. “I did. I really did. It was Rowan.”

      “Your sister?” Cade asked.

      The others looked on, eyes wide.

      “It was her. I know it was her!” My mind raced, trying to remember every detail of what had just happened. “It was like she was under some kind of spell. The black oil that covered her had changed her eye color. Changed the signature of her magic.”

      “Then when it fell away, she looked like herself,” Ana said. “Her eyes were blue again.”

      “She recognized me.” I was sure of it. “As soon as the spell was lifted, she recognized me.”

      “It happened right when Nix finished removing the magic from the flame,” Ana said.

      “Oh, fates.” It all clicked into place. “The Rebel Gods returned five years ago. When Rowan disappeared, they were the ones who abducted her. They used her magic to jumpstart their operations. That’s why the magic in the stronghold felt strangely familiar.” I spun toward Nix, who watched with wide eyes. “Can I see the rock? The one where you put the magic from the eternal flame.”

      “Sure.” She handed it over.

      As soon as I touched it, my jaw dropped. It was like holding Rowan’s hand again. The scent of lilacs and the feel of a breeze hit me. Tears welled in my eyes.

      “This is her magic,” I said. “They took it from her and used it to fuel the stronghold.”

      Ana touched it and gasped, her gaze meeting mine. “It is hers.”

      “We have to save her,” I said. “She didn’t mean to do those things with the Rebel Gods. She’s a captive, under their spell.”

      Cade wrapped an arm around my shoulders, supporting me when my legs turned weak.

      Cass stepped forward and laid her hand on the rock. “All of the magic in here is pure. Good.”

      “They took her goodness and used it to create the stronghold,” Ana said. “We have to get it back to her.”

      “We have to get her back.”

      We had to.
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      The next evening, after a long rest and healing, Jude and I walked through the forest toward the portal to Edinburgh. Mayhem, my new shadow, flew at our side. We were headed to the Whisky and Warlock for a victory celebration with the rest of the gang, though I was so worried about Rowan that my mind would be in two places.

      But we had to formulate a game plan for the future, and it was just as easy to do so at the Whisky and Warlock. And as Jude said, sometimes you needed to focus on the good in life.

      “You’ve done well, Bree,” she said as we walked amongst the fairy lights.

      “Thank you.”

      “Your magic is secure?”

      I tested my wings, feeling no pain. “I think so. I did what you said—what the Valkyrie said. I looked before I leaped.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was about to kill Rowan. Right before she was revealed, I was about to throw my dagger. She was down, weakened. I’d have killed her. But I waited. Something told me to wait.”

      “You listened to yourself, rather than just throwing yourself into the fray.”

      I nodded. “Well, it worked. I didn’t kill my sister”—just the thought of it made bile rise in my throat—“and I think that’s what earned me my wings. Now my magic comes when I call. I just have to practice using it to its fullest extent.”

      “You deserve that. And you’re well on your way to succeeding at the academy. You’ve gone through trials that no trainee ever has to face.”

      “The biggest trial will be saving my sister. That wasn’t her—they cursed her. She seemed different. Like she was overtaken by something. And she had new powers. Saving her is my priority now.”

      “As it should be. And we’ll find a way. The documents that we stole will give us a good lead on the Rebel Gods. And we’ll find out what they’ve done to your sister and how to break the curse. The Protectorate has contacts. I’ve called on some of them already. We’ll see what they have to say.”

      “Thank you. Truly.” Jude’s help meant everything. She was my boss, not my mother. But that didn’t keep me from feeling a similar warmth toward her.

      “Of course,” Jude said. “We’re here for you. We’re a team.”

      I smiled as we reached the portal in the clearing. We crossed through, stepping out onto the bustling city street in the Grassmarket. The sun shed a warm glow over the cobblestones, and the sound of bagpipes burst through the air, a busker on the High Street trying to make a buck. Or a pound, since we were in the UK.

      The Whisky and Warlock was packed, as usual, with our crowd filling the little room where Sophie worked. The fire burned warmly in the hearth, and the beer taps gleamed in the light.

      In the corner, Nix, Cass, and Del sat, along with Ares, Aidan, and Roarke. They’d said they’d come by to visit, and I was glad to see they’d showed up. Ana sat in the corner, joking around with Caro, Ali, and Haris, but I could see from her eyes and the set of her shoulders that she was thinking of Rowan.

      Constantly. As I was.

      I looked away from her, searching for Cade, who was on the other side of the room, near the bar. I gave him a nod before going over to my friends from Magic’s Bend.

      Mayhem headed straight for Sophie, probably to order a Ham-tini, which I doubted even existed.

      I stopped at my friends’ table. “Thank you guys again for all of your help. And for coming tonight.”

      Nix grinned. “Anytime. You helped us so much five years ago.”

      “When can we count on you visiting?” Cass said. “We’re at P & P most Friday nights.”

      “The Friday night after I rescue my sister.”

      Del smiled, but her gaze was serious. “That’s fair enough. If you need our help with her, just call. We may be able to do some tracking.”

      “Thank you, really.” We shared a bit more small talk, but I could feel Cade’s gaze burning into the back of my neck.

      It warmed me all over, and eventually, I parted ways with my friends and approached Cade, who was turning from the bar. He held a pink martini glass in his hand that bubbled with glittery smoke.

      “Developing new tastes?” I asked as I stopped in front of him.

      “For you. Sophie’s new special—the Valkyrie.”

      I smiled and took it. “You didn’t tell her what I was, though, did you?”

      I wanted to keep that on the down low. Bragging about my power wasn’t my deal. And it was dangerous to let people know you were super powerful. Better to be underestimated.

      “No. I just suggested the name.” He smiled at me. “It suits you.”

      “Thanks.” I took a sip, enjoying the tart taste.

      “You were incredible in the stronghold,” he said.

      I smiled. “You weren’t so bad yourself.” I sobered a bit. “Thank you for always having my back.”

      I’d learned a lot about him these last couple days. His childhood had shocked me, but it only went to prove how strong and brave he was. He’d made his own way in the world, always choosing the side of right.

      He was much more than just a super strong god wrapped in a hot package. So much more.

      “I’ll always have your back, Bree. I like you. And even if I didn’t, I believe in you. You’re going to accomplish great things. Important things that will make the world a better place. I want to be around for that.”

      “As long as one of those great things is saving my sister, then yes. I’m up for that.” I’d do whatever it took.

      “You’ll save your sister. I believe in you. And tonight, we’ll get started on planning exactly how we’re going to do that.”

      Somehow, hearing him say it twice actually helped. I smiled up at him, my mind spinning with ways to find my sister and break the curse on her. I came up with nothing—but that didn’t mean it would stay like that.

      I’d find a way to save her. I had to. And with the help from my friends, my odds seemed even better.
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      I strode down the busy street in Edinburgh, the midday sun bright in the sky. Cade walked next to me, towering over the other supernaturals that bustled around us. I couldn’t help but glance at him appreciatively as we stopped in front of an old bookstore.

      I gripped the stone in my pocket, a charm that would allow us to pass through the enchanted bookshop and reach The Vaults, an underground street beneath the castle. Shady supernaturals practiced dark magic in The Vaults. It wasn’t my scene, but we needed answers, and this was the place to get them.

      Right now, I wanted to know more about the Rebel Gods we’d fought two days ago.

      “Do you know where we’ll find Oya?” I asked Cade. We hoped his old mercenary friend would be able to help identify one of the Rebel Gods who’d gotten away. He’d taken my sister with him, and I’d stop at nothing to get her back.

      “We’ll have to ask around. Her operations used to be in Magic’s Bend, but she recently moved here.”

      I nodded, then opened the door to the bookshop. The scent of leather and paper wafted out.

      “Welcome.” An old woman’s voice echoed through the cluttered space. There was no one there, though. Just the old, cluttered house… which, oddly enough, could talk. If I hadn’t had the enchanted stone in my pocket, the house would have quickly evicted us.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Don’t touch anything.”

      I smiled. “I won’t.”

      Cade chuckled. We weaved through piles of books stacked along the walls. I glanced longingly at the books. Eventually, I’d have the time to read. But until I rescued Rowan, my favorite hobby would have to take a back seat.

      Near the rear of the store, we stopped in front of a portal that glowed with shimmery light. I glanced up at Cade. “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      He took my hand, the strong press of his palm making my breath catch in my throat. We’d shared kisses and hot looks, but that hadn’t been enough to cool my desire.

      I wanted Cade. Badly.

      But we were busy trying to save Rowan from the Rebel Gods, which meant fighting one battle after another, and spending every non-fighting moment licking our wounds and healing.

      One day, though. One day I’d climb him like a tree.

      Today was not that day, though.

      I followed him through the portal, my hand in his.

      It was dark on this side. I glanced up, catching sight of the night sky and stars between the roofs of the buildings. It was an illusion—in reality, there was only the rock of the mountain overhead. But it was nice that they at least tried to make it feel less like the giant cave it was.

      “It’s never day in here?” I asked.

      Cade shook his head. “Takes too much magic to make that much light. Stars are easier.”

      Made sense.

      I studied the street that we’d stepped onto. It was a narrow, cobblestone lane that wound slightly uphill and was bordered on either side by old shops built right into the stone. They looked like they’d been built in a normal fashion, until you looked closely and realized that they’d been hewn from the rock itself.

      On my right, an old man stepped out of a shop that sold pygmy toads. Amos. He was stooped and bald, and his grouchy gaze brightened at the sight of Cade and me.

      “You again!” he said.

      “Us again.” Cade smiled at him. “I don’t suppose you can tell me where I might find Oya?”

      Amos’s brow furrowed and he grumbled, “Mercenaries are troublemakers. But seeing as how you helped me fight off the mobsters who wanted to shake me down, I suppose I can help.” He glanced behind him, making eye contact with a hundred little toads who sat in his shop window. They all gazed at him with bulging green eyes, and I’d have sworn their gazes were conveying some kind of message. He turned back to us. “Yes, my toads insist. You protected them, after all.”

      I grinned, imagining myself as Bree Blackwood, protector of pygmy toads. In reality, I’d just seen some masked men kick down his door a few weeks ago and hadn’t wanted old Potts to get hurt. But saving pygmy toads was cool, too.

      “You can find Oya on Lucifer’s Lane,” Amos said. “She runs her operations out of the office over the Dark Dragon Pub. Only been there a few weeks, but already there are more bar fights.”

      “Thank you,” Cade said.

      Amos grumbled and nodded to us, then turned and went back into his shop, singing “Hello, my lovelies” to his pygmy toads as he went.

      We hoofed it up the street, which was lit by the golden glow of old-fashioned gas lamps. Dark magic permeated the air here, smelling of all sorts of unsavory things like old socks and wet mold. There was the occasional whiff of light magic as well, though, which generally smelled and felt nicer. The whole place wasn’t bad, after all. Just most of it.

      I glanced at my watch. “We only have a few hours till the meeting at the Protectorate.”

      “We’ll make it,” he said.

      “Good.” We needed to be at that meeting. We were gathering all our allies and friends to help us figure out how to track the Rebel Gods who’d stolen my sister Rowan years back. She’d been so close when we’d fought them two days ago, but I’d lost her.

      I wouldn’t lose her this time.

      We just needed Oya to help us identify one of the Rebel Gods Cade had thought he’d recognized. He planned to share his memories with her and hoped she’d be able to give us more info.

      We passed all sorts of supernaturals—shifters, demons with serrated horns, goblins, and witches with warts on their noses. So cliché. Some of the warts didn’t even look real. Almost as if they were fashion statements.

      We turned left onto Lucifer’s Lane, an even darker alley that was cast in shadow. Most of the gas lamps were out, and the sidewalk gleamed slickly with some kind of fluid I didn’t want to identify.

      “I think I’ll stick with the Whisky and Warlock,” I muttered.

      “It is the preferable pub,” Cade murmured.

      A man leaning against the wall in the shadows glowered at us, but didn’t give us any trouble as we hurried by.

      The door to the Dark Dragon was small and sturdy looking. Cade pulled it open and ducked under the low lintel. I followed, not needing to stoop.

      As soon as we entered, the feeling of hostility rolled over me. The place was low ceilinged and dimly lit. A smoky fire belched into the room, surrounding the tiny wooden tables with a hazy gray cloud. Men and women of all species sat around tables, playing cards and drinking. They had nothing in common except an aura of danger.

      Then they all turned to look at us, as if the door to the Dark Dragon didn’t open often. About twenty pairs of eyes gleamed through the darkness, riveted to the doorway where we stood.

      “This is a private club,” growled a large goblin to the left of me. I’d never seen one as big as him—normally they were only a few feet tall. This guy was over six feet, and  his wrinkled green skin and hawked nose were the only indicator of his species.

      “We’re here to see Oya,” Cade said.

      “Well, she’s not interested in seeing you,” the goblin said.

      “I’m sure that’s wrong.” Cade grinned, a lethal slice of a smile that would have made me shiver if it’d been directed at me.

      Here, in this den of thieves and murderers, he looked right at home, as comfortable as if he had his feet kicked up in front of his own fire. If I hadn’t known what a good guy he was, I’d have thought he was their leader.

      The whole room roiled with powerful magic, but there was an even stronger signature overhead. It sounded like a battle cry and felt like the press of cold steel against my neck. Oya was another warrior god, just like Cade.

      “I think she’s upstairs,” I murmured. “I feel her magic.”

      Cade nodded slightly. “We’ll go for the stairs. Mercenaries are protective, so we may have to fight.”

      “I’d be delighted.”

      Cade took one step forward, and everyone in the room surged to their feet.

      Jeesh, they took this “private club” thing seriously.

      I drew my sword and shield from the ether, and Cade did the same. I could handle this with magic, but honestly, I was in the mood for a tussle.

      “Oya!” Cade stepped toward the stairs.

      The room erupted in a roar. A red-skinned demon in front of me hurled a fireball at us. I raised my shield just in time, and the flame crashed against it.

      I sprinted for him, slicing down with my sword before he could power up another blast. My blade cleaved a gash in his shoulder, and he spun away from me, gripping the wound.

      Next to me, Cade was a whirlwind, his blade flying so fast I could hardly see it. He never delivered a killing blow. No doubt Oya would disapprove of us killing her mercenaries.

      I felt the next attacker more than saw him and whirled, my blade outstretched. The huge goblin was only three feet away, his giant black blade raised to strike. My sword sliced him across the belly, and acid green blood spilled forth. He roared, bringing his blade down toward my head.

      I hoisted my shield just as his sword crashed against it. The metal rang from the blow, and my arm ached.

      I kicked, nailing him in his wounded stomach, and he stumbled back.

      A woman with long fangs and pale white skin raced for me, claws outstretched. They were twelve inches long and gleamed white.

      Shit.

      Poison coated those lethal claws, no doubt. I stashed my sword in the ether and drew one of my daggers, then hurled it at the woman.

      It plunged into her shoulder right before she reached me, and she screeched, falling backward. I drew my sword again, spinning to find Cade.

      A group of three-horned demons charged me. I raised my shield, ready to deflect their blows.

      “Stop!” The voice rang with power.

      All of our attackers halted in their tracks.

      My gaze flew to the narrow stairs. A beautiful black woman stood on the lowest step, her hair closely cropped and her dark eyes sharp. She wore dark brown leather pants and heavy boots. Her strappy top was cut from the same leather, but threaded through with copper embellishments. Power rolled off of her—the sound of a war cry and the cold press of steel that I’d sensed earlier.

      “Oya.” Cade grinned. “Good to see you.”

      Her lips flattened. Yep, she was clearly annoyed. But there was pleasure in her dark eyes when she looked at Cade. I saw it in my own eyes when I looked in the mirror after being around him.

      A demon stepped forward, his gaze on Oya. “We tried to stop them, Your Eminence.”

      “Cade is an exception to the rule.” She flicked her fingers in a come-here motion. “Follow me. And someone bring us some drinks.”

      I glanced at all the mercenaries, each of whom looked at us suspiciously. But they did as their mistress commanded, parting to allow us to follow Oya up the stairs.

      We joined her in another small, low-ceilinged room. The decor was Spartan—just a table with chairs and some weapons leaning against the walls. Papers were scattered over the tables, and she gathered them into a pile, flipping them upside down.

      A job, no doubt.

      She glanced up at us as we entered, calmly assessing us with her penetrating eyes.

      “What brings you here, Cade?” Her voice was tightly controlled. This was a woman who always won. Always. “I thought you said you’d never walk with our kind again.”

      “I’m done being a mercenary. But I need your help.”

      Her eyes gleamed with interest as she sat and then propped one ankle on her knee. She leaned back and grinned. “Is that so?”

      Cade nodded sharply and then sat, too. I followed, my gaze riveted to Oya. Cade had said she was an African war goddess of the Yoruba people. She’d been his boss once, long ago.

      “You abandoned us on a job. Why should I help you now?” she said.

      “You were kidnapping children to sell them,” he said. “I wanted no part of that.”

      She smiled, her white teeth gleaming in the dim light. “We weren’t. That was the front for our operation, but we weren’t.”

      Strangely enough, I believed her. Oya might lead a band of mercenaries, but her magic didn’t feel dark. She had plenty of honor.

      Cade looked at her, his gaze hard. Trying to decide if he believed her.

      “But you left before you could find out the details of the plan,” Oya said. “You never did trust easily, Cade.”

      Maybe because his family had locked him in a cell when they’d learned he was an Earth-walking god.

      “Still, I can’t say that I blame you,” Oya said. “You never were meant to follow.”

      “And you were always meant to lead,” Cade said.

      “And lead I have.” She nodded at a bruiser of a man who stood in the doorway, a tray in his hands. His magic smelled of burning rubber.

      He hurried in and put the tray of beers on the table.

      “That’ll be all, Stan,” Oya said.

      “Aye.” He lumbered out, quick for such a big man.

      “You’ve found a new life for yourself at the Protectorate?” she asked.

      “I have. And we now have a job that might involve another god.”

      Her brows rose. “A god? Not an Earth-walking one? I’d have heard if there was another one of us.”

      “Aye, a Rebel God. His magic made that obvious. I believe he may be a Celtic war god, but I am not sure which one. There are many. And you always knew your gods.”

      She nodded. “Indeed. And you want me to confirm his identity?”

      “Aye, if you can.”

      “How do you propose to do this?”

      He dug into his pocket and raised a clear crystal disk. “A projector.”

      Hedy, the Protectorate’s resident magical genius, had given him the device that would project his memories onto a wall so that others could see them.

      Oya nodded appreciatively. “That could work.”

      “I hope so. You’ll help us, then?”

      She shrugged. “I can try. If only to prove that I’m not the monster you assumed I was.”

      “You’re ruthless, Oya. How was I to know you didn’t intend to sell those children? That you were actually rescuing them?”

      “You could have asked. But that kind of trust is outside of your wheelhouse, isn’t it? And you’d been wanting to leave the mercenary lifestyle for a while.”

      “That’s true.”

      The air sang with tension. They’d been friends once, as well as colleagues. But that had changed.

      Cade raised the projector again. “Ready?”

      Oya nodded.

      Cade held the projecting crystal straight out, in front of his face. He closed his eyes, obviously envisioning what he wanted to share with Oya.

      An image flashed on the dark wall across from us. It was the scene from two days ago that was burned into my memory—the moment when I’d realized my sister was still alive. That, in fact, she was the powerful woman who had hunted us on behalf of the Rebel Gods. She’d been cursed somehow, because she’d never hurt Ana or me. Not if she had any say in it.

      In the image, a massive, horned god wrapped arms around Rowan’s waist, and he dragged her into the golden mist of the transport charm. More gold glittered on his horns, and he was a hulking figure. His magic had smelled of sulfur.

      The image faded.

      Cade turned to Oya. “Anything?”

      She frowned, gaze intense. “I think that’s Cocidius.”

      Cade nodded sharply. “Good. I didn’t know if it was Cocidius or Segomo. Or even Rudianos. We don’t have time to waste hunting the wrong god.”

      “It’s definitely not Segomo or Rudianos. I’d bet money that is Cocidius.”

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and typed a short message to Ana, revealing the identity of the Rebel God. She’d spread the word to Florian, the librarian, so he could find everything of interest about Cocidius. Florian didn’t have his own phone, as he was a ghost who last walked the earth during the seventeenth century.

      “Thank you,” Cade said. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for doubting you.”

      Oya inclined her head. “Maybe work on those trust issues some.”

      As if he couldn’t help himself, his gaze landed on me. A tiny light of happiness lit in my chest. He did trust me. At least, mostly. More than Oya.

      Cade and I had something. We just had to muddle our way through what it was.
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      Twenty minutes later, we hurried across the lawn toward the Protectorate castle. We’d hightailed it out of the Vaults and headed straight back through the portal for our meeting with the rest of the gang.

      Cade glanced at his watch. “We’ll be just in time.”

      “Good. I want to get started looking for Rowan.” I was itching to. All the years of searching for her….and we finally had a real clue.

      Sunlight glinted off the mullioned glass windows of the castle, a massive structure that I still couldn’t believe was my home. If someone had told me I’d be turning in the dust of Death Valley for the cool mist of the Scottish Highlands, I wouldn’t have believed them.

      But here I was.

      As we neared the great double doors that led to the entry hall, Mayhem flew out of the castle and hurtled toward us, her squished pug face beaming with happiness.

      She yipped and flew circles around me, her wings moving so fast they were a blur.

      “Someone is happy to see you,” Cade said.

      I reached out and ruffled the fur at the top of her head, which felt like a weird tingle instead of dog fur. One of the hazards of being a ghost, but Mayhem didn’t seem to mind.

      We entered the castle and headed directly to the round room, where all the important meetings took place.

      Technically, I was still in training at the Protectorate Academy, trying to earn my stripes so that I could be admitted to a division and become a full-fledged member. It’d been going pretty well. But now that we’d almost found Rowan, I wasn’t sure if there’d be a break in my training. All I knew was that I’d be dedicating every moment to finding her.

      We entered the round room, which was mostly full. Judy and Hedy sat next to each other, along with my friends Caro, Ali, and Haris.

      But it was Ana and Cass who caught my eye. Cass had come all the way from Magic’s Bend to help us track down Rowan. She shot me a grin, her red hair glinting in the light of the sconces. She’d draped her leather jacket over the back of the chair and looked right at home in the Protectorate.

      “You discovered the horned Rebel God’s identity, I hear?” Jude asked as we sat.

      “We did,” Cade said. “The Celtic war god Cocidius.”

      “Florian and Dr. G are finding what info they can,” Ana said. “They’ll be here soon.”

      “Dr. G?” I asked.

      “Dr. Garriso,” Cass said. “I brought him from Magic’s Bend. I thought he could help.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Cass nodded.

      Jude leaned forward, her gaze on me. “We’re gathered here to find Bree and Ana’s sister, and to take out the Rebel Gods. Bree, it will be part of your training.”

      “What about Ana?” I asked. I was getting all the good opportunities. I didn’t want her left out in the cold.

      “My magic hasn’t manifested,” Ana said. “Yours has.”

      I could hear the wistfulness in her voice—she still didn’t know what kind of DragonGod she was.

      “Ana will be part of the team. But you, Bree, will lead. With supervision. I’ve discussed it with Arach and the other division heads. If you save your sister and take out the Rebel Gods, you’ll have finished your training. It’s an unusually fast training period, but you’ve come into your powers. And without a doubt, taking out the Rebel Gods would be the greatest trainee accomplishment that this institution has ever seen.”

      At this point, I only cared about saving my sister. But the idea that Arach, the dragon spirit who presided over the castle, knew about my mission made me feel a bit better. I didn’t know if she supported me, but I hoped she did and I liked the possibility of it.

      I leaned forward. “All right. If I’m leading this, then here’s what I think. Cass, Del, and Nix were never able to track Rowan. She’s blocked somehow. But that doesn’t mean we can’t try to find the Rebel Gods who abducted her. Now that we’ve destroyed their stronghold in the ether, that means they’re probably hiding out in one of their godly realms.”

      “That makes sense,” Jude said. “It takes great magic for a god to walk upon the earth. It’d be easiest for them to recoup in their own realm.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “It’s only a matter of time before they create another stronghold. We have to find them before that. So Cade and I will seek Cocidius in his realm.” I looked at him. “You think you can find him?”

      “With research and a bit of luck, yes. Florian said that he had resources that might help us track him down. Or at least, his realm.”

      “We do have one thing that might help you,” Jude said. “To be used only in a case of sincerest emergency. It is a heavenly transport charm. As you know, regular transport charms don’t let you enter or exit another realm. You have to use a portal for that. But we have one—just one—transport stone that would allow you to escape Cocidius’s realm if you were in a bind.”

      “Oh, perfect.” Excitement welled in my chest. “This improves our chances even more. We can grab Rowan and run.”

      “Fighting our way out of a godly realm will be difficult. This will be immensely helpful,” Cade said. “Thank you, Jude.”

      “We’ve been saving it for an appropriate time. This is it.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her, then looked at Cass. “Back at the Rebel Gods stronghold, you wrestled with the goddess wearing the ancient robes. The one covered with blood. Do you think you can use your magic to track her?”

      “I can try.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Ana said.

      “So will I,” Caro said. “Ali and Haris can stay and do research into the third god. Try to find out who he is so we can track him.”

      Ali and Haris both scowled, likely at the idea of being left behind to do research, but both eventually nodded and grinned.

      They were team players, no matter what the job. It made me like them even more.

      “You’ll get to go into the field to hunt him down if you find some leads,” Jude said.

      The guys grinned even wider.

      “Oh, we’ll find leads,” Haris said.

      Ali grinned. “You can count on us.”

      “Perfect. We’ll split up and see what we can find,” I said. “Hopefully, that will be Rowan.”
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      The others had just departed the room, leaving only Cade and me, when Florian hurried in, followed by an older man with wispy white hair and a tweed jacket that had patches on the arms.

      “Sincerest apologies on our tardiness!” the ghost librarian cried. “We were required to locate some documents, and one was being quite stubborn. Wouldn’t come down off the shelf.” Florian dropped some books on the table, along with a few rolled up maps.

      The old man stepped up to Cade and me and held out his hand. “I’m Dr. Garriso, director of the Museum for Magical History in Magic’s Bend. Cassiopeia Clereaux asked me to come and lend my assistance.”

      I shook his hand. “Thank you for coming.”

      He nodded as he shook Cade’s hand. “My pleasure.”

      “Come!” Florian said. “Look at what Dr. Garriso found.”

      We moved over to the table, where Florian had laid out several open books and maps.

      “One of my specialties is ancient Celtic religions.” He pointed a gnarled finger at a little drawing on one of the book’s pages. “As soon as we received the message that the god was Cocidius, I remembered this carving found on Hadrian’s Wall.”

      “The ancient Roman wall that was built between Scotland and England?” I asked.

      “Yes. That’s where Cocidius was worshipped primarily. He was a more minor god favored by the Celtic poor and the Roman military. Not a high status god.”

      “Ah, no wonder he has a chip on his shoulder,” I said.

      “He wants more power. And the idea that the other gods would give some of theirs to the DragonGods rubs him the wrong way,” Cade said. “If we want to find him in his realm, where he’s no doubt licking his wounds and stoking his rage, we need to find the entrance.”

      “Exactly.” Dr. Garriso nodded. “And I think I have an idea.”

      “It’s somewhere near Hadrian’s Wall?” Cade asked.

      “Yes,” Florian said. “It’ll be at the point where the most people worshipped him. His power will be strongest there, able to create a bridge between the human world and his godly one.”

      “He’s a lower god, so his realm should be much easier to access,” Dr. Garriso said. “The Celtic gods are very hierarchical. Higher gods occupy larger worlds that are harder to get to. True god realms. Those are the true Celtic afterworlds. But Cocidius owns a realm that is lesser. It’s more of a mirror realm—one that is on Earth, layered over top of the world that we know. Those are easier to create, and therefore easier to access.”

      “Thank fates.” I didn’t want to be kept away from Rowan by some godly hierarchy that hid her in an inaccessible realm.

      “I think I may have found the entrance to his realm. Roughly.” Dr. Garriso pointed to several places on the maps. “At these locations, scholars have found ancient carvings of Cocidius, dug into stone by those who once worshipped him.”

      My gaze followed his fingertip as it traced over the locations. An idea clicked in my mind. This was like an old-school version of CSI. “The entrance will be at the center of all those carvings.”

      “Exactly,” Florian crowed.

      “You must go there and find where the magic is strongest,” Dr. Garriso said. “Then you can find the entrance to his realm. But be careful. It will be dangerous.”

      Ha. I was used to dangerous. And to save Rowan, I’d throw myself into hell.
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      Cade and I left immediately for Hadrian’s Wall, each of us wearing a version of Celtic attire so we’d blend in when we arrived. The leather pants and tunic weren’t far off what I’d normally wear, fortunately.

      Ana, Cass, and Caro had set out twenty minutes before us, following Cass’s dragon sense to see if they could find the blood-covered goddess.

      “I hope Rowan is with Cocidius.” I patted the heavenly transport stone in my pocket as we walked out onto the main lawn.  I couldn’t wait any longer to find her.

      “Don’t worry, Bree. We’ll get her back.”

      I smiled at him, and adjusted the small backpack. Each of us carried a pack filled with food and water. We were unsure of what we’d be stepping into in Cocidius’s realm, and we wanted to be prepared.

      “Ready?” Cade asked.

      I nodded, swallowing hard.

      Suddenly, my chest felt tight. I was so close to something that I’d wanted for so long, but it brought with it a visceral fear of failure.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, trying to calm myself.

      Cade hesitated, the transport charm clutched in his hand.

      “Are you all right?” Concern shadowed his gaze.

      I looked up, breathing raggedly. “Yeah. Yeah.”

      “You don’t look all right.”

      “I know. Funny how monsters and demons don’t bother me a bit, but I’m so close to Rowan and the odds of failure are so great.” I shook my head. “It scares the shit out of me.”

      He pulled me close, tucking me under his chin. I shuddered, leaning into him and absorbing his strength.

      “You can do this, Bree. You’re the fiercest, most determined person I’ve ever met. You’ll save your sister.”

      My breathing calmed. Not that I wasn’t still scared, but his confidence gave me confidence.

      And I loved that he had faith in me. He didn’t say that he would help me—that was obvious—just that I could do it.

      And I could. I had to.

      I squeezed him back and then drew away, my chest looser. My breathing no longer sounded like a wheezy air conditioner.

      “Thanks for the talk. Let’s do this.”

      “On three.” He counted, then hurled a transportation stone at the ground.

      The glittery gray dust billowed up, and I stepped inside. The ether sucked me through space, spitting me out at the edge of a low, broken wall.

      Cade appeared at my side, then knelt to study the stones.

      It was only four feet tall and about twelve wide. In the two thousand years since it’d been built, time had taken its toll.

      “Here’s the carving,” Cade said.

      I bent down to look at the small man holding a sword and shield. It was the best carving of those that Dr. Garriso had found, and was located roughly at the geographical center of all the other carvings.

      I touched it, and magic spark through my fingertips. A brief scent of blood hit my nose, followed by the anxiety of waiting for a battle to start.

      I shuddered.

      That was the worst.

      I’d only recently started to gain control of my own anxiety over battle—the nerves that made me leap before I looked. But it turned out that one of Cocidius’s magical signatures was that same anxiety.

      Great.

      I stood and turned, taking in my surroundings. Hills rolled out in all directions, some leading back into Scotland and some leading into England. In the distance, near a copse of trees, a broken-down, stone structure hulked behind an earthen mound.

      I pointed to it. “Dollars to donuts, that’s an old Roman fort.”

      “Aye, let’s check it out.”

      We set off across the grass. Cool wind rustled my hair back from my face, but it couldn’t distract me from the ugly magic that rolled from the fort.

      Anxiety rose in my chest, and the scent of blood filled my nose. “That’s definitely his magic.”

      Cade nodded, brow furrowed. “This feels odd.”

      I climbed to the top of the earthen mound that surrounded the ruined remains of the fort. At the top, I could see that the mound was hexagonal in shape, surrounding the stone foundations of the old fort.

      Up close, the crumbled stone building that I’d seen from far away looked like an old square castle.

      Cade pointed to it. “That’s medieval. Too late for Cocidius’s time. But this fort… It’s definitely Roman. And the stones that made up the foundation were probably used to create the castle long after the Romans had retreated.”

      “So they broke apart the fort and used it for their own stuff.” I climbed down off the mound of earth and entered the fort. As soon as I stepped past the walls, magic shivered over my skin.

      Anxiety ratcheted up within me, and the scent of blood clouded my senses. “You feel that?”

      Cade stepped down into the grassy interior of the fort and shuddered. “The magic is dark here. Definitely his. The Roman soldiers who lived here worshipped him. No question.”

      “So we’re hopefully at the entrance to his realm.” I paced the length of the stone foundations of the fort, which only rose a foot off the ground. “We just have to find it.”

      Cade joined me, pacing through the fort. Birds chirped and the sun shone as I studied the area around me, hoping for a clue.

      The whole time, Cade was silent, but I could feel his unease. It was strange, since he rarely seemed to feel anything other than comfort and confidence.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      “I feel a connection here.” He grimaced. “It’s unpleasant.”

      I knelt and studied a tall, slender stone that made up one of the six corners of the hexagonal fort. It extended up above the rest of the broken foundation.

      Little hatch marks had been carved into the edge of the stone. They looked kinda familiar and definitely not natural.

      “Hey, Cade, come look at this.”

      He joined me, kneeling at my side. His arm pressed against mine, warm and strong, and I shivered.

      I looked at him. He squinted, studying the stone and the carvings.

      “What do you think?”

      “Ogham script,” he said. “Ancient Celtic writing from Ireland. Examples are rare in Britain and Scotland, but not unheard of.”

      “What does it say?”

      He frowned. “Normally Ogham depicted only names. But this… I think it says that the god must stand within the center of the place of worship to ignite the portal.”

      “Wow, you’re good at reading Ogham. All that history study paid off.”

      “Aye, it did, but in other ways. This, I was born with. Perk of being with the Celts.”

      I nodded. “Must be a god thing. I understand runes and Old Norse, even though I haven’t studied.”

      “It must.” He stood. “The god must stand at the center of the place of worship. I’m not the right god though.”

      “You can still try. You are a war god, and so is he.”

      A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You read my mind.”

      He walked to the center of the hexagonal fort. The castle sat on the far edge to the east, a ghostly structure that looked lonely against the clear blue sky.

      Cade stood directly in the middle, waiting for something to happen.

      I counted to ten.

      Nothing happened.

      Damn.

      We really needed this to work.

      “Maybe there’s a worship center?” I began to pace, searching again. “Like a shrine or something?”

      Cade joined me in my hunt. We searched the entire length of the wall, finally finding a large flat stone set into the side wall east of the fort. It’d been hidden behind the castle. The foundation of the wall showed an alcove built into it.

      Excitement thrummed in my chest.

      Cade looked at me, then stepped into the center of the stone.

      Magic flared on the air, surging with a ferocity that almost made me stumble. The air swirled with sparking magic as the stones that made up the castle began to break away, returning to the foundations of the Roman fort.

      “Holy fates,” I murmured.

      Light glowed around Cade as the stone blocks flew through the air. Soon, the castle was gone, and the foundations were complete. Wooden walls began to grow out of the foundation, the fort returning to how it had once been.

      “Whoa.” I spun in a circle, taking it all in.

      The walls rose twenty feet into the air, platforms built at the top for defense. The Romans had been trying to hold on to their territory in England, and this fortress had clearly been one of their main garrisons.

      “Look.” Cade pointed toward the alcove where the foundations of the shrine had been located.

      Now, it was a complete shrine. A large flat stone sat upright and contained a carving of Cocidius. Like the one we’d seen before, it was a simple inscription of a man holding a shield and sword.

      Only this time… “It’s glowing.”

      “It’s the entrance.”

      Cade stepped off the center stone and waved me toward him, then held out a hand. I slipped my hand into his larger one.

      He looked down at me. “Ready?”

      I nodded. “Ready.”

      Mayhem appeared at my side.

      “Hey there, looking for an adventure?” I asked.

      She yipped.

      “Glad to have you.” I rubbed her ghostly head.

      We walked toward the glowing carving of Cocidius. The stone was taller than we were, the carving nearly the size of Cade. He stepped toward it. The stone platform and spell had mistaken his godly power for that of Cocidius. Hopefully the portal would do the same.

      One Celtic war god was as good as another, right?

      I sure hoped so.

      Cade stepped through the carved stone, and his foot disappeared into the rock.

      “Whoa.”

      I followed him inside, Mayhem pressing close against me. Magic shivered coolly against my skin as the rock enveloped me. It felt more like mist than stone, though my heartbeat still ratcheted up as my face neared the rock.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and lunged through, focusing on the warm grip of Cade’s palm.

      Cold mist touched my face, then disappeared.

      I opened my eyes.

      Large trees towered all around us. The fort was gone.

      “Ancient Oaks,” Cade said. “Long since cut down by the Royal Navy to build their ships.”

      “This is what England used to look like?”

      He nodded. “A different land.”

      I turned, noting the magic that sparked on the air. It smelled vaguely of blood, like Cocidius’s. The forest itself was shadowed, the trees cutting out the light. The ground was dark, almost black.

      Despite it all, the place felt like Earth, not like a true godly realm. Not like Yggdrasil and the realm of the Norse gods that I’d visited.

      “It feels like a mirror realm,” Cade said. “Like we’re actually walking upon the earth, but in another dimension.”

      “It’s weird.” The portal that we’d exited glowed gold. I was glad we had the heavenly transport stone and could get out of here in a jiffy if we needed to.

      The sound of a horn broke through the silence of the forest.

      I stiffened. Cade spun around, searching for the source of the sound. It came again. Then the baying of hounds. Or wolves.

      Near my head, Mayhem growled low in her throat.

      “War dogs,” Cade said.

      “Or hunting.” My gaze caught on the portal again. It pulsed with golden light. “Could they have been alerted to our arrival? Could they be hunting us?”

      The baying hounds sounded closer.

      Mayhem growled again.

      “Run,” Cade said.

      He took off through the forest. I followed, sprinting to keep up. He held himself back so he didn’t leave me behind, and I wondered why he didn’t shift. We’d be faster if he were in his wolf form.

      Panting, I raced behind him, leaping over tree roots and dodging large rocks. The wind tore at my hair as my lungs burned.

      The sound of the hounds and the horn broke through the loud heave of my breaths. Ahead of us, a wide, dark river gleamed with light.

      “We’ll cross,” Cade said. “Make them lose our scent.”

      I called upon my magic from the Norse god Njord, commanding the river water to part. It split, rushing away from a thin trail of dry land that cut straight through the river.

      We sprinted across the river rocks. As soon as we reached the dry land on the other side, I allowed the water to crash back into place, concealing our scent.

      Cade sprinted toward higher ground, an area where a cliff rose tall at the edge of the forest. My chest ached as I ran behind him, Mayhem at my side.

      Man I could really use a wolf ride right about now.

      We reached the cliff, which was jagged with many large outcroppings. He began to climb, swift and sure. I followed, scrambling my way up the rock. The cliff face turned to the side, and he followed it until we were partially concealed behind some rocks.

      We were high enough up that the dogs couldn’t get us right away, and we could always run for it, continuing along the side of the cliff.

      I leaned back against the stone, panting.

      In the distance, the horn and dogs sounded. They were moving slowly closer.

      I gasped. “I think they’re definitely hunting us.”

      “Aye.”

      “Why didn’t you shift into a wolf? We’d be faster.”

      “I don’t want them to know who I am. My magic is distinct. In my wolf form, it’s even more so.”

      “Smart.” He was right. We didn’t want to reveal our hand too soon.

      The forest was quiet save for the distant sound of the hunters and our breaths.

      “Do you think these are Cocidius’s men?” I asked.

      “I hope so. We need to find out. Perhaps we can follow them to their master.”

      “As long as they don’t catch us.” I didn’t want to meet those war dogs face to face. Mayhem was more my style. She fluttered in the air next to me, panting. Then emitted a fiery little fart, and looked startled.

      I stifled a laugh—now was not the time—and turned to Cade. “I’m going to use Loki’s power to make myself invisible and fly over them to see if I can figure out who they are.”

      He looked torn, as if he didn’t like me going alone, but finally, he nodded. “Be careful.”

      “You too. Stay here. I’ll come back to find you.”

      He reached up, and his big hand cupped the back of my neck. Gently, he pulled me forward, pressing a kiss to my lips. Heat flared, along with affection, and I returned the kiss, reluctantly pulling away after a moment.

      “I find that saying goodbye to you becomes harder and harder,” he said.

      I leaned my forehead against his chest and murmured, “Same.”

      I swore I could feel his grin against the top of my head. Before I lost any will to move, I pulled away and let my wings unfurl from my back.

      “That’s more impressive every time I see it,” he said.

      I looked back at the silvery feathers, a little thrill of pleasure going through me. “Agreed.”

      “Be careful.”

      I nodded, pushing off into the air, my wings carrying me toward the tops of the huge oaks. I called on Loki’s magic of illusion, imagining myself as invisible. The power shivered over me, letting me know it had worked. I turned back and looked down at Cade, who watched me from the cliff.

      He shot me a thumbs-up.

      Good. I was definitely invisible. I didn’t want to be caught because my magic didn’t work.

      I whirled away from Cade and flew faster, high above the trees, following the baying of the hounds.

      Wind whipped through my hair as I flew. The orange sun flared bright as it dipped toward the horizon, casting the forest below with shadow.

      A bird flew past me, faltering as it neared. It was a small one—maybe a sparrow—and it turned its little head to look at me, bright eyes seeming confused.

      Could it see me?

      Eventually the bird flew on, and I ignored it, pushing myself toward the hunters.

      They weren’t far off. Maybe a few hundred yards from where Cade stood. A flash of movement in the trees below caught my eye. I swooped low.

      Bingo.

      There were a dozen mounted hunters, all of them wearing strange-looking leather clothes—like the stuff you’d see on a museum dummy. Six hounds, giant scraggly things that looked almost like wolves, trotted nearby, noses glued to the ground for scent. They crossed the river and were trying to pick up our trail again.

      Eventually they would find it.

      I dipped lower, trying to figure out if they were associated with Cocidius in some way. I could already tell that he wasn’t amongst their number—they had strong magic, but nothing like a god’s.

      And, even more tellingly, none of them had giant horns sheathed in gold.

      One of the men turned his horse, showing me his back. The leather tunic that he wore was burned with a design—that of a simple figure holding a sword and shield.

      Jackpot.

      I was about to fly back to Cade when a bird cawed. Then another.

      I glanced around.

      A group of hawks flew toward me, little leather strips hanging from each of their right feet.

      Their black gazes burned with intent—and all were pinned to me.

      From below, the hounds bayed, louder than ever.

      I glanced down.

      Each dog looked up, eyes riveted to me.

      Oh, crap.

      Could they see me?
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      The warriors looked skyward, searching. Their heads turned and eyes darted. They couldn’t see me.

      But their animals could sense me. Only now did I notice the leather armbands they each wore—protection from their hawks.

      I turned and darted away, pushing my wings to carry me far and fast. My heart thundered in my ears as the dogs barked louder and faster. A flash of black appeared in my vision.

      A hawk!

      It bombed, going for my wings. A sharp prick of pain flared in my left wing. The hawk had gouged me with its claws or beak.

      I darted away, but another hawk met me, digging its sharp claws into my arm. It took everything I had not to cry out. Not to drop the illusion.

      The birds attacked with ferocity, somehow sensing my presence. I veered away from the path back to Cade. I wasn’t going to be able to outrun these creatures. I couldn’t lead them—and the hunters—to Cade.

      Pain flared all over my body as I tried to outfly the hawks. Wind tore at my hair. I occasionally dipped low enough that the tree branches clawed at my legs, but the hawks kept coming.

      I drew my sword and shield from the ether. With a hiss of pain, I swung the shield toward an oncoming hawk. It slammed into the metal, then wheeled away. But another bird came after it. And another.

      Mayhem shot from the forest below, flying right for a hawk. She shot a blast of fire toward it, singing the hawk’s wings. The bird shrieked and spun away. But there were still a dozen of them.

      Mayhem did her best, darting around in full attack mode, her dragon form flickering over her pugly one. She was able to keep some of the birds off me, but others darted past. They were too fast to hit with my sword, and they drove me lower, toward the ground.

      “Go, Mayhem!” I didn’t want her getting caught by the hunters.

      They thundered along below, their horses’ hooves a cacophony against the forest floor. The hounds bayed, bloodlust in the sound.

      Panic thundered in my chest, my heart threatening to break my ribs. I panted, awkwardly trying to dodge tree limbs as the hawks drove me on.

      I just needed to get up high again!

      Except the hawks flew above me, keeping up their attack. More joined them.

      So many!

      Lungs and muscles burning, I was only fifteen feet above the ground when I caught sight of Cade running through the forest, headed for the hunters, who hadn’t yet seen him.

      Idiot!

      He’d try to save me. And maybe he could go up against twelve hunters and six hounds—very possibly—but it was such a risk. And these hawks were so damned ferocious.

      I extended my power of illusion to him, turning him invisible. But the hounds’ baying faltered. They turned their heads toward him, nostrils quivering.

      Damn!

      They’d caught his scent. Just like the birds had caught mine. The dogs wheeled, darting toward him.

      Pain flared at my scalp. A hawk dug its claws in. Agony shot through me. My wings faltered. The pain distracted me, and a branch struck my left wing. I lost control, tumbling through the air.

      I skidded against the ground, rolling head over heels, until I slammed against a tree.

      Panic flared in my chest as I struggled to rise. My wings made it hard, so I absorbed them back into my body.

      My magic faltered, the illusion flickering due to the pain and exhaustion. Invisibility was the most difficult skill, and I was starting to lose my grip on it.

      When a dog jumped on me and tore at my shoulder with his teeth, I felt the magic fall away completely. In the distance, Cade appeared as my invisibility magic fell away from him, too.

      Shit!

      I slammed my shield against the war dog, forcing the animal away, and threw an illusion toward Cade, imagining his bone structure changing slightly. If we were going to run into Cocidius, we didn’t want him recognizing us. I used the last of my magic to give Cade lighter brown hair and heavier features. I did the same to myself, praying that it worked. They were small changes, enough for me to hold on to, but hopefully they’d do the job.

      The dog came for me again, muzzle drawn back from its fangs. I raised my sword and shield, crouching low. More dogs prowled closer, and in the distance, the eight mounted riders approached. Four more hunters were off their horses, necks broken.

      Cade’s doing?

      I swung my sword, making the attack dog back up and growl. As I held off the dog, I watched Cade leap for a fifth mounted hunter.

      He’d nearly reached him when one of the men threw a silver rope toward him. It glinted as it flew through the air and wrapped around Cade, pinning his arms to his side.

      He roared, face turning red as he strained to break the rope.

      “Struggling will have no effect,” one of the men shouted.

      I shouldn’t have been able to understand him—it was clear that his language was different—but somehow I could. Magic of the godly realm, perhaps.

      Cade thrashed, but it did no good. A war dog plowed into his side, throwing him off his feet and to the ground.

      The dogs that lunged for me suddenly quit their attack, darting away. I had only a moment to feel dread before silver glinted in the air.

      A rope slammed into me, the ends wrapping around me like a terrible embrace. My arms pinned to my sides, I dropped my sword and shield, unable to maintain my grip.

      Panic flared, my skin chilling.

      I left my weapons where they lay. I didn’t need to retrieve them, or even store them in the ether right now. The expensive magic that allowed me to use the ether as storage would retrieve them for me. And I didn’t want to reveal to these hunters that I had that power.

      A dog crashed into my side, sending me flying to the ground. Leaves lodged in my hair, and my cheek rubbed against the dirt. Overhead, hawks circled and cawed.

      A man leaped down from his horse. I struggled as he stomped near, desperate to break my bonds.

      In the distance, Cade was lifted by three men and tossed into the back of a small wagon that I hadn’t noticed earlier. He was still bound in the magical rope. If he couldn’t break through, neither could I.

      I lay still, panting. The boots stopped in front of my face, and the man bent down and swung me up over his shoulder.

      My stomach slammed into his shoulder and the breath whooshed out of me, pain flaring in my middle.

      “Bastard,” I muttered.

      He chuckled, an ugly sound, and carried me to the wagon. He tossed me in next to Cade. I was aligned so that I could see the back of his head. We had both lost our backpacks in the fight.

      Fortunately, I hadn’t seen Mayhem in a while, which could only be a good thing.

      “Yah!” shouted a man, and the cart began to move. It bounced slowly over the forest floor as the horse pulled it behind the warriors.

      The dogs trotted along, sniffing us, their gazes bright with interest.

      “So, this isn’t ideal,” I murmured.

      Cade turned until he was facing me. No one was around, so I let the illusion fall away. He looked normal again, thank fates.

      “At least we’re headed straight for him,” Cade murmured.

      “I hope so.” I recalled the symbol on the back of the man’s tunic. It was our best hope—and if we were lucky, they lived in the same place as Cocidius.

      “Let’s see how this plays out,” Cade murmured. “It could work in our favor.”

      I shifted against the tight binding, every inch of my body burning from the pain of the animal attacks. Blood slicked much of my skin, cooling in the night air. Darkness was falling, bringing with it a greater feeling of danger.

      “I hope you’re right,” I murmured. “Because this feels pretty dire.”
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        * * *

      

      About thirty minutes later, after the sun had fully set and I’d used some of my magic to heal my wounds, I heard the sound of a town. Talking people and lowing cattle, along with the clang of metal and a low thudding noise.

      “I think we’re almost there,” Cade murmured.

      “Thank fates.” It had been a miserable ride. I was freaked out about what we might face in town, but I was beyond ready to get out of the cart.

      Nerves made my breath come short as golden light began to glow in the distance.  I called upon my magic, giving Cade and myself the same simple glamour I’d done earlier. I didn’t know if we’d see Cocidius, but just in case, I wanted to be prepared.

      Fortunately, it was getting easier and easier to use Loki’s magic. Which was good, since the last thing we needed was for Cocidius to recognize us. And I was tired, most of my power sapped.

      For his part, Cade suppressed his magical signature, keeping it tightly controlled. He left the scent of a storm at sea so he didn’t appear completely powerless—that would send alarm bells of its own since powerful supernaturals could conceal their magic. Better to try to run under the radar as nobodies. I did the same, having to work harder to conceal my new magic. It didn’t come naturally to me. Hopefully the hunters hadn’t noticed earlier.

      The cart bounced toward the town. As it rolled past the first ancient round building, I caught sight of a wary looking man with a metal ring around his neck.

      I frowned.

      Yeah, that guy didn’t want to be here.

      Behind him, the round building was made of wood with a thatched roof.

      “Iron Age,” Cade murmured. “A common type of dwelling.”

      “It looks like Cocidius likes to live in the old style.” We’d gone back in time. Sort of. I didn’t know how.

      “Or it’s all that his realm can manage.”

      “More likely.” We rolled past more simple round structures. Smoke curled up from the center of the conical roof, glowing orange in the light of dozens of flickering torches.

      All around, people stared at us. Those with iron rings around their necks looked dead-eyed. The bigger, heartier individuals—nearly all male—barely spared us a glance.

      They were the warriors—the elite in this realm of the warrior god.

      “This isn’t what your realm would look like, right?”

      “If I had one?” Cade shook his head, which was a bit weird, since he looked different. “Hell no. I don’t mind rustic so much. But all these people in chains? The warriors stomping around like they’re the baddest jerks in the place? Not for me, thanks.”

      “That’s what I figured.” I took it all in, searching for an escape route—searching for Rowan.

      I should’ve felt her, right?

      I had to assume so.

      She was my sister.

      But I hadn’t felt her before. I’d faced off against her—fighting to kill. I’d almost killed Rowan.

      The thought made me shudder.

      “You all right?” Cade murmured.

      “Fine.” But I couldn’t help the gross nausea that pooled in my middle. I could have killed her and never realized.

      But now I knew. And I could only hope that whatever curse they’d put on her, I could break it.

      I just had to figure out what it was.

      And find her.

      I craned my neck to get a better look around, hoping to see her despite the fact that I couldn’t sense her here. It was really more of a war camp than a village. There were no families or children—just warriors and slaves. They were all either cleaning weapons, making weapons, or cooking.

      Fighting and eating seemed to be all they did here. The dark night created a dome over the warmly lit camp, and it’d be cool to be witnessing history. If I weren’t tied up in the back of a cart about to be fitted with a metal collar of my own.

      The cart rolled to a stop in front of a rustic, covered pavilion. A large table was spread with scrolls and small wooden figurines.

      My breath caught for a half second before I realized that Cocidius wasn’t here.

      “Where’s Cocidius?” I whispered. This was definitely the headquarters of his war camp.

      “I can’t sense him here,” Cade said. “But these are definitely his men.”

      A hulking bruiser of a guy stepped around the table. He was draped in rough leather, with a variety of wicked looking blades hanging from a wide belt. A scar sliced diagonally down the middle of his face. He’d nearly lost an eye, but had gotten lucky.

      “Where did you find them?” His voice sounded like rocks grinding together.

      “Edge of the eastern lands.” The voice came from the front of the cart. “Not sure what they are. Not our normal haul.”

      The scarred man sniffed and spat, then kicked Cade’s foot where it hung off the edge of the cart.

      Anger flared in Cade’s eyes. No doubt he could wipe the floor with the loser who was looking us over like prime cuts of beef. But that wouldn’t help us find Cocidius.

      Cade glanced at me. I briefly shook my head. He nodded, then lay still, a bored expression on his face.

      “Well, toss them in with the others,” the scarred man said. “We’ll see what they’re made of in the morning. Good to have fresh meat.”

      Fresh meat?

      I stifled a groan. I’d have happily gone all my life without being called fresh meat.

      I made a mental note to punch this jerk if I got the chance. Apparently bad clichés were timeless. And the only fresh meat I wanted anything to do with came straight from the butcher.

      The cart rolled away from the pavilion. We passed a fighting ring that looked like an old corral full of wounded men, all of them going at each other with a ferocity that belied the extent of their wounds. Next, we passed rows upon rows of tents. Then another fighting ring.

      Finally, we stopped next to a large roundhouse. Two burly guards stood outside the door, their arms crossed over their chests and their faces set like cement. Their scowls didn’t budge as one pulled open the door and the other approached the cart.

      He grabbed my ankle and hauled me out, then carried me into the roundhouse and tossed me on the hard ground.

      I crashed down, pain singing through me. Cade landed hard next to me.

      The door slammed shut.

      I blinked, trying to adjust to the dark.

      A glow from overhead lit our surroundings. People leaned against the walls, all of them staring at us with disinterest. I struggled, trying to escape my bonds, but they didn’t budge. More blank stares came our way.

      “Well, this sucks,” I muttered.

      “Seconded,” Cade said. “What a bastard.”

      A low chuckle sounded from behind us. I craned my neck to catch sight of the person who had laughed.

      A skinny red-haired girl leaned against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest as she stared at us. She was about my age, maybe a bit younger, and her hair was done in a messy crown of braids. Her leather pants were worn, and her tunic had a tear in the sleeve. Dirt streaked her pale skin, and her eyes looked far older than her years.

      She met my gaze, but didn’t crack a smile, despite the previous chuckle.

      But then, what was there to smile about?

      I was as much a prisoner as she was.

      Not that I’d be one for long. And there was no way in hell I’d be leaving these people behind either. I didn’t know why they were locked up in here like livestock, but I knew they didn’t deserve it.

      I was going to save Rowan, and light this place up on the way out.

      The girl glanced around, then sighed dramatically. “So it’s my turn, is it?”

      “It’s always your turn,” grumbled the man next to her. He looked about a decade older than her, his face wearier.

      “Alllll right.” She dusted off her palms and climbed to her feet, then strolled over to us.

      I eyed her warily.

      “Now, don’t look at me like that,” she said. “I’m not the one who trussed you up.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      She reached toward my waist and grabbed the end of the enchanted rope, then pulled. It slipped away from me like it was nothing, and I hopped to my feet.

      “Thanks.” I reached down and pulled on Cade’s rope. It came away easily.

      She held up the rope and frowned at it. The rope no longer glinted silver and hung dull and limp.

      “Piece of shit,” she muttered. “The magic always goes as soon as it’s used.”

      I thought it was clever, but I could see how she might be annoyed if she spent her time locked up here with nothing but the floor and some grumpy companions.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Her brows rose. “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “I mean, I have some ideas. But why are you locked up here?”

      She chuckled, then strolled back to her spot on the wall. I glanced at Cade, who nodded. We followed her, and I sat next to her, leaning against the wood and inspecting my dismal surroundings.

      She gestured to the room. “Now, you might think that I spend time here because I like it.” She tilted her head toward me, a deadpan expression on her face. “But you’d be wrong.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “Well, no. I imagine you are not.” She leaned her head back against the wall. “You’ve been captured by the war god Cocidius—or his lackeys, at least.”

      A roar came from outside of the roundhouse, a cacophonous sound created by dozens of people. Maybe even hundreds.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      She smiled grimly. There was no joy on her face. “The reason you were abducted. Tomorrow, you’ll be tossed in that fight ring to prove yourself.”

      My head whipped toward her. “What?”

      Still leaning against the wall, she turned her head to look at me. “Never heard of Cocidius’s fight ring?”

      “No.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Um…” Did I say I was from the future? Was I from the future? Or was this currently the future, just totally old-school looking? Like, Iron Age old-school.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I understand.”

      “So you don’t say where you’re from either?”

      “Oh no, I have no problem with that. I’m Maira, from Pendock, little village at the edge of Cocidius’s realm. That’s where most of us are from—the outlying villages.”

      “So you’re part of his godly realm?”

      “Essentially, yes. Though we don’t worship him.” She scoffed. “Who would do that, I have no idea. Now, Belatucadros. That’s a real war god.”

      I stiffened slightly, feeling Cade do the same where my arm was pressed against his. I glanced at her to see if she realized who she was sitting near.

      She gave me a look that suggested I was stupid. “Belatucadros. You know of him, right?”

      “Um, yes. I do.”

      “He’s a real war god, right? Not some arse who kidnaps people and makes them fight in his fight rings.”

      “He definitely doesn’t do that,” Cade said from beside me. “Not his style.”

      I glanced at him. The glamour still concealed his true features, and he was suppressing his magic. If it helped to reveal himself, he would, I assumed.

      Right now, we didn’t know if it would.

      “So Cocidius captured you for his fight ring?”

      “Or to be a slave. But I’m mean and scrappy, so I get a shot at the ring.”

      “You say it like it’s a good thing.”

      Her brows lowered. “I’d rather die fighting than wear a collar.”

      “Amen.”

      “Amen?”

      Right. The ancient Celts probably didn’t say amen. “It just means I agree. Have you been in the ring?”

      She nearly growled. “No. Been here a week and I’ve been stuck here. If I could win a fight, I might move to the training compound. Better accommodation. But I haven’t gotten my shot yet, so I’m here. Waiting.”

      “Has anyone tried to escape?” Cade asked.

      “Can’t. The guards are too strong. Cocidius gave them some of his power. We wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      “Do you have magic?” Normally, I’d assume yes. She knew about the ancient gods, who were real, and the magical rope.

      “Some of us do. We use it in the ring. I’m a fire mage. What are you?”

      I wasn’t about to say DragonGod, so I went with water mage, which seemed to satisfy her. “So no one even tries to use their magic to escape?”

      “Most of us don’t have magic. Those who do…. Well, they manage us well. Some are in a special roundhouse where their magic is dampened. But not me. No need. I spend all my time in this wooden house. I can’t exactly light it up. They’d let us burn in here. And if I ever get to the fight ring, the escort will be so heavy it’d be a death wish to fight back.”

      Bastards. I’d do something about this. No way I was leaving these people captive in here. But I’d have to take out the Rebel God to do it. “Have you seen Cocidius?”

      She shook her head. “He shows up sometimes, I’ve heard.”

      Hopefully he’d come soon.

      She smacked her knee. “Right. I’m going to lie down and go to sleep. Tomorrow might be my big day.”

      She stretched out on the floor, her hands crossed over her stomach. She looked almost content.

      “How are you so happy?” I asked. She’d been locked up here a week. No doubt miserable and scared.

      She slitted an eye open. “Things aren’t bad yet. Maybe one day they’ll get bad. Not today, though.”

      I nodded. I thought this was actually pretty bad, but there was no need to say it. Whatever had made this girl so tough had to be a hell of a doozy.

      I slouched down and leaned my head against Cade’s shoulder. I whispered low enough that only he could hear. Almost everyone was lying down to sleep, anyway. “Was this what you were expecting?”

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect. But this doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Me neither. What a bastard.”

      “I don’t know what your plan is, but I’m thinking we play along for a little while. We could bust out of here now that the chain is off, but lying low is better. We’ll fight in the ring, get the lay of the land. When Cocidius shows up, we steal your sister, kill him, and then blast this place to hell and set all the prisoners free.”

      I smiled against his shoulder. “You read my mind.”
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      “Wake up!”

      The roar dragged me from a fitful slumber against Cade’s shoulder. I jerked upright, heart pounding.

      Light streaming in through the door illuminated the round room. Groggy prisoners sat up, rubbing their eyes, and I suddenly remembered where I was.

      Captive.

      I shifted, the dried blood making my clothes stiff and my skin itchy. Next to me, Cade climbed to his feet, towering over me. I made sure that I used Loki’s power to keep the glamour on our faces. Illusion was turning out to be handy.

      “You!” The guard pointed at Cade. “Don’t move!”

      “Relax, man.” Cade reached a hand down and I took it, letting him haul me to my feet.

      After a night on the cold, hard floor, everything ached.

      “I’m warning you!” The guard raised a spear.

      Cade lifted his hands. “Just standing up, pal.”

      Maira, the red-haired girl, hopped to her feet next to us. “Don’t worry about him. He’s a right bastard, that one.”

      I gave the burly guard a quick up and down. “I can see that.”

      He stalked toward us, pointing his spear. “You two. The new ones. You’re up first.”

      “Hey!” Maira said. “I’ve been waiting forever!”

      The guard tried to backhand her, but she ducked, darting back toward the wall. The other prisoners snickered.

      The guard’s face turned red, and he roared, “Shut up, or you’ll all be fed to the dogs.”

      I wrinkled my nose. A diet of humans couldn’t be good for the dogs. Not to mention the humans.

      The guard grabbed my arm and tugged me forward. Cade emitted a low growl.

      I glanced back and gave him a look. “Chill out. It’s fine.”

      The guard grabbed Cade’s arm, too. He was Cade’s size, but that didn’t mean much. Cade looked down at the guard’s hand as if he were looking at a fly.

      He frowned, then looked up. “Let’s go, then.”

      “You don’t give the orders. I do,” the guard snapped.

      I grinned. As long as we weren’t wrapped in that magic lasso, Cade would wipe the floor with this guy. But better to let him have his sense of power. Easier for us to do our job.

      Cade seemed to agree, because he nodded his head and tried to look contrite.

      A tiny laugh almost escaped me. Cade looked more constipated than contrite. I got the feeling contrite wasn’t a thing he felt often, and he was a shit actor.

      The guard hauled us from the room. I glanced back at Maira, who stared after us.

      I’d get her out of here. No matter what it took. I’d get them all out.

      The midmorning sun blazed as we stepped out into the little village. Most of the ground was pressed dirt, but some grass peeked up here and there. Clusters of roundhouses were surrounded by tents, and horses stamped in a corral nearby.

      “Any chance we’re going to breakfast?” I asked the guard. “Maybe a bath?”

      He barked a laugh. “First, you fight. If you don’t die, then you eat.” He looked me up and down, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “Maybe they’ll throw you in the river after.”

      I itched so badly from the dried blood that I actually wouldn’t mind.

      He hauled us toward the edge of town. Most of the people we passed wore ragged cloth and leather, accented by a collar around their necks. Bile rose in my throat.

      I sucked in a ragged breath and focused on the task at hand. We had to take out Cocidius if we were going to free these people.

      “What are we fighting?” Cade asked.

      “Depends on the Ring Master’s preference,” the man said.

      Great. The Ring Master sounded like a freakin’ delight.

      The guard dragged us up toward a strange-looking arena. The fight ring within was the size of a football field and roughly oval with massive stone platforms all around. They were at least twenty feet tall, forming a wall that would trap the fighters within. Warriors sat on the platforms, decked in leather armor and weapons, and cheered and raised their fists.

      In the middle of the dirt arena, a man fought a huge, horned demon. Each was armed with a blade, but the man also seemed to be throwing out some kind of small sonic boom that drove the demon backward.

      A bite of pain struck me, longing for my lost magic.

      I sucked in a breath and used the pain to focus my will. I had to control my magic—show them only what I wanted them to see.

      A water mage. That was all I was. No more, no less.

      And certainly not a winged Valkyrie, the Dragon God of the Vikings. No siree.

      “This way.” The guard pushed us into a smaller corral pressed up against the side of the fight ring. A gate led into the ring, and a burly man leaned against it, scowling as he watched the fight within.

      Several people sat on benches along the sides—fighters, I thought. A few guards stood at the ready, their hands gripped lightly around their sword hilts.

      “Got you the two new ones, Cedric.” Our guard shoved us toward the man who watched the fight.

      He turned, looking us over. He wore leather armor and had long, straggly hair. His gaze was cunning, though, and I stiffened my spine, trying to control my magical signature and not give too much away.

      Cade controlled his magic perfectly—I got almost nothing off of him—and he slouched his shoulders and glared.

      He was trying to go for less threatening, but it didn’t really work. A god trying to hide amongst normal supernaturals was always a tough sell.

      “Are you the Ring Master?” I asked.

      “Trainer,” he grunted. He sniffed the air. Trying to get a hit of my magic.

      His gaze met mine. “Water mage?”

      “Yep.” No more, no less.

      His gaze turned to Cade. His brow wrinkled as if he had a hard time placing him. “Healer,” he finally said. “But what else?”

      “Gladiator,” Cade said.

      Smart. He was no gladiator, but claiming the species was smart. Gladiators were a type of supernatural who were descended from the original Roman warriors. They were strong and fast—two skills that Cade had in spades.

      The trainer nodded. “You fight next. Do well, you’ll be rewarded.”

      “What are we fighting?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. But you’ll go in together.”

      That was good. I preferred it that way. Teamwork was better every time.

      A flash of energy hit me—an awareness. I gasped.

      My sister was here.

      I could feel her.

      Vibrating, I turned toward the arena. Searching. Searching.

      There were warriors and fighters and slaves.

      But no Rowan.

      No Cocidius, either.

      “Where is Cocidius?” I asked, not wanting to mention my true interest.

      “He doesn’t attend the preliminary fights.” The trainer turned toward the fight, leaning his arms on the railing.

      Dang.

      So I had to survive this, get some rewards, like he’d said, and level up to the next round. Then I could fight in front of Cocidius. My fists clenched. I couldn’t wait to get ahold of that abducting bastard.

      Cade reached for my hand and squeezed. I leaned slightly into him, appreciating the gesture. It gave me strength. Patience.

      I needed a lot of patience, considering that Cade and I could bust right out of here if we wanted. But that would alert Cocidius, and we couldn’t risk that.

      The fighter in the ring finally got lucky and landed a blow, plunging his blade through the heart of the demon. The monster roared and flailed, falling backward.

      The victor shouted, raising his arms and bloody sword in victory, then stomped toward us.

      The trainer opened the gate, and the man charged through. As soon as he’d passed, the trainer gave Cade a shove.

      Cade stiffened, clearly not used to being bossed around, then strode into the ring. I followed, heart pounding as the roar of the crowd rushed over me. Their bloodthirsty gazes burned.

      I stepped up next to Cade, glancing at him. “I can’t figure out if this sucks or if it’s is going to be fun.”

      He chuckled. “Maybe a bit of both. But use minimal magic.”

      That definitely meant no wings, then. Still… “Let’s give them a show.”

      To the right, a man in a long white cape stepped up onto the front of a rock. I blinked at the brightness of his garb, realizing that everyone in this realm wore some shade of beige or brown. Up till now, the only color was green.

      Yep. He was the Ring Master.

      The man raised his arms, magic sparking around his hands.

      The crowd roared louder, their faces red.

      The man lowered his arms, and the crowd silenced. His voice boomed out over the arena. “The first to reach the other side of the arena wins a boon! You must jump through your own rings to qualify.”

      I glanced at Cade, whose brow was creased.

      “He wants us to compete,” I said.

      “Fat bloody chance.”

      From across the arena about a hundred yards away, flames burst to life. Two sections of flame broke away from the main body of fire, shooting toward us.

      “Go!” The trainer shouted from behind us.

      The rings were flying toward us, large enough to jump through.

      They were literally making us jump through hoops to complete this task.

      I sighed and glanced at Cade, who nodded. We started running, each of us headed for our ring. The circle of flame moved incredibly fast and was on me within a few steps. It hovered two feet off the ground and was about six feet tall.

      I leapt through without issue.

      Cade, who was taller, had to pull some kind of weird ducking leap, but he made it fine.

      Another flew at us, this one a little higher, and I leapt through, barely making it. Then the rings came faster and faster, some going left, then right. I darted across the arena like I was in a weird video game.

      Soon, my lungs were burning and my skin was singed where the flame had hit me. Not all the rings were wide. Some, I could barely fit through.

      Sweat rolled down my temples as the crowd roared. I was going as fast as I could, and Cade could have left me in the dust ages ago, but he stuck at my side, jumping through his own hoops with ease.

      I passed the Ring Master, who was positioned roughly at the midpoint of the arena. He looked frustrated. By Cade holding back?

      Because I was looking at the Ring Master, I nearly missed the flaming hoop that flew right at me. I leapt, muscles aching, and barely managed to clear the bottom of the hoop.

      Were they getting higher?

      The next caught my foot as I jumped, and I sprawled in the dirt.

      Shit.

      I scrambled up before Cade could dart over to help me, but he paused, waiting.

      We were nearly to the end. If we could just make it…

      The next ring that flew toward me was so damned tall I didn’t stand a chance in the world.

      Double shit.

      Cade ran toward me so fast I hardly saw him. He knelt before the ring, holding out his cupped hands, and I took the hint, sprinting toward him full speed and then stepping high.

      He vaulted me up, and I flew through the air, the hoop’s flame singing me. As I sailed to the ground on the other side, I saw Cade race back to his own ring and jump through just in time, using his immense speed and strength.

      Ha! Try to make us work against each other, my ass.

      I sprinted toward the end of the arena, pulling to a panting stop in front of the wall of flame. Cade finished at the exact same time, considerably less winded. He looked like he’d had a nice jog, his hair nicely ruffled.

      The flames died down, and I turned back to face the arena and the Ring Master. He raised his arms again, cape flapping in the wind.

      I tried to catch my breath and waited for the next challenge.

      “You must reach the other end of the arena. The first one wins their freedom!”

      I glanced at Cade. “He’s upped the ante.”

      “Or so he thinks.”

      “Doesn’t know we’re perfectly content being captives for the moment.”

      On the other side of the arena, a wave of blue water rose up, surging toward us. It was forty feet tall and roiling with white surf.

      The first challenge had given Cade the advantage.

      This one was mine.

      I reached for Cade’s hand. His strong grip closed around my own.

      “Let’s go.” I sprinted toward the wave, Cade at my side.

      As the huge wall of water crashed toward us, I peeked at the Ring Master out of the corner of my eye. Frustration seethed on his face.

      As the wave neared us, I called on my gift of water.

      We plunged into the liquid—intentional on my part, since I needed a bath—and then I forced the water away from us, forming an air pocket on the bottom of the wave. We never even lost our footing.

      Cade and I ran through the blue wonderland, trapped in our own little bubble of air that moved with us. The mud underfoot stuck to my boots, and I sprinted faster.

      Magic pressed in on me, an intense force that crushed my muscles.

      The Ring Master was pitting his power against my own, trying to win control of the wave and drown us.

      “You feel that?” Cade grunted.

      “Do I ever.” It was damned uncomfortable. “But he doesn’t know who he’s up against.”

      “A god.”

      “Sorta.” I threw my magic outward, forcing the water away from us.

      The Ring Master’s magic weakened, almost snapping. I’d nearly overpowered his control!

      Shit.

      That wasn’t good.

      Look before you leap.

      I didn’t want to go too intense and reveal the extent of my strength.

      “Pull back,” Cade said.

      “I know.” I loosened my grip on the magic, not forcing the water as hard, and it flowed back toward us, decreasing the size of our bubble until there almost wasn’t enough space to run without my knees splashing into the wave.

      It took everything I had to manage the perfect amount of power that would keep us from drowning without igniting the Ring Master’s suspicion.

      By the time we reached the other side, I was panting and sweating.

      We stumbled to a halt near the stone arena wall, and the water crashed away. I struggled to catch my breath.

      “Well done,” Cade murmured. “You’ve never controlled your magic so well.”

      “Practice makes perfect.” And it wasn’t controlling the water that was hard. It was making sure my godly powers didn’t go haywire and fix every problem with a sledgehammer.

      I turned around to face the Ring Master, who was staring at us with fiery eyes. Apparently his audience liked competition, and we weren’t giving it to him.

      “You will fight each other!” he roared.

      “Nah,” I shouted.

      Cade chuckled.

      From all sides of the arena, spears appeared. They floated on the air, pointing inward, their wicked points glinting in the morning sun.

      “Seriously?” I muttered.

      The spears pressed inward. The ones closest to us poked at my back, and I hurried forward. Cade followed, strolling leisurely across the ground. These weren’t easy challenges, but the god of war was always confident.

      Weapons appeared on the ground in front of us. Two swords and two shields.

      “I suppose we could pretend to fight,” I said. “I could throw myself onto the ground and pretend to be wounded.”

      “They won’t buy it if there’s no blood.”

      “Yeah, they look bloodthirsty.”

      The spears pressed us farther in, decreasing the size of our ring substantially.

      I ignored the weapon on the ground. “We really aren’t going to fight each other!”

      “One must defeat the other in the trials!” the Ring Master shouted. “Then one shall pass through.”

      “Still not going to happen,” Cade yelled.

      The Ring Master yanked his raised arms down. The spears disappeared. “Then you will fight the Grallag!”

      The crowd roared, the most bloodthirsty and excited sound I’d ever heard.

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “I bet the Grallag is super bad.”

      Black clouds of smoke began to waft up from the arena floor. It stank of sulfur and death. The black cloud rose high into the air, blocking out the direct light of the sun.

      As the smoke slowly billowed toward us, I trotted over to the swords that were on the ground, deciding not to call my own from the ether. Best to keep that skill a secret.

      I grabbed a sword and shield. Next to me, Cade grabbed another set.

      Heart pounding, I turned to face the dark smoke. We might be prisoners of our own will, but the power radiating from the smoke made even me nervous.

      “Keep close,” Cade said. “Something big is coming.”

      Boy, was he right. The strength of the dark magic made my stomach turn. It absolutely reeked.

      In a rush, the smoke flew away on the wind. In its place, a massive black monster loomed. The thing looked like a giant land octopus made of slimy, dark gray skin. A great mouth gaped open, fangs glinting in the sunlight.

      I tried to count the legs, but there were so many. Far more than eight. They curled up into the sky, whipping in the air.

      Oh, shit.

      We’d been in control before this. Nothing we couldn’t handle.

      But I was pretty damned sure we couldn’t handle a Grallag. It was the biggest monster I’d ever seen.

      My heart thundered, fear chilling my skin.

      “Ever seen one of these before?” I inched toward it, sword raised and heart thundering.

      “Only heard of them. It’s not a real animal. Just dark magic.”

      “Scary dark magic.”

      Cade frowned. “Aye. And there’s something I can’t remember about them. Tip of my tongue.”

      “Well, crap.”

      “Aye.”

      “Go for the legs, I assume?”

      “They’re its greatest weapon, so aye. Go for the legs.”

      “On it.” I sprinted toward the monster, sword raised.

      The crowd roared, voices deafening.

      My head buzzed with fear.

      The first tentacle whipped down toward me, so big and so fast that I couldn’t get my sword up in time. I dived, rolling to the side and avoiding the slam of the tentacle by a hair’s breadth.

      I leapt to my feet and spun. As the octopus retracted its tentacle, raising it back toward the air, I sliced down with my blade, severing the limb.

      The end of the tentacle flopped to the ground, black smoke billowing out. The stench made my eyes water. But at least the tentacle withered to dust.

      “That’s the way!” Cade shouted as he severed another tentacle, diving aside to avoid being blasted by the smelly air.

      I sprinted around the Grallag’s tentacles, darting and diving as they tried to smash me into the ground. I severed three, my head swimming with the stench of dark magic. Cade was even faster, using his godly speed to slice off many more.

      High overhead, the Grallag hissed, a sound that sent shivers down my spine. I dared a glance upward, catching sight of its gleaming onyx eyes.

      I froze dead, staring.

      So beautiful.

      So terrifying.

      I shook my head, or tried to. But my head wouldn’t move. No! I needed to look away.

      But the monster’s gaze had me snared.

      I strained, trying to pull away. But I couldn’t. Tentacles neared me.

      “Move!” Cade shouted.

      I tried to cry out that I couldn’t, but my mouth wouldn’t open.

      Oh shit. Was this what Cade hadn’t remembered? The Grallag had a stare that would freeze you if you met its gaze.

      Yep.

      The tentacle wrapped around my waist, squeezing tight. I gasped, struggling. But I couldn’t move. No matter how I strained my muscles, none of them did a thing.

      The Grallag looked away, no doubt searching for Cade.

      Suddenly, my straining muscles jolted into action. I struggled in the Grallag’s grip as it raised me high into the air, kicking and clawing and trying to stab with my sword.

      Another tentacle knocked the sword from my grip.

      “Bastard!” I searched for Cade, my ribs aching.

      He raced around the Grallag, removing limbs with deadly efficiency. But there were so many.

      One snuck around from behind him.

      “Cade! From behind!”

      He whirled, but it was too late. The tentacle wrapped around his waist, yanking him high into the air. He leaned over and swiped at the limb with a mighty strike of his sword.

      It severed the tentacle, and he plummeted toward the ground.

      I cheered.

      But then another tentacle swooped in from below, pulling him up. A third tentacle yanked the sword from his grip.

      Damn it!

      The ground receded farther as the Grallag lifted me high. I thrashed, trying to break free, keeping my gaze riveted to Cade.

      He struggled, his face turning red, but was unable to break the Grallag’s grip.

      For the first time, real fear spiking. Acid sliced through my veins, and my skin chilled. When the Grallag began to raise Cade high into the air and opened its mouth, I screamed.

      It was going to eat us.

      Holy fates, this giant hell octopus was going to eat us.

      Terror and power welled inside of me.

      Now was not the time to play it cool. We needed all the power we could get.

      But water and healing and illusion wouldn’t do me any good as long as the Grallag had me in its grip. And Cade might be able to shift, but he couldn’t break the monster’s grip.

      Panic rose in my chest, my mind buzzing.

      Clouds rolled overhead, thunder cracking in the air. Cold wind whipped by me as the atmosphere changed. Lightning struck high in the sky, a brilliant flash of gold.

      I swore I could feel the electricity of it crackle through me.

      Use it.

      I gasped, eyes darting upward.

      Lightning struck again. In my chest, I felt it, sparking with life.

      Use it.

      Holy freaking Thor. I’d felt this before. I was getting a new power.

      Lightning.

      From Thor.

      I raised my hand to the sky, reaching for the lightning. Envisioning it in my mind and the energy shot through me. It smelled of ozone and felt like sparks.

      The Grallag raised Cade directly over its mouth, maw gaping wide and fangs glinting in the light. He was just about to drop Cade inside—a crunchy god snack.

      I called upon the lightning, imagining it striking down from the sky, strong and fierce. The power cracked through me, energy rising in my chest.

      There was a risk that the lightning would flow through the Grallag and zap us too, but the gods wouldn’t tell me to use it if that were the case, right?

      I had no other options, and Cade was about to get it.

      I reached for the lightning, desperation fueling me.

      A massive bolt shot from the sky, plunging down toward the Grallag and striking it right in the head. The beast disappeared in a poof of smoke, a massive billowing cloud that rose up around me as I plummeted through the air.

      I slammed into the ground, pain streaking through my leg. Residual lightning shock raced through my muscles, making them clench with pain. Had the Grallag been flesh and blood rather than magic, we might have died from the shock as it traveled from him into us.

      I cried out, nausea welling up inside me. Tears stung my eyes as I leaned over and grabbed my leg. The pain shot harder.

      “Ow!” Bad idea. My muscles twitched from the lightning shock, but at least we weren’t dead.

      “Bree!” Cade’s voice came through the smoke.

      I looked up. He limped through the dark fog, his arm wrapped around his chest. Broken ribs from the Grallag? My own hurt like the devil, too.

      He knelt by my side. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” I gasped, pain streaking through me. “Just a sprained ankle. Broken maybe.”

      “Rise!” The Ring Master’s voice rang through the air.

      The smoke had dissipated mostly, and I squinted through it, finally catching sight of his white cloak.

      Cade reached down and hauled me to my feet.

      I stood and doubled over with pain. “I really hope that was the last challenge.”

      “It was a close one.” He gave me a knowing look, but didn’t mention my new power.

      “You are both victorious,” the Ring Master shouted. He sounded a bit peeved, actually. “Go now!”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      We both limped toward the exit. Cade kept me upright, but my ankle ached with every step. He made a move to pick me up.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I muttered.

      He grinned.

      “But thanks.” I just had to look strong. No way I’d get carried out of here.

      I was sweating with pain by the time we reached the corral of fighters. Cade was pale, too.

      “Internal injuries?” I murmured.

      “I think so.”

      The trainer opened the gate, his gaze running up and down our bodies. “Go toward the left. The guard will take you to the healer.”

      “Then breakfast?” I’d already gotten my bath, but I didn’t want to miss food.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      We limped toward the corral exit, where a burly man glowered at us before leading us toward the roundhouse with the healer. I’d prefer to heal myself, but didn’t want to let that power slip.

      “In here.” The guard pushed open the door.

      We entered a round, smoky room that smelled like sickness and death.

      “Ew,” I muttered.

      “On the bench,” the guard growled.

      We took the nearest bench. A figure with a crazy nest of long gray hair and a stained robe worked in the corner, stirring a bubbling cauldron of something that smelled like old garbage and gasoline.

      “Thank fates this isn’t the breakfast stop,” I said.

      Cade chuckled.

      “I’ll be with you in a moment!” The healer cackled.

      My gaze darted around, taking in the bloody tools and bowls and a tank full of worms.

      I swallowed hard and leaned toward Cade. “I don’t think we want this woman to heal us.”

      “Agreed.”

      I glanced toward the door where the guard had stood, but he’d stepped outside and closed it behind him. I couldn’t blame him.

      Yeah, whatever this healer wanted to do to us, I wanted no part of it.

      “Heal yourself,” I murmured.

      Quickly, we went to work, using our magic to heal our wounds. Relief flowed through me as the pain faded, but exhaustion came on its heels.

      I was nearly out of magic. Frighteningly so.

      I’d need to recover.

      We sat for ages as she stirred the cauldron. I wanted to leave, but we needed to pretend she’d helped us, or they’d figure out we had healing powers.

      At least an hour passed before she turned, her dirty hair like a helmet around her head. She approached, and I realized that she wasn’t the gray-haired old hag that I’d thought.

      Nope.

      She was just freaking filthy.

      Her hair was actually blond, but it was coated in dust and ash. Dirt coated her face, and her eyes glittered with malice. Her magic stank of rotten garbage.

      “What ails you?” she croaked.

      A rat climbed out of her nest of hair, perching on her head like a silent sentinel, watching me with shining dark eyes. My gaze darted to him.

      “Don’t mind Boris.” She pointed to her head. “He’s my assistant. Very talented.”

      Boris hissed at me.

      I looked away. Clearly that rat did not like eye contact.

      But at least his hygiene was better than the healer’s.

      “Well, what’s wrong with you?” she demanded.

      Boris hissed again, seemingly for emphasis.

      “Is that all he does?” I asked.

      “It’s very helpful.”

      Boris shot me the hairy eyeball.

      “All right, all right, Boris.” I held up my hands. “You’re the foundation of this operation.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” the healer said.

      But Boris preened, looking quite pleased. All right, the way to that rat’s heart was through flattery. I had no problem flattering a rat if it got me what I wanted.

      And right now, I wanted to be out of here.

      I stood, holding out my arms. “Looks like I’m good as new. No more pain.” I saluted the rat. “Thanks, Boris.”

      Cade stood as well. “I’m also fine.” He nodded to Boris. “Thank you, sir, for healing us.”

      The rat bowed his head, whiskers twitching.

      The witch healer sputtered. “But…but…!”

      I hopped up and down. “See, no pain! So we’ll be going now.”

      I turned, the image of Boris and the healer burned into my mind, and stepped outside. Cade followed.

      I heard the woman sputtering behind me, and Boris squeaking.

      “This way.” The surly guard led us to the next roundhouse, which was absolutely massive.

      “Is this breakfast?” I asked.

      He just grunted, and pushed open the door. Cade entered first, and I followed. Though it was dimly lit, there was enough light to make out the long tables crowded with people. The scent of roasted meat made my mouth water.

      “Finally.”

      “Hey!” a feminine voice shouted.

      My gaze darted over.

      Maira sat at a table, waving at us. She grinned wide, a black eye blooming in virulent shades of purple and blue.

      “It looks like we have a friend,” Cade said.

      “Good. I’d hate to be the kid who sits alone at the lunch table.”

      “This isn’t quite high school.”

      “No, that would be worse.” At least from what I’d seen in the movies. Ana and I had been driving missions across Death Valley when we should have been in high school.

      I hurried toward Maira, pleased when no one stopped me. It was nice to have freedom of movement, even if it was in this one building.

      There were two spots on the bench across from Maira. On either side of her sat burly men who were plowing into hunks of meat. Their braids were dirty and ragged, but their teeth were strong as they went at the meat like wolves.

      “You made it!” Maira said. “They’ve been telling me about how you both made it through your challenge. Really angered the Ring Master, I heard.”

      “We did.” I looked around. “But how did you get here? Last I saw, you were still in the captive’s house.”

      “We’re still captives, technically,” the man next to her grunted.

      “True.” I reached for the large platter of meat and grabbed a piece. Cade was already digging in.

      “I was called right after you,” Maira said. “I fought the fight after yours. But it was quick, and I didn’t have to go to the healer. I’ve heard she makes you wait ages.”

      “Sadistic bitch,” the other man growled, meat juice glistening on his lips.

      I looked away, grossed out, and took a bite of my own meat. I had no idea what it was, but it was tasty. In the corner, a flash of ghostly blue caught my eye. I turned, catching sight of Mayhem stealing a hunk of meat from a table.

      No one seemed to notice her, but I grinned, pleased she was here. Lying low, but not so low she wouldn’t steal a snack.

      “I’m glad you made it out all right,” I said.

      “I knew I would.” She held up the meat in her hand. “This isn’t quite the feast I’d hoped for, but it will do. I’m just glad you two survived. They wanted to pit you against each other. Hard for two people to live through a fight to the death.”

      “True,” Cade said.

      I tore into the meat, realizing that it wasn’t as good as I’d thought. I ate anyway, needing my strength.

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “We get shown to our quarters,” Maira said. “Depending on how well you did, you might get a better place to sleep. Then we fight tomorrow.”

      “Will Cocidius watch those fights?” I asked.

      “Probably,” she said. “He likes the big ones.”

      “Only goes to the best.” The man at her left held out his hand. “I’m Aodh.”

      I shook his hand. “Hi, Aodh.”

      The other guy ignored us, so I ignored him.

      “Is Cocidius here?”

      “What are you, a god fucker?” Aodh asked.

      Cade growled. I put a hand on his leg. He shut up, but didn’t look happy about it.

      “Not usually, no,” I said. “But I can’t help but be interested. Never saw a real god before.”

      “He’s a bastard,” Aodh muttered.

      “Yeah, well, he threw me in a ring and made me fight a giant octopus made of black magic, so I can’t help but agree.”

      Cade chuckled.

      “He returned to camp a while ago,” Maira said. “With some woman. Then they left. Went hunting or something.”

      Rowan. I’d felt her. Then her presence had disappeared.

      “I heard they’ll be back tomorrow,” Aodh said. “For the fight.”

      Good. I wanted to ask more—like where he stayed when he was here and all that—but I didn’t trust Aodh not to reveal my interest to the wrong person. And definitely not the silent guy on the other side of Maira.

      So I zipped my lip and kept eating.
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      After the meal, guards led Cade and me to a small roundhouse toward the edge of the village. Another guard stood at the door, but he stepped back to let us enter.

      Inside, there was a warm fire and a pile of furs on a straw mattress, along with some clean clothes.

      I turned back to the guard who’d escorted us. “It’s just us in here.”

      He nodded. “Korg will guard the door. Do not try to leave.”

      I held up my hands. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

      He nodded, his gaze suspicious, and turned to leave.

      I glanced at Cade. “I guess any time someone says not to worry about something, that’s what you immediately start worrying about.”

      “Aye.” Cade walked to the door, flipping a small wooden lock. It wouldn’t keep people out if they really wanted to get in. One swift kick would do it. But it afforded a tiny bit of privacy.

      I dropped the glamour that kept our true natures hidden.

      Cade turned back to me, finally showing his real face.

      It looked so much better.

      “Why’d they give us such a good place?” I asked.

      “I’d bet it’s because hierarchies amongst prisoners sows discontent. We’re less likely to join up and revolt if there is infighting. Especially if the strongest ones, the leaders, are separated from the masses.”

      “Smart.” I sat on the mattress near the fire, warming my hands.

      “Cocidius is nothing if he’s not smart. He’s risen a long way as a minor god.”

      “Minor god, major asshole.”

      While he paced around the small room, searching the walls for weakness, I stripped off most of my clothes, leaving myself in nothing but a bra and underwear. Quickly, I slipped under the blankets.

      “Mind if I join you?” Cade asked.

      It was the only bed in the room, so I raised the blanket. “I’d be delighted.”

      His gaze dropped, and I realized that he could see my bare stomach. Heat flushed through me.

      I’d been so preoccupied with the danger of this that I hadn’t realized what this was.

      We were in a room, alone.

      I was almost naked.

      Now was not the time.

      Not that it kept me from wanting him.

      Heat raced through me as he stripped off his shirt. His skin gleamed in the firelight, the curves of his muscles highlighted by the flame. He was built like a god. Literally.

      Cade toed off his boots and socks, then hooked his thumbs in his jeans. “Mind if I take these off? I’ve got underwear on.”

      I swallowed hard. “Not at all.” I winced at the squeak in my voice.

      Smooth, Bree. Real smooth.

      He pushed his jeans down, revealing black boxer briefs and strongly muscled thighs.

      Liquid heat raced through me.

      He climbed into the bed next to me, his presence immediately warming me to my bones. I turned toward him, my gaze traveling from his heavily muscled chest up to his eyes. He watched me with enough intensity to make my blood warm.

      “Hey.” His voice was rough.

      “Hey.” Tension thrummed in the air between us, a living thing. It crackled and pulsed. Every breath that he took raised his chest, and I felt like I could feel it against my own despite the inches that separated us.

      I itched to roll closer to him—to press my body to his and feel every inch of his strength. My mind raced with images of us together, making me shiver.

      Unable to help myself, I leaned toward him, pressing a kiss to his lips.

      Pleasure burst through me.

      His big hands came up to grip my waist. They were warm and strong. I moved toward him. He pulled me closer until my chest pressed firmly against his.

      The rich scent of him made my head swim. The smoothness of his skin cloaking the strength of his muscles was a drug.

      “We should take it slow,” he murmured against my lips. “Not lose our heads.”

      “I think I’ve already lost mine.”

      “Just a kiss.”

      “A few kisses.” I pressed my lips to his. “Maybe a bit more.”

      He groaned and pressed a kiss to my lips, and I fell into it, losing whatever sanity I had left.
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      The next morning, we woke before the guards came. We hadn’t had sex last night—like Cade had said, now was not the time to lose our heads. The mission was too important.

      And I really didn’t want our first time to be interrupted by a surly guard who wanted to throw me into a fight ring. But we’d kept ourselves entertained, and memories of last night made heat rise inside me as I dressed.

      Cade finished stoking the fire and turned. He’d redressed in his old clothes, as I had, ignoring the ones laid out for us. Our clothes might be dirty, but it felt better to wear our own stuff.

      I met his gaze, then blushed.

      Then I felt embarrassed, because I should be worldly enough not to blush.

      Ah well, whatever.

      He joined me on the low wooden bench by the fire. “So, what’s our plan when we get out of here?”

      “You’re asking me?”

      He shrugged. “I have some ideas, but this is your sister we’re talking about. You get priority.”

      “Thanks.” I leaned toward the flame and stared into it. “Mostly, we’ll have to play it by ear. If we can find Maira and get some info, great. Ideally, we’d figure out where Rowan sleeps and steal her from there when it’s quiet. Then we’ll get her out of here using the heavenly transport charm. But before we leave for good, we help free the slaves.”

      “You get Rowan out of here. I’ll lead the revolt.”

      I hesitated, wanting to stay behind to fight.

      But Rowan. I had to put her first. I nodded. “And hopefully Mayhem will show up to help.”

      “I have no doubt that when you need her, she’ll appear.”

      A loud banging sounded at the door.

      My heart leapt into my chest, and I called upon Loki’s magic, giving Cade and me the familiar glamour that was our disguise here.

      The door crashed open, splintering the tiny lock.

      Yep. I was super glad we hadn’t had sex last night. Having this burly dude bust in on us would put me off the stuff for good.

      He scowled down at us, his squished face looking like he’d taken too many rocks to the mug. “Time to fight.”

      I stood, brushing my hands off on my pants. “Lead on.”

      We followed him out the door. As soon as I stepped outside, he grabbed my arm, gripping tightly. I wanted to tell him not to worry about it—I wasn’t running until I got what I came for—but that wasn’t a great idea. The guard grabbed Cade’s arm as well.

      Cade looked down at his hand balefully, then back up at the guard. He sighed lightly, then nodded.

      It was like a little old lady with a giant Great Dane pulling it on a leash. The only reason the old lady didn’t go flying down the street was because the Great Dane didn’t mind wearing the leash.

      As the guard dragged us through the settlement, I took in as much as I could. There were still slaves wearing the collars, and they seemed to have free roam, within reason. None of the ring fighters were like us, though. They must’ve been kept on lockdown. But soldiers were everywhere.

      These guys would be a problem when it came time to escape. But Cade could handle it.

      The guard shoved us toward the waiting corral where I’d met the trainer yesterday. He didn’t turn to look at us today, just hiked a thumb over his shoulder toward the benches at the back. The guard pushed us toward them, letting go of our arms.

      I caught sight of Maira on the bench and grinned. Perfect. Just what I’d hoped for.

      I snagged a seat next to her—the only one—while Cade leaned against the back wall of the enclosure, arms crossed over his chest and eyes scanning the guards who wore armor and swords. There were at least ten of them in the waiting ring.

      I leaned toward Maira, who grinned at me, and whispered, “How’s it going?”

      “Fine. I hear I’m going up against some ghouls.”

      I shuddered. “Don’t let them scratch you.”

      She nodded. “Last thing I want is to turn into a ghoul.”

      “So what’s the deal here? Why do some of the prisoners wear collars, and others don’t?” The collars were going to be an issue, I could tell.

      Her gaze darted around, checking to make sure no one watched us, and she leaned toward me slightly to whisper, trying to look casual. “Servant slaves wear the collars. Gives them free roam to do their jobs, but the magic prevents them from straying away from camp.”

      “Why don’t fighters wear them?”

      “Not enough, from what I heard. Valuable magic fuels the collars. There is a central source that powers them, but I don’t know where it is. Fighters are just kept locked up like dogs and monitored pretty much every second of every day.”

      I nodded. “So you’re locked in at night like us?”

      “Yes. In a huge roundhouse at the edge of town. Shoved in like cattle.”

      “Then why did we get our own little place?” I asked.

      She looked at me like I was stupid. “You can’t have the powerful ones milling with the rest. You’re the type of person with the skill to lead an uprising.”

      I nodded. Just like Cade has said. “Would you ever think of revolting?”

      Her eyes widened, then narrowed with interest. She glanced around to make sure the coast was clear, then nodded slightly. “But how? We have no way to organize a revolt. No way to get weapons. The slaves with collars can’t leave. And who would kill Cocidius? Only a god can kill another god.”

      “I’ve got some good news for you.”

      She leaned in.

      My gaze traced over her face, searching for trustworthiness. I was putting a lot of faith in her now. She could blow this for us.

      But I trusted her. Damned if I didn’t. She reminded me of Ana. “Cade is Belatucadros. He’s strong enough to take out Cocidius. And I’m a DragonGod. Strong enough to fight the soldiers and get you the weapons you need.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Are you serious? I couldn’t feel his magic.”

      “He’s got it locked up. So do I. We’re good at controlling our signatures.”

      She nodded slowly, processing. “If that’s true, you could leave here any time. You’re too strong for them to contain. Why are you here?”

      “Cocidius has my sister. We’re here to save her. But I don’t want to leave you or the others here. This is bullshit.”

      “That it is.” She jerked her head decisively. “Okay, I’m in. What do we do?”

      “I need some more info. Like where Cocidius sleeps, where's the armory, and what’s the central source of the magic that enchants the collars.”

      She leaned toward me, and began to whisper.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, after Maira had told me everything she knew and we’d waited through countless fights, the guard stomped toward me. Maira had already fought and left, so it’d just been Cade and me, waiting.

      The setting sun blazed behind his head, creating a red halo that made him glow like the devil.

      “You’re up,” he growled.

      I stood. Cade joined me.

      The guard led us to the exit. The trainer gave us one look. “Try not to die.”

      “Aw, you like us already?” I asked.

      He spat. “Nah, you’re good entertainment. You piss off the Ring Master.”

      True enough. I saluted, then stepped out into the middle of the arena, Cade at my side.

      The crowd roared, sending adrenaline buzzing through me, followed by a bit of fear. That Dark Magic-Land octopus had nearly killed us last time. Hiding my magic was all well and good until it got me in a situation like that.

      I scanned the crowd, looking for Cocidius and Rowan. I swore I could feel her presence.

      “Into the middle!” the trainer shouted.

      We strode across the dirt toward the middle of the ring as I kept searching the stands. On the far side, one of the great stone platforms was relatively empty. There were two chairs, one far larger than the other.

      Cocidius slouched in the larger one, his golden horns gleaming in the light of the setting sun. Rage swelled in my chest, hot and fierce, but the sight of Rowan distracted me.

      She looked the same.

      My sister.

      No longer covered in the black oil of the enchantment, she was pale as ever, with her mahogany hair and blue eyes. She didn’t look at me—not that she could recognize me with the glamour I’d used my illusion to create—but I ached to call out to her.

      “She’s here,” Cade murmured.

      “I need to get close. I want to see if she’s enchanted.” There might not even be visible signs, but I had to check.

      “Maybe during the fight. I’ll do what I can to make it happen.”

      “Thank—”

      The Ring Master bellowed into the arena. “Welcome, one and all!”

      The soldiers in the crowd howled. Cocidius sat silently, eyes glued to us. I shivered. If he saw through my glamour—or I dropped it—he’d know immediately who we were. He’d seen us during the fight at the Phoenician temple.

      I glanced at Cade, pleased to see that he still looked different. His magic was tightly tamped down as well.

      The Ring Master turned to us. “You have one job. Kill the monsters. There will be weapons.”

      “What the heck?” I muttered.

      Then the world exploded in a green flash. Something invisible grabbed me around the waist and yanked me backward, throwing me to the ground.

      The air rushed from my lungs. My chest ached as I stared up at the slowly darkening sky. Grass waved above me, along with skinny tree branches and bushes.

      Aching, I pushed myself upright. I was in some kind of forest, or jungle. Weird plants I’d never seen clogged my surroundings, making it impossible to see anything more than three feet away.

      “Cade?”

      Silence.

      I’d been dragged away from him. And the Ring Master had created a weird jungle. I looked up, catching sight of the spectators looking down on us. From their higher vantage points, they could see us. But down here, I couldn’t see Cade. Or the monsters.

      Understanding dawned. “Those bastards.”

      They wanted me to kill Cade by mistake. They’d send monsters in here—I was sure of it—but I could hardly see anything around me. I was just as likely to kill Cade as I was a beast.

      Oh man. That saying “look before you leap” had never been so serious. I couldn’t just throw myself into the fight now, attacking without thought. I could take out Cade.

      That meant my lightning power was out of the question.

      Anxiety rose in my chest, a prickly feeling that made my breath come short. I was helpless out here. I could draw my sword, but then they’d know I had that power.

      They’d said there would be weapons.

      Slowly, I climbed to my feet, my ears perked for any noise. The rustling of the leaves, the roar of the crowd, but nothing else.

      How was I supposed to hear anything over those jerks?

      I crept through the bushes, eyes alert.

      I caught sight of a glint of metal lodged in a bush and hurried over, trying to keep my feet silent.

      Please be a sword.

      It was a bow and arrow.

      “Bastards.” I grabbed the arrow, ignoring the bow. Of course they gave me a long distance weapon. Perfect for mistakenly shooting Cade.

      A low growl sounded. I whirled, arrow raised.

      The beast leapt at me from the bushes. It was the size of a large jungle cat, but looked like a massive reptile. A dinosaur, almost.

      My heart jumped into my throat as I called on my lightning power—now that I could see him, I could strike. But the beast collided with me before I could get so much as a spark.

      Its claws dug into my shoulders as it threw me to the ground. I grunted, raising my arrow spear and stabbing the creature in the neck.

      It hissed and flailed, claws digging into my flesh. I pushed off the ground, trying to get on top, but the monster was too heavy.

      I yanked my arrow free and aimed for the right eye, turning my head as the arrow thudded into the squishy orb.

      The creature shrieked, its claws finally releasing from my shoulders as it exploded in a poof of black dust. Black magic, not a real animal. But its claws had been real enough. Pain surged through me as I heaved it off, then scrambled to my feet.

      The monster’s shriek had given away my location.

      I sprinted away, trying to stay silent on the forest floor. As I ran, I glanced up, trying to find Cocidius’s platform. I needed to get to it. Needed to see Rowan up close.

      I couldn’t see them anywhere.

      They were behind me, damn it.

      I slowed to a stop, panting, and crouched near a bush. As my breath heaved in and out, my lungs tightened. I tried to listen for oncoming monsters, but all I could hear was my breath.

      My head buzzed with fear and anxiety, a potent and unfamiliar combo.

      So unfamiliar. Too unfamiliar.

      I wasn’t normally this freaked out.

      I sniffed lightly, catching a scent of something strange on the air. A spell for paranoia? Maybe.

      I sank lower against the bushes, hiding.

      So not my usual style. I knew that, yet it was hard to help. I didn’t want to kill Cade in an accidental fit of magically induced fear, and I sure as heck didn’t want him to do the same to me.

      My gaze darted around, landing on every fluttering leaf and waving grass.

      It wasn’t smart to run right up to the dais where Cocidius and Rowan could get a good look at me. Even with my glamour, it was risky. What if she sensed me? What if she was enchanted like we thought she was and she turned me over to him?

      I could use my illusion to become invisible and sneak up—I could even create an illusion of myself crouching here in fear—but as long as I couldn’t tell where the monsters were, they could attack my illusion and blow my cover.

      My mind raced, trying to come up with a solution. Desperately trying to hear around me to figure out how many monsters were left.

      I wanted to call out to Cade, but didn’t dare.

      Tense minutes passed as I waited, trying to hear or see with anything other than my puny human eyes.

      All around, the wind rustled leaves and footsteps cracked small twigs underfoot.

      Wait, footsteps?

      I tilted my head, focusing on my hearing.

      Use it.

      Oh crap!

      I listened harder. The footsteps were sixty feet away. Four of them. A beast. A hundred feet away, there were different footsteps. Two of them, creeping through the brush.

      Cade.

      Use it.

      Cade’s footsteps moved toward the creature’s deliberately.

      Oh my fates, a new power was coming online.

      Super Hearing.

      And from the way I could see the different blades of grass in the distance, vision as well. Who had the power of sight and vision?

      Heimdall. The guardian of Asgard, watcher of the Bifröst, the rainbow bridge.

      I could totally use this. In my hour of need, the Norse gods had given me another useful power. I perked my ears again.

      Cade was showing off with the monster sixty feet away, but there were two more on the other side of the arena.

      Quickly, I put my original plan into action. I created an illusion of myself, still crouched in place, while turning my real body invisible.

      It was weird to look at myself, silent and still in the shadow of the bush, and I turned away quickly, hurrying through the bushes toward Cocidius’s platform.

      It was risky, I knew it. But I had to see Rowan. I had to know if some of my sister was still in there.

      As I slipped through the bushes, I kept my hearing alert, tracking the monsters that hunted us. One was closing in on my fake self—I’d have to make her run soon—while another was near Cade.

      I neared the platform with Cocidius and Rowan, slowing my steps and trying to avoid any of the bushes. I couldn’t make them rustle weirdly or people might notice.

      I stopped about twenty feet from the dais, squinting through the dim light. It was nearly full dark now, making it hard to see, but the sight of Rowan caught my breath.

      My sister.

      She was really here, and she was really alive.

      But her blue eyes were cloudy.

      Shit. We’d expected a spell—nothing would make her stay willingly with Cocidius—but I hated having it confirmed. This meant we’d have to find a cure, and that could be impossible.

      Please let there be a cure.

      I eyed her for a moment more, my heart aching, feeling like it was reaching out to her and begging her to come to her senses. To shake off the effect of the evil enchantment.

      Her gaze snapped to mine.

      Briefly, the clouds in her eyes cleared. They were blue again. Confusion, then fear and longing.

      Could she see me?

      Not likely.

      Then the clouds came back. Her face smoothed out, expressionless.

      I wilted, grief racing through me.

      Crunching branches sounded to the right.

      Shit!

      I’d lost track of the monsters. A quick survey revealed that the one who had been hunting my illusion had realized it wasn’t real—no smell, probably—and it’d come for me.

      Invisibility only worked against the humans in the stands.

      I hurried away from the dais, racing back toward my illusion. No way I could have a fight as an invisible person. It’d look really freaking weird if the dino-monsters were fighting with the air. And I needed my illusion power to stay a secret if we were to rescue Rowan and free the captives.

      The monster began to pick up speed, its footsteps thundering behind me.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      It was still thirty feet away, but it was big. Bigger than the last, from the sound of it.

      I used my illusion to make my fake self run toward me. That way, when I reappeared and made her disappear, at least it wouldn’t be super obvious. I had no idea if she was really running exactly toward me. I couldn’t hear an illusion that had no weight, and my understanding of the terrain in the arena was a bit off, but I prayed I’d find her before the monster caught me.

      My heart thundered as I ran, sprinting across the ground. The monster gained on me, its every step closing in.

      I clutched the arrow in my hand, my only weapon. I could strike with my lightning, but I’d wait. No need to let them know about my hearing.

      A flash to my left caught my eye.

      Myself!

      The illusion was running toward me—sort of. I veered off, making her come toward me as I kept an ear out for the beast. It was harder to hear over my heaving breaths and pounding heart.

      A large bush provided some cover, so I darted under it, making my illusion do the same. I pulled the switch quickly, making her disappear and my real self reappear.

      The beast leapt out of the bushes a moment later, coming straight for me. I wasted no time, jumping for it instead of cowering, slamming my arrow up into its stomach.

      It hissed and thrashed, jerking backward.

      The arrow snapped off in its stomach.

      No!

      My only weapon, except my lightning. I called on it, charging it up and envisioning a great bolt striking down from the sky.

      Before the lightning could shoot downward, the monster leapt on me again.
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      The monster threw me to the ground. My lightning died, shocked out of me by the jarring impact.

      Up close, I could see every fang in the beast’s mouth. There was a double row. I thrashed beneath the creature, kneeing it in its wounded stomach.

      It hissed, hot saliva dripping onto my face. I gagged as fear rose inside me, trying to call on the lightning with every bit of magic I had. Except it was hard—this was one I’d have to practice.

      The lightning merely fizzled inside me.

      I went for the monster’s eyes, my hand forming a claw. Before my fingers landed in the socket, the beast was yanked off of me.

      I gasped, suddenly able to breathe, and watched Cade stab his arrow into the monster’s throat. The beast flopped and writhed, then exploded in a cloud of magical black dust.

      Panting, I scrambled to my feet. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He crouched and turned, searching for more creatures.

      I cocked my head, listening. There were no more footsteps. “We got them all.”

      He turned and looked at me. “How can you tell?”

      I pointed to my ears. “New power.”

      “Heimdall?”

      “I think so.” I joined him, standing close as we looked around. “This has to be over, right? He said one challenge.”

      “I would think—”

      The jungle fell away from us, returning the arena to its normal barren ground. I glanced toward Cocidius, whose posture was slightly more alert, then toward the Ring Master.

      Full dark had fallen, but torches had been lit around us. They illuminated his face, casting it in shades of red and orange that only highlighted the rage twisting his features.

      “Whoo, boy, he’s pissed all right,” I said.

      “He wanted us to kill each other.”

      “I’m not going to oblige.”

      The Ring Master raised his arms, and magic swirled on the air.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “You said that was it for us!”

      He said nothing, just gave me a look that could burn a person’s soul away, and jerked his arms down.

      My stomach dropped as a great black swarm formed in the air, hopping over us. I squinted upward, trying to see what it was.

      “Giant wasps,” Cade said. “Thousands.”

      Panic leapt in my chest. “How do we fight a swarm?”

      One monster, fine. But thousands? This was where Ana would create a shield. But we had no Ana.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      The wasps swarmed in the sky above, and I realized that the Ring Master was also moving his arms. Conducting them like an orchestra.

      There was no water for me to call on—just the river nearby. It wasn’t enough to drown them all.

      I called on the lightning again, reaching for it, praying that my previous failed attempts had been practice. It sparked and burned inside me, Thor’s gift reaching toward the heavens and commanding the lightning to strike.

      But instead of going for the wasps—there was no way I could blast them all—I envisioned a cage of lightning surrounding us.

      The light snapped down from the sky, arching over us like a dome. A cage of lightning crackled around us, nearly blinding me.

      “Amazing,” Cade murmured.

      Strain pulled at my muscles and my will as I forced the lightning to shield us.

      Something slammed against the cage wall, fizzled and burned.

      The wasps.

      They threw themselves at the cage. They were the size of dogs, their stingers as long as my forearm. A few shots of those and we’d be dead.

      Exhaustion pulled at me as I fed my magic to the cage. My shoulder wounds ached.

      I gasped. “How will we kill them all?”

      Cade squinted up through the cage. “We can’t kill them all, but they may have a queen. We can try for her.”

      “Yes!” Hope flared. “Maira said the slave collars are propelled by the magic of one source. These bastards like to use magic like that. So maybe the queen’s magic controls the rest. If we can find her…”

      Cade searched the sky as more and more slammed into the cage around us. Slowly, they petered off, flying higher into the sky. Waiting. Waiting.

      “What are they waiting for?” I asked, anxiety ratcheting up inside me.

      “Something’s going to change. They don’t want to decrease their numbers.”

      Suddenly, my lightning faltered and flickered. Then the cage disappeared, the lightning drawn back up into the sky, then outward toward the edges of the arena.

      It struck against metal rods that extended high into the air.

      “The bastard created lightning rods,” Cade said.

      And now my lightning was useless.

      And the wasps were hurtling down toward us. A big one led the charge.

      I pointed. “The queen!”

      “Shield me with your illusion,” he said. “I’m shifting forms.”

      I didn’t have time to guess at what he planned, but I followed on instinct, using the last of my drained magic to create a mirror image of human Cade as he shifted into his wolf form. Immediately, I hid the wolf from the eyes of the crowd. Fortunately, the wasps created a shield over us so that they couldn’t see well.

      Unfortunately, they were super close. My skin was ice and my brain buzzed with fear. I’d never been so scared in my life.

      The queen was fifteen feet above me when her giant body collapsed in on itself, blood spraying. I couldn’t see Cade because of the illusion, but I knew what he’d done.

      Cade had jumped up and bitten her.

      Holy crap.

      Quickly, I formed an illusion of lightning striking down to where the queen now thrashed in the air, no doubt being shaken in Cade’s wolf jaws. It looked like the lightning struck the queen—hopefully the crowd would buy it.

      Suddenly, the wasps all disappeared.

      The queen was dead.

      Warm, heavy fur pressed against my side. Cade. He shifted back to human, his arm on my shoulder, and I used the last of my illusion power to make his fake form disappear.

      We stood, panting.

      Fading adrenaline made my limbs weak, and I leaned against Cade.

      “The lightning illusion was smart,” he said.

      I nodded, my breaths heaving. “Thanks. I didn’t know how we’d explain their death otherwise.”

      “And now they just think you’re a powerful lightning mage—or that his rods stopped working.”

      “We need all our powers to stay secret. I don’t want them tying us up in that magical rope again if they suspect what we are.”

      He nodded.

      The Ring Master stepped up to the edge of his platform, scowling. He was about to speak when clapping sounded.

      I turned toward it.

      Cocidius.

      “Just you wait, buddy,” I muttered.

      The Ring Master closed his mouth and stepped back.

      I took that as our cue. “Let’s go.”

      We limped off the field. Blood seeped slowly from my wounds, and I was exhausted. As I neared the exit, I glanced back at Rowan.

      She and Cocidius disappeared, leaving their dais empty.

      I felt her loss in my chest. Panic welled. I gripped Cade’s arm. “She’s gone.”

      “She’ll be back.” He lowered his voice since we were near the trainer. “We’re too weak now to save her, anyway.”

      I leaned against him, acknowledging his words.

      The trainer stepped back to let us inside the corral. It was empty now, since we were the last fighters. He jerked his head toward the exit. “To the healer.”

      I grimaced, but did as he said. I knew I didn’t have the strength left to heal myself. And what little I did have, I needed to save for our rescue attempt.

      “We’ll have to take our chances.”

      “Yeah.”

      Three guards escorted us to the healer’s—more than before, which meant they were growing wary of us. Good thing we hadn’t used all our skills. If they’d known the magic that was going on behind the scenes during that fight, our guard would be twice as big.

      My stomach turned as we entered her creepy roundhouse and took our seats. She stood with her back to us, stirring her glowing cauldron.

      “Wonder how long she’ll make us wait?” I muttered.

      Boris the rat popped out of her hair as if he’d heard us, glittering eyes glued to us. He chittered, patting the healer on the head with one front paw.

      “Calm down, Boris,” she croaked.

      Boris squeaked again.

      “Don’t you know this potion is important?” she said. “We need it for the collars. No collars, no slaves. Then we’re doing our own laundry.”

      I doubted the captives washed her laundry much, given the look of her, but that wasn’t the interesting part.

      This must’ve been the potion that kept the collars’ magic powered up. Suddenly, I was grateful that the dino-beast had dug into me.

      We’d just found the location of the collars’ source magic.

      Boris leapt off her head and ran across the floor to us. His fur shined a dark brown, and he actually wasn’t a bad-looking rat.

      He stopped near us and sat up on his hind legs, whiskers twitching.

      “How you doing?” I asked.

      He inclined his head, inspecting our wounds. My shoulders looked a bit like ground meat, which made my stomach turn, and Cade had a deep laceration in his side.

      Boris turned on his hind legs and ran to the side of the house, where a tall shelf contained various vials and glowing objects. This place would be creepy-cool in a Halloween way if the healer weren’t such a miserable witch.

      Boris grabbed a vial in his mouth and brought it back to us, dropping it at our feet. I leaned down to pick it up as he repeated the gesture, bringing a second vial.

      I uncorked it and sniffed.

      “Smells good,” I murmured. “Comforting.”

      Cade sniffed his. “Healing potion. Thank you, Boris.”

      I downed the contents in one gulp, enjoying the taste of berries. “You’re a good rat, Boris.”

      Maybe he’d liked our compliments on our last visit, I didn’t know. But I’d take it.

      As I set the vial on the bench next to me and stood, the healer turned.

      “Back again, are you?” she said.

      “And leaving just as quickly.” I nodded to Boris. “Great rat you have there.”

      She glared at Boris. “Again?”

      He shrugged, a movement that clearly said, “If you’re not going to do it, I am.”

      We left her sputtering at the rat and him ignoring her, and stepped outside. The three guards waited, their gazes riveted to the door.

      They escorted us to the food hall, which was mostly empty. No Maira. Cade and I ate quickly, restoring a good bit of our strength, then were escorted to our roundhouse. Exhaustion pulled at me as I walked, and I had to use every bit of magic I had to maintain the glamour that we wore.

      There were more guards on the roundhouse this time. Four at least, depending on how many of our escorts stayed.

      They shoved us inside and slammed the door behind us.

      I turned to Cade. “Rowan is gone from the camp.”

      “She’ll return. Have faith. This is his headquarters.”

      “Where would they go?”

      “To meet with the other Rebel Gods, possibly.”

      I nodded, pacing.

      “Rest. Gain your strength. We’ll find her.”

      I nodded, praying they would return. Reluctantly, I lay on the furs and stared at the ceiling, trying to relax so that my magic would regenerate.

      Cade lay next to me, and I reached for his hand. “Thank you for all of this. I know it’s your job, but thank you.”

      “It is my job. But I’m here because of you.” He turned his head to look at me. “I care for you, Bree. More than I’ve ever cared for anybody. That means I care for your sister as well. We’ll save her. Promise.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. It’d been so long since I’d had anyone at my side besides Ana and Rowan.

      Now I had the Protectorate, but even better, I had Cade.

      I leaned my head toward his shoulder and rested, letting my magic fill up inside me. Every second that passed was an eternity, but he was right. I needed to recover.
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      I felt her return to the camp like I’d been struck by lightning. I sat upright, gasping.

      “She’s here?” Cade asked.

      “I can feel her.”

      “Good.” He climbed to his feet. “I’m ready to fight. Are you?”

      “Definitely.” My magic wasn’t at 100 percent, but it was close enough. I walked to the door and pressed my ear to it, calling upon my new hearing power from Heimdall. The sound of men’s breathing filtered through the door, and I counted. “Four of them.”

      “It’d be best if we could get them in here to take them out. There’d be some sound muffling from the walls and no witnesses.”

      “Agreed.” I stepped back from the wall. “But how?”

      He rubbed his chin, brow creased.

      A half second later, Mayhem flew in through the back wall, as if she’d been listening to us.

      I grinned. “Hey there.”

      She wagged her tail. For the first time, she had no ham or hunk of meat in her mouth. She was ready for battle. I wouldn’t put it past her to have a battle ham, but today she flew solo.

      “Could you lead the guards in here?” I asked her.

      She nodded, then flew out the back wall again. Cade and I took up position on either side of the door so we could jump them. I drew my sword from the ether, and he did the same. I met his gaze, and he grinned.

      Now it was really time to fight, something that the god of war definitely enjoyed.

      I didn’t bother to give us the usual glamour. This was it—now or never. Cocidius was going to figure out we were after him, so no need to waste my magic.

      And I’d be glad to fight beside Cade when he actually looked like the guy I knew.

      There were some confused murmurs, then Mayhem flew through the front door a moment later.

      The door slammed open, and two men rushed in.

      I took the first one, slicing my blade across his throat before he realized what was happening. Cade did the same with the second.

      The last two guards were harder. They’d seen their fellows fall.

      I lunged out of the door and grabbed one by the shirt, yanking him inside and plunging my blade into his gut. He gurgled and spat blood as I twisted the blade.

      Normally I’d feel bad about killing a non-demon, but these guys participated in slavery and forced captives into death fights.

      I hated taking a life, but these guys were fair game.

      Cade went for the last guard, cutting off his shout of alarm before it could get too loud. He dragged the guard’s limp body into the roundhouse and nodded at Mayhem. “Good job.”

      She nodded enthusiastically, looking like she wanted to give a yip of excitement. But she bit it back, now a seasoned war dog.

      War dogs…

      “Cade,” I whispered. “What about the war dogs? The ones who hunted us?”

      He looked at Mayhem. “Can you go distract them so they don’t let up the alarm? They might not sense us, but just in case.”

      Mayhem nodded and zoomed out of the house, ready to take care of her fellow canines.

      “Handy to have a pug dragon,” I said.

      “Very.” Cade crept to the edge of the door and peered out. “The torches are all doused, and the camp is quiet.”

      “There will be sentries.”

      “They may be asleep. But can you conceal us?”

      I reached into my pocket, making sure I still had the heavenly transport charm. “Yes. But we should hold hands since we can’t see each other.”

      He shifted his sword to his other hand and reached for mine. I gripped his palm, then used my magic to make us invisible. It shivered over us.

      “To the fighters’ quarters first,” I said. “We’ll release them so they can break into the armory. When we’ve got Rowan, I’ll set up the alarm, and they can start to fight.”

      “I’ll stay with them and see it done, then join you back at the Protectorate.”

      “You’re really sure that same portal will be there?”

      He nodded. “It’s been there thousands of years. I have faith.”

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      We crept out of the roundhouse, keeping our footsteps as silent as we could. The village was eerily quiet at this hour, the total lack of sounds of modern life making it feel weird.

      We passed several smaller roundhouses before finding the large one at the edge of the village. It looked just as Maira had described, down to the worn-out track leading from the door. The track that hundreds of fighters had trod before being forced to fight for their lives so that Cocidius would have some entertainment.

      Rage burned in my chest, a renewed commitment to take the bastard out. And everyone who participated in this miserable operation.

      It was truly the worst of humanity, a stew of violence and aggression that did nothing good for the world.

      “Lighten up,” Cade whispered.

      I realized that I was squeezing the hell out of his hand and loosened my grip.

      There were only two guards at the door, which didn’t seem like many until I saw the massive wooden bar.

      No way the prisoners could get out to overtake the guards.

      “I’ll take the left,” I murmured.

      Cade let go of my hand, and we split up, each of us heading for our guard. I raised my sword and sliced him right through the throat. I really needed to start mixing up my kill shots, but this one was just so effective.

      He fell to the ground, gurgling on his own blood.

      Cade’s guard fell silently as well, and we lifted up the heavy bar that kept the door locked.

      When I opened the door and saw all the fighters trapped inside, caged animals just waiting for a fight to the death, I didn’t feel guilty about killing the guards.

      We were going to take these bastards out.
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      Maira hurried to the door, grabbing one of the fallen guards by the foot and dragging his body inside. Cade hauled the other one in after them.

      I followed them into the house and dropped our invisibility illusion, revealing ourselves.

      The fighters gathered around us, twenty in all. Confusion flickered on some faces, but most seemed to realize what the deal was.

      “These are the ones I told you about,” Maira said.

      “How can we trust them?” grumbled a man. It was the same one from the first meal—the suspicious-looking one who hadn’t spoken.

      “I just risked my life to save you,” I said.

      Cade stepped forward, dropping the control he’d kept over his magic. His signature surged forward, the sound of clashing swords, the scent of a storm at sea, and the aura of black and silver.

      A low gasp ran through the crowd, mirroring my own. It’d been a while since I’d felt the full extent of Cade’s power, and… dang.

      “I am Belatucadros.” His voice was quiet, but powerful.

      Shock painted people’s faces.

      “I will finish Cocidius,” Cade said. ”He is not what a god should be.”

      There was a murmur of agreement and then silence.

      I looked at everyone. “We are going to rescue my sister and ambush Cocidius. It will not take long, but we need your silence until then. Go to the armory and get weapons.”

      Everyone nodded, clearly excited about the plan.

      I looked at Maira. “I’ve learned where they store the potion that fuels the slave collars. The healer makes it in a cauldron. It’s in her roundhouse.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Maira said. “And I found out that Cocidius sleeps in the roundhouse at the east side of camp. There will be a couple of guards, and his sigil is carved on the door.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, and good luck. I will send the signal—a lightning bolt—when it is time to begin. Then, fight for your lives.”

      “We’re very familiar with that,” Maira said.

      I smiled wryly, then turned and left, Cade at my side. Right before we stepped out the door, I reached for his hand and reignited our invisibility. It was becoming so much more natural, and I had to say that Loki’s power was probably my favorite.

      We hurried silently across the camp, avoiding the dog cages where Mayhem glowed like a ghost, distracting the other dogs with her antics. They couldn’t figure out what she was, it seemed, but they certainly didn’t hate her.

      When I caught sight of Cocidius’s roundhouse, I ducked behind a cart full of hay, tugging Cade along with me. He crouched beside me.

      “Only two,” I muttered. “Cocky bastard.”

      “He’s got the strength of a god,” Cade said. “No one else can defeat him.”

      “Except us.”

      “And we will.”

      I let go of his hand and called my twin daggers from the ether. “I’m going to take them out with my daggers. Follow me once they fall.”

      “I’ll catch them before they hit the ground.”

      I nodded, appreciating his speed and forethought. Didn’t want to alert Cocidius, after all.

      “See ya’.” I darted out from behind the cart and lined up my shot, then nailed both the guards in their necks. They gurgled, reaching for their wounds.

      Wind brushed by me. Cade running.

      The men sagged in midair, then slowly lowered to the ground, an invisible Cade easing them down. I hurried to join them, and pressed my ear against the door.

      I heard nothing but the slow breathing of sleep. Two people.

      “They must have returned and gone to sleep,” I whispered against Cade’s ear.

      He nodded, and we slipped inside the roundhouse.

      My heart thundered so loudly in my ears that I couldn’t believe I didn’t wake them. But Cocidius slept soundly on a massive pile of furs.

      Rowan slept nearby on a smaller pile, a heavy chain extending out from beneath her blanket.

      Rage surged through me.

      I dropped my invisibility and pointed to the chain, making sure that Cade saw it.

      He nodded and walked over on silent feet, picking it up and snapping it like it was made of thread. The slight jingle of metal links made Rowan twitch, then sit upright.

      Cade lunged, sliding his hand over her mouth. Her wide eyes met mine as I hurried over, praying for her to recognize me.

      She did, her blue eyes flaring with joy and hope.

      I nodded at Cade, and he dropped his hand and drew his sword, going toward Cocidius’s bedside. I looked back at Rowan, pulling the heavenly transport charm from my pocket.

      Her gaze flashed to it, then clouded again.

      No!

      I lunged for her, trying to smack a hand over her mouth. She screamed before I could manage, the curse making her a slave to Cocidius’s will.

      The god leapt up before Cade could reach him, drawing a sword from the ether. Cade struck with his own blade. Steel clashed against steel. Magic surged in the air. Two gods, blade to blade. Magic to magic. The force of it nearly sent me to my knees.

      Gasping, I threw my arms around Rowan so she couldn’t escape.

      She thrashed as I hurled the heavenly transport charm on the ground. Golden smoke billowed up. I dragged her into it, determined to save her whether she wanted it or not.

      Cade could handle Cocidius, but only I could save my sister.

      She thrashed and struggled, but I yanked her into the smoke. The tug of the ether pulled at me. A sense of victory soared in my chest.

      I could save her.

      But I stopped dead, unable to enter the ether.

      Rowan pulled hard in the other direction, away from the portal.

      That was impossible! She shouldn’t be able to fight its pull. I tightened my grip on her, trying to drag her through the temporary portal with me.

      But she was stuck, as if something chained her to this realm. I glanced at her feet, looking for another chain.

      Her elbow slammed into my head, and stars danced in my eyes. My breath heaved as I struggled, panic beating at my chest. I pulled harder, feeling like I was being torn in two by the pull of Rowan and the portal, both of which fought against each other.

      Over her shoulder, Cade and Cocidius fought viciously, both of their wounds flowing with blood. They were very evenly matched, though Cade looked like he had a slight edge.

      We had this! If only I could get Rowan away from here.

      But some dark magic kept her from entering the portal. She was trapped here, somehow. Terrible dread weighed down my stomach.

      Five guards rushed in, so fast that they had to have some kind of super speed. In a flash, they overpowered Cade. Just briefly. Just long enough for Cocidius to lunge for us.

      He grabbed Rowan around the waist, yanking her away with his superior strength. Several strands of her hair came away in my hand, and she yelped in pain.

      Cade broke away from the new attackers as Cocidius hurled a transport charm to the ground. Golden dust billowed into the room. He dragged Rowan through.

      Away.

      “No!” I raced after them, about to hurl myself into the portal.

      Cade grabbed me around the waist. “Stop! You could end up in another god’s realm with no way to escape.”

      “But Rowan!”

      “You can’t rescue her if you’re a captive yourself. Or dead.”

      He was right. Entering an unknown godly realm was a suicide mission.

      And we had to save the captives here. I had made a promise. If I leapt into that portal, Cade would follow me. The people here needed us.

      I shoved the strands of Rowan’s hair into my pocket—it was creepy, but it was the only physical part of Rowan I could hang onto—and drew my sword from the ether.

      The guards who had attacked Cade rounded the edge of the now fading portal, their gazes on us.

      “You bastards.” Rage flowed through me. Their interruption had given Cocidius the upper hand. He’d stolen my sister again.

      I didn’t even bother to strike with my sword. I called the lightning from the sky. It cracked so loudly my head rang, spearing through the thatched roof and filling the room with a blinding white burst.

      It struck them all dead in one blow.

      Overhead, the thatch roof flamed. The red glow flickered on the crispy bodies of my enemies, and I left them to fry.

      “I’m going to burn this whole place down.” Anger seethed in my voice, and I strode from the flaming roundhouse.

      I called on my wings, exhilaration shooting through me as they unfurled from my back.

      I launched myself into the sky, observing the chaos down below. My lightning strike had been the signal, and the fight had begun.

      On the west side of the village, the fighters were trying to break into the armory. Those who had magic—fire and ice—were using it to take out the guards who blocked the way.

      “Cade!” I shouted. “Go west, to the armory!”

      He sprinted in that direction, moving so quickly he was almost a blur. They’d have their weapons soon enough.

      I scanned the rest of the village, catching sight of Maira’s red head. She grappled with three guards, managing to light one on fire with her magic. I swooped toward her, directing my lightning at the other two.

      They lit up like electric popsicles, and a joyful vengeance surged through me. It was an uncomfortable sensation. It was so wrong. I didn’t want to enjoy it. But I did.

      I landed in front of Maira, who watched me with wide eyes. “You really are as powerful as you said.”

      I nodded. All around, people wearing collars peered out of buildings. “Let’s go destroy this damned potion.”

      She grinned.

      We turned and hurried the last few feet to the healer’s hut. The door swung open, revealing an empty space within.

      “The bitch fled into the woods,” Maira hissed.

      Honestly, I was pretty happy I didn’t have to face her. I had eyes only for the cauldron that glowed at the side the house.

      Boris the rat stood on the bench next to it, his little paws pressed against it.

      “He’s trying to tip it over,” Maira said.

      “Then let’s help him.” I hurried to Boris and looked down at the tiny rat. “I always knew you were good people.”

      He chittered at me, clearly irritated. “Get it done, already,” he was obviously saying.

      I braced my hands against the rim of the cauldron that held the blue potion, my nose twitching at the disgusting scent of rotted garbage and gasoline. Maira joined me, and we heaved, straining to push over the cauldron.

      It tilted, little by little, until it finally crashed to its side, spewing the contents over the floor. I ran around to the front of it, peering inside. A silver collar lay at the bottom.

      “Light it up,” I said.

      Maira shot her fire at the potion, which ignited immediately.

      I looked at Boris. “Can you show me which ones are the healing potions?”

      As the fire burned, devouring the potion, Boris ran to the shelves. He hopped onto them, chittering and pointing. I filled up a bag with them. My years scavenging to survive, particularly when we were young, made me loath to leave anything of value behind.

      “What are you doing?” Maira asked.

      “We need to be able to heal the wounded. Come on, fill a bag.”

      We worked quickly, taking everything of value that Boris pointed out. When we were done, I turned back to the cauldron. The room was smoky and hot as hell, but the potion was nothing but blackened char. Inside the tipped over cauldron, the silver collar was a lump of melted metal.

      “Perfect.” I grinned, satisfaction coursing through me.

      We ran from the house, Boris jumping onto my shoulder as I passed through the door.

      Outside, the people wearing collars were pulling them off. They’d unsnapped once the magic had broken.

      “Finally,” Maira said. She hurried toward one of the people and handed off the two bags of potions that we’d collected. “These are for the wounded. Protect them. Give them out when you can.”

      The woman nodded vehemently. “I will.”

      Maira turned back to me. “I’ll see you when this is over.”

      “When we’re victorious.” I shot into the air, Boris hanging onto my shoulder and chittering away in my ear. “Probably should have caught a ride with someone else, pal.”

      His annoyed squeaks said he agreed, but he clung fast to my shoulder.

      I hovered in the air, taking in the scene. Cade stormed through the village, his sword drawn. He took out a soldier every three seconds on average, moving faster than anyone I’d ever seen. Mayhem had left the dogs and now blew fire at any soldier she could find, chasing them through the village.

      Near the armory, the fighters used their stolen weapons. They swung swords, fired arrows, defended with shields, and stabbed with pikes. On the other side of the village, soldiers were harassing the slaves who’d worn the collars, trying to round them up.

      Ruthlessly, I struck them down with lightning.

      “Your reign of terror is over,” I screamed, so loudly that I shocked even myself.

      Most looked up toward me, and I wondered what I looked like, flying in the sky on enormous wings of silver as lightning struck all around me.

      “Run or die!” I yelled.

      Most didn’t run, so I struck them down with lightning, guilt and satisfaction streaking through me. It was a gross combo. In a sense, it was good. For every evil soldier that fell, a former captive wasn’t being killed.

      Still, I hated it.

      I steeled myself, though, determined to finish the job.

      Finally, the last of the soldiers had fled. The rest were dead. The woman with the bag of potions raced through the village, handing them out to the wounded. I tried to count the wounded as I landed near Cade and Maira, but it was too dark to see without my lightning.

      Boris immediately leapt from my shoulder onto Cade, clearly preferring someone without wings. Fair enough. Rats weren’t meant to fly.

      Blood streaked Maira’s face and poured from a wound on her arm. But her eyes were bright with joy.

      “We did it,” she said. “You did it.”

      “We all did.” I looked around as people gathered near. When it seemed like everyone was there, I spoke. “We didn’t kill Cocidius. I am sorry. But we will. Soon. He will never return here, and I will destroy this war camp so it cannot be re-used.”

      “You can return home,” Cade said.

      Smiles broke out amongst the crowd, then cheers and shouts.

      “Leave here soon,” I said. “Gather your things so that I can destroy the buildings.”

      Everyone nodded, shouting thanks before departing. Maira lingered.

      “Do you want to come with us?” I asked. “There’s a portal to Earth.”

      She shook her head. “I have family in my village. And I want to see to it that everyone returns safely. Some have been prisoners for years. They’ll need help finding their way home.”

      I nodded, hugging her.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Thank you.” I pulled back. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Come back and visit, if you like.”

      “I just might.”

      She looked at Cade. “You’re a proper god.”

      He grinned and inclined his head.

      She smiled at us, then turned and left. I stood next to Cade and Boris. Mayhem joined us. Once everyone had cleared out of the buildings, I struck each one with lightning, setting it aflame.

      Last, I used my lightning to explode each of the rock platforms that made up the arena. Soon, it was nothing but rubble.

      As I looked at the destruction surrounding us, satisfaction surged through me. I looked at Cade. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      We arrived back at the Protectorate exhausted and filthy. It’d taken us hours to find the portal again, but at least Cade had one transportation charm left once we arrived at Hadrian’s Wall. It allowed us to cover the last several hundred miles home quickly.

      We appeared on the front lawn as dawn was peeking over the horizon. The castle’s windows glowed with warm golden light as gloaming turned to morning.

      “Never seen anything look so good,” Cade said.

      “I could eat a literal ton of food.”

      We started for the stairs, Mayhem zipping off to immediately alert our friends that we were home. Boris chittered happily as we walked into the foyer.

      “I don’t think he liked being the healer’s assistant,” Cade said.

      “It looks like we have a new friend.”

      Ana raced down the sweeping staircase, her gaze riveted to me. Cass followed her. They were both dressed in the same clothes as before, a clear indicator that they’d been busy this whole time as well. “Did you find her?”

      “Yes. But I couldn’t save her. Not yet.” The disappointment that welled in me was reflected in Ana’s eyes.

      She shook it away. “That’s okay. We will.”

      “Did you have any luck?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Cass helped me find the entrance to the goddess’s realm. We think she is Eris, the Greek goddess of discord and strife. But let’s call a meeting. The others will want to hear.”

      I nodded, and thanked Cass, who smiled.

      “Where’s Caro?” I asked. “Didn’t she go with you?”

      “Yeah, but we ran into a sticky situation, and she got hit with a fireball,” Ana said. “She’s fine, just getting patched up.”

      The things our friends risked for us…

      Damn, we were lucky.

      Mayhem zipped back through the room. “Did you find Jude and Hedy?”

      She yipped.

      “Can you tell them to meet us in the kitchen?” I thought my stomach was going to devour itself. Using all that magic—and the stress of losing Rowan—had left me famished.

      Mayhem yipped again, and flew off.

      We hurried down the stairs into the kitchen, where Hans bustled around the stove, his white apron covered in dusty flour.

      A fire burned in the large hearth, and copper pans hung from the ceiling. The scent of freshly baked bread made my mouth water.

      Hans looked up and grinned. “You look awful. Sit at the table.”

      “Thanks, Hans.”

      I lowered my aching body into a seat at the heavy round table in front of the hearth. Ana, Cass, and Cade joined me. Boris leapt onto the table, nose twitching.

      “New friend?” Ana asked.

      “Yep.” I rubbed his head with a single finger.

      “I’ve got a couple of rat buddies you might like, Boris,” Cass said. “Ralph and Rufus.”

      Boris tilted his head, considering.

      Hans appeared with great bowls of steaming stew which caught Boris’s attention. New friends were interesting, but food was better.

      Hans set the stew in front of us, along with bread and butter. Finally, glasses of red juice. He shook his finger at all of us. “Don’t forget your juice. Vitamins.”

      I grinned. Boris chittered.

      “I wouldn’t forget you,” Hans said. “I do not know who you are, but you are clearly a friend.”

      He laid a little platter of cheese in front of Boris, who squeaked with delight.

      We dug in, silently chowing down as memories of the fight rushed through my head. Ana was eating just as fast as we were.

      “Did you just return?” I asked.

      She nodded and swallowed. “We found a lead.”

      “Good.”

      Jude and Hedy hurried into the room, their eyes bright. Ali and Haris followed behind, dark circles under their eyes.

      “Well?” Jude said.

      “How did it go?”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the few strands of mahogany hair, laying them on the table. “That’s all I have of my sister.”

      “But she’s alive?” Hedy asked.

      “Yes.” I explained to them what had happened.

      “It sounds like there was a joining spell on her,” Hedy said. “She’s connected to Cocidius—maybe even the other gods—and cannot leave his side without his permission. You won’t be able to rescue her until you break the spell.”

      “Which means that when she was attacking us in the fae realm, she had his permission to be there,” Ana said.

      “Exactly,” Jude said.

      “Is that why her eyes grow cloudy sometimes and she doesn’t recognize me?” I asked.

      “So she does recognize you other times?” Hedy asked.

      “Yes. Briefly, in flashes.”

      Hedy smiled. “That’s good. No, it’s excellent. It means she’s fighting the spell. She’s trying to get away from him, to disobey his influence. Her strength increases your chances of success.”

      Both Ana and I sagged in relief. If Rowan’s strength could help us, that was great. She had always been the strongest.

      “How do we break the spell?” Cade asked.

      Hedy pointed to the hairs. “Those will help. We may be able to get an idea of what the spell was if there’s still a trace of the magic on them. Just a hint is all we need.”

      “Can you do that?” I asked.

      “I have someone,” Hedy said. “Melusine, in The Vaults.”

      I’d met the Ecklektica before. Just once, while visiting her shop.

      Boris finished his cheese and hopped over to Hedy. She petted his head, and his little eyes closed.

      Jude looked at Ana and Cass. “So you found the bloody goddesses realm?”

      “Yep,” Ana said. “It’s on the island of Despotiko, in Greece. The entrance is through a temple that was built to worship Eris, the Greek goddess of strife. Apparently she would visit battlefields just because she liked it. Maybe that’s why she’s covered in blood.”

      “We didn’t enter her realm, though,” Cass said. “That would be asking for trouble. But the place is totally abandoned now. Just a rock in the middle of the sea. No one living there.”

      “And we don’t want them knowing we’re coming,” Ana said.

      “Exactly.” Jude nodded, then turned to Haris and Ali. “And you two?”

      “We’ve narrowed the snowy god down to Chernobog, a West Slavic deity from the twelfth century AD,” Haris said. “But as for the entrance to his realm, we have only determined that it is somewhere in Germany. The north, most likely.”

      “I can help you,” Cass said. “Sounds like you have enough clues for me to get started.”

      Haris grinned, dark eyes shining. “Aye, if you’d pull a bloodhound on this, we’d appreciate it.”

      Pull a bloodhound? I chuckled softly.

      Cass inclined her head. “Anytime.”

      Excellent. That meant we had a lead on Eris, and we were about to have one on Chernobog. If I could just figure out which spell she was under, I could have my sister back.

      It was almost too good to believe.
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      After a night of fitful sleep—which was necessary because my magic was totally drained from the fight in Cocidius’s realm—Cade, Ana, and I went to The Vaults. We made our way quickly through the underground streets towards Melusine’s shop.

      Ana looked around with wide eyes, taking in the buildings built right into the rocks. “This place is creepy. But awesome.”

      “Agreed.” I sidestepped a wizard who stank of black magic.

      We continued up the street, until Cade stopped in front of the door to Madame Mystical’s Magical Mementos and held it open for us.

      I glanced at Ana. “Don’t call her Madame Mystical. You’ll regret it.”

      “Personal experience?”

      “Fortunately not, but after meeting Melusine, I believe the girl who gave me the advice.”

      I stepped inside the shop, immediately enjoying the interior. We’d never been big shoppers—never had the money—but this place was downright cool. The main room was three stories high, with illusions of pixies fluttering near the domed ceiling. Bookshelves full of fabulous objects edged the walls all the way to the top, and the middle was a sunken area filled with low display cases and chairs.

      Movement toward the back caught my eye. High up, Melusine clung to a ladder that reached three stories up. Her flame red hair tumbled down her back, glinting against the deep green catsuit that she wore. It shimmered like emeralds, complementing her gleaming stilettos.

      “Wow,” Ana murmured. “She’s got style.”

      “Yep.” It wasn’t our style, but I liked it all the same. The red and green made her look a bit like a Christmas tree, but she really rocked it.

      Quickly, Melusine slid down the ladder, pulling a complicated maneuver that I’d never manage in heels.

      She turned to us and grinned, her black eyes sparkling. “What brings you back again so soon?”

      “We’re here about a spell.” I stepped forward, crossing the space between us.

      Cade must have entered behind us, because her gaze snapped from me to him, and her grin widened even more.

      Suddenly, I didn’t exist in Melusine’s world. Neither did Ana.

      “She could do a toothpaste commercial,” Ana said, not bothering to lower her voice. It wasn’t like Melusine would notice us.

      As expected, Melusine didn’t so much as glance at us again. “Well, well. Cade. So nice to see you.”

      “Hello, Melusine.” His voice was brisk but polite. “We’re hoping that you can help us.”

      “Anything for you,” she purred.

      I sighed, and walked up to stop right in front of her. Reluctantly, her gaze left Cade—he hung behind a bit; smart man—and met mine.

      “What kind of spell?” Her voice had lost some of its warmth—which was fine, because it’d basically been on fire—but she was still friendly enough.

      I pulled an envelope from my pocket and handed it over. “There are a few hairs in there. The owner is enchanted with a joining spell of some kind. We’d like to know what it is exactly so that we can break it.”

      She frowned, brow creasing. “That’s serious. Let’s go.”

      She turned sharply on her heel and went to the back room where she conducted her magic. The small space was similar to the one we’d just left, but relatively empty. A round table in the middle held a stone basin.

      I followed Melusine to the table, Ana at my side. Cade stopped by the door, no doubt conscious of not distracting Melusine, who peeked inside the envelope, then drew out a single hair.

      “I’m going to see what I can find from this one,” she said. “It could destroy it, but it looks like there are about five more in there.”

      “That’s fine.”

      She nodded, handed the envelope back to me, then dropped the single hair into the water basin. Melusine was part Selkie, and as such, drew some of her magic from the water.

      I held my breath as I watched her hover her hand over the gleaming surface. Next to me, Ana did the same, leaning forward to get a better look.

      The water glowed white briefly, then a sickly yellow, then a deep red. Like blood.

      Melusine sighed and stepped back, her brow wrinkled. “This is outside of my area. But I think I know someone who can help.”

      “Who?”

      “Wait here, and you’ll see.” She spun and walked to the wall, pressing her hand against it.

      “She likes things to be cryptic, huh?” Ana whispered.

      “Seems so.”

      Beneath Melusine’s palm, the wall glowed with a pale light, then disappeared entirely, revealing a small alcove with a full-size mirror.

      My brows rose.

      Melusine tapped on the glass. “Mordaca! Aerdeca!”

      I glanced at Ana. Recognition shined in her eyes, just like I was sure it shined in mine.

      Mordaca and Aerdeca were Blood Sorceresses from Magic’s Bend. They plied their trade in Darklane, which was essentially the Vault’s counterpart across the ocean. We’d met them five years ago while helping Nix with a problem.

      “They have to be the same ones, right?” Ana said.

      “Have to be.”

      “Mordaca! Aerdeca! I know it’s late, but wake up!” Melusine shouted.

      Oh, right. It’d be the middle of the night over in Oregon, where Magic’s Bend was located.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming.” An annoyed, groggy voice sounded from inside the mirror. It was a raspy voice, like that of a woman who enjoyed cigarettes and whiskey on a regular basis. For one hundred years.

      A moment later, Mordaca appeared in the mirror. Her black bouffant hairdo made her look like Elvira, and somehow, she’d managed to pile on even more black eye makeup than the Mistress of the Dark. It was like a black mask that swept across her eyes. The black satin robe that she wore gleamed in the low light, and plunged deeply to reveal some seriously fabulous cleavage.

      That kind of chest would get in the way of my demon killing, but she looked like a sexy, scary supermodel.

      “What is it?” Mordaca asked.

      “We’ve got a doozy of a spell over here. Something I think you can handle.”

      “At this hour? I was just about to go to bed.”

      “It seems important.” Melusine shot a glance over her shoulder at me. “In fact, everything about this chick seems important.”

      “Who is it?” Mordaca peered around.

      Could she see me out of the mirror?

      Her gaze widened. “You! You’re the two who helped Nix a few years ago. With your funny car.”

      I frowned. I’d hardly call the buggy a “funny car.” But I needed her help, so I smiled and waved. “Yep. And we could really use some help if you have a chance.”

      She thrummed her black-painted nails against her arm. “You volunteered to help her fight Drakon, didn’t you? They didn’t pay you or anything, as I recall.”

      I shrugged. “Not for that job. Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      Mordaca nodded decisively. “Fine. But Aerdeca is going to hate this. She’s been asleep for hours.” She leaned away from the mirror and shouted behind her. “Aerdeca! Wake up! And bring the kit!”

      She turned back, grinning as she stepped out of the mirror and into Melusine’s workshop. “I always kind of like doing that.”

      I blinked, stunned. “Whoa. What kind of mirror is that?”

      “A very, very rare one,” Melusine said.

      “Does it go anywhere else?” I asked.

      “Just to Mordaca and Aerdeca’s shops. We consult on various jobs.”

      “Good for business.” Mordaca stalked toward me, and I realized that she was wearing furry black mules with her robe. She spared one interested glance at Cade, then stopped in front of me. “What is it that you need?”

      I handed her the envelope and explained the situation.

      Melusine joined us. “I think it’s blood magic.”

      Mordaca nodded. “We can figure out what it is, but it won’t come cheap.”

      “That’s fine.” I didn’t know where we’d get the money, but we’d manage. We’d been paid a bit by the Protectorate and still had some in our nest egg, but I’d heard about Mordaca and Aerdeca’s insane prices. “Do you take credit cards?”

      Cade stepped up beside me. “Cash will do?”

      Mordaca grinned at him, suddenly much more interested. “Of course. Six grand, even.”

      “I’ll go pick that up and be back in twenty minutes.” He turned to go.

      I grabbed his arm, my gaze meeting his. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back.”

      He nodded and smiled, but didn’t seem particularly concerned.

      As he loped out of the room, another woman stepped through the mirror.

      Aerdeca looked roughly as I remembered her—slim and blond, an icy version of her darker sister. Her pajamas were a classic white satin suit style, with her nails painted white to match. A black and white striped old-style doctor’s bag was clutched in her hand.

      “What is so important that I’m awake?” Her voice was sweet, but I knew enough not to be fooled.

      Only a fool would think she was the sweet one because of her voice and penchant for white.

      “A joining spell using blood magic,” Mordaca said. “And I have a feeling I know which spell.”

      Aerdeca’s brows rose. “Well that will cost a pretty penny.”

      “Indeed.” Mordaca smiled, her blood-red lips gleaming in the light.

      “I know just what I’ll buy.” Aerdeca strode over.

      “Another white suit that looks like all the rest?” Mordaca said.

      “Just because you can’t tell the difference doesn’t mean it’s not there.” She smiled sweetly at her sister. “Elvira.”

      I stifled a laugh.

      The two of them made a great team, but sniping wasn’t off the table.

      Aerdeca set her doctor’s bag on the edge of the round table and pulled out three daggers and an onyx bowl. Her gaze met mine. “We’ll need some of your blood for this.”

      Normally, I’d stay the hell away from blood magic. It straddled the line between the dark and the light—the main reason that the sisters ran their shop out of Darklane—and it just seemed creepy in general.

      But for Rowan?

      I stuck my arm out so fast I almost punched Aerdeca in the stomach.

      She raised a brow. “Enthusiastic, I see.”

      “I need to save my sister.”

      Her gaze softened, and she nodded. “This will pinch just a little.”

      Pain flared as she sliced the silver blade over my wrist, then tilted my arm so that blood flowed into the little basin. Once she’d collected a few drops, she handed me a white cloth and gestured to Ana. “You next.”

      I stepped back, keeping pressure on the wound, and watched as Aerdeca switched knives and repeated the procedure with Ana. Once she was done, she turned a fresh knife on herself, slicing into her own vein.

      “Do you normally do that?” From what I’d heard, a blood sorceress didn’t often use her own blood.

      “Rarely.” She held her dripping wrist over the bowl, then passed it over to Mordaca, who made her own contribution.

      After Mordaca finished, she dug out two vials of potion—one silver and one blue. She tilted the contents into the bowl while murmuring some words I didn’t recognize. Aerdeca joined her, their voices growing in volume.

      Power filled the room, magic sparking across my skin. It tasted of whiskey and sounded like chirping birds. Light glowed from the bowl as Aerdeca added a single one of Rowan’s hairs.

      The liquid hissed and fizzled as it received the hair, sputtering in the light. Red smoke rose up, twisting in the air to form an image of a flower with five pointed petals. Liquid seemed to drip from the tips of the petals. Purple smoke formed at the center of the bloom.

      Mordaca sighed. “As I thought. The Baeseldox weed.”

      Aerdeca set the bowl on the table, and the smoky flower disappeared.

      “You make it sound like it’s a bad thing,” Ana said.

      Aerdeca frowned. “It may not be. If you can find the weed. It’s the key ingredient in a potion called Capti Maximus. That’s the spell that has enchanted your sister. The antidote is made from the same weed. But there are very few on the planet.”

      “There’s even a chance they aren’t blooming right now,” Mordaca said.

      Shit. Fear made my stomach turn. “Where do we find the weed?”

      “I’ve heard rumors that there is one in Belgium. But just rumors.”

      “Can you make the potion if we find the bloom?” Ana’s voice was strained with worry.

      “If you find the bloom, you can make the potion,” Mordaca said. “Just boil one flower with a cup of water until it is deep red. Then drink.”

      “But it’s finding the bloom that is hard,” Aerdeca said.

      “We’ll find it.” We had to. “Do you have any leads at all? Belgium is pretty big if you’re just looking for a flower.”

      Aerdeca and Mordaca shared a glance.

      “You can go to The Alchemist, a hotel bar in Ghent,” Aerdeca said. “Ask for the Conductor. If the flower actually is in Belgium, he’ll know where. You said this was for your missing sister?”

      “Yes. She’s been kidnapped. Missing for five years and we’ve finally found her.”

      Aerdeca nodded. “If the Conductor gives you trouble, remind him that he owes us. We’re calling in our favor for the growth potion.”

      “For us? Thank you.” My chest warmed. Then my mind caught on to what she’d said. “Growth potion?”

      “He’ll know what it means,” Mordaca said. “But dress appropriately. The Alchemist is where the criminal underground mingles. But they do it in style. You’ll need to get past the guards, so look like you belong. And don’t draw attention if you don’t want a fight.”

      “Dress appropriately like a criminal?” Ana asked.

      “Criminals who wear haute couture, yes.” Aerdeca smiled.

      So, a dress. A fancy dress, if I had to guess. Wasn’t that what haute couture meant?

      I’d have to borrow one.

      Cade arrived at that moment, hesitating in the doorway, likely to make sure he didn’t interrupt any magic. He had an envelope in his hand, no doubt full of cash.

      Mordaca’s gaze landed on him, then she gestured between him and me. “You two should go. No large groups. You’d draw too much suspicion”

      She was right on that.

      Ana scowled. I felt for her. It couldn’t be easy with her magic not yet fully manifested. With Rowan’s life on the line, the stakes were the highest they’d ever been for us.

      “Where are we going?” Cade asked.

      “Ghent.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, the transport mage Emily gave Cade and me a ride to Ghent so we could conserve our transport charms, which were running precariously low.

      I stared up at the fancy hotel made of red brick. “It looks like a giant gothic wedding cake.”

      Cade’s gaze moved from the hotel to my dress, a tight black number that I’d borrowed from Caro. “You look beautiful.”

      I glanced down at the dress and the uncomfortable stilettos and laughed. “Better than my usual boots and leather, I guess.”

      “No.” His gaze met mine. “That’s better. But this is nice, too. Though maybe I like it because I can see more of you.”

      “So can the world.” I tugged the top up over my boobs, which seemed determined to make an escape by any means necessary. I gave him an up and down, enjoying the sight of him in a tux.

      I whistled low.  Damn, if he didn’t look good.

      He grinned, a devilish smile that indicated he knew just what I was thinking.  If this were a date, I’d drag him into a dark corner and kiss the sense out of him.

      I shook my head. We were not here for that.

      “Let’s do this.” I picked up my small duffel bag full of real clothes—no way I’d stay in this getup longer than I had to—and teetered across the cobblestone street toward the building. “This just reconfirms my admiration for women who can do stuff in heels. That shit is a skill.”

      “I’m grateful I’ll never have to know.”

      “Benefit of the patriarchy, my friend.”

      He grinned and nodded, stashing his duffel back behind a large potted bush. Fortunately, the street was clear so no one could see us. I added mine to his, then straightened and tugged my dress down over my butt.

      Cade held out his arm, and I took it, butterflies in my stomach. I might not be comfortable in this dress, but play-acting a date was actually really nice.

      We’d have to do this for real one day.

      We walked toward the entrance of the hotel—the back entrance, as far as I could tell—and entered the bottom of a fabulous spiral stairwell. The thing was massive, sweeping up several stories. I clung to Cade’s arm as we climbed.

      “I vow to practice high heels,” I muttered. “If undercover is part of the job, I need to learn to walk in these things. And maybe kill a demon with the heel.”

      “Both valuable skills.”

      “Right through the eye. It’d be gruesome, but effective.”

      He chuckled. “Agreed.”

      We reached the top, and the sound of laughing guests and clinking glassware led us toward the bar on the other side of the lobby.

      “This place is fancy,” I muttered. “Though, in fairness, I haven’t seen much besides the Death’s Door Saloon and the Whisky and Warlock. It doesn’t take much to impress me.”

      Cade squeezed my arm against his side and led me toward the bar.

      Two hulking guards stood by the entrance, their tuxes straining at the seams. They eyed us as we approached, and my heart thudded slightly harder. We didn’t need any trouble here. Not at this phase of the operation. You couldn’t fight your way to information—not easily at least.

      I tried on my snootiest expression—I had no idea if it actually worked—and sailed through the entryway, intensely aware of their gazes burning into me.

      It was an elegant space with small tables scattered around the bar. Two bartenders in sharp white shirts and black ties shook their cocktail shakers in a complicated rhythm that looked like a dance.

      “I bet they could make something fabulously pink,” I said. Caro had told me these guys were some of the best bartenders in the world. “Not that I should drink it right now, but…”

      “We’ll come back. When this is all over, we can do a vacation here.”

      I smiled briefly, liking the idea. “At a criminal underworld hotspot?”

      I glanced around, taking in the sharp eyes of most of the guests. Supernaturals of all varieties, these people were here doing business—the kind that could get a person killed.

      “Live dangerously, aye?”

      “I don’t need much help with that.” I let go of his arm and sauntered to the bar—or at least, tried to—then leaned on it and smiled at the bartender.

      It took him ages to notice me, but when he finally did, he smiled and spoke like I was the only person in the world. “And what can I do for you, miss?”

      “We’re here to see the Conductor.”

      The bartender’s brows rose briefly. “Who sent you?”

      “Mordaca and Aerdeca, from Darklane.”

      “You’ll find the Conductor in the private bar. Tell one of the guards you need to see him. He’ll take you there.”

      “Thank you.”

      Cade and I departed quickly. As soon as we made it out of the bar filled with mob bosses and underworld types, my shoulders relaxed slightly.

      It was probably too soon to relax, though. We were going to the private bar. Wasn’t that normally where all the bad stuff happened? In a room in the back?

      Cade stopped near the guard on the left. Though they were equal in height, the guard was a good hundred pounds heavier. Even his neck had bulging muscles. All the same, I’d bet money Cade could wipe the floor with him.

      “We’re here to see the Conductor. The bartender told us that you could be our escort,” Cade said.

      The guard glanced back into the bar, then nodded, seeming satisfied. “This way.”

      We followed him across the lobby and up another set of stone spiral stairs to a quiet room at the top. It was round, with windows on all sides. No doubt one of the gothic towers.

      A man sat in a comfortable chair by the window, sipping from a glass of golden liquid. His magic radiated from him, a strong fizzing sensation that wasn’t quite comfortable.

      What the heck was he?

      “Some people to see you, boss,” our guard said.

      The man looked up, keen eyes taking us in. He had to be in his fifties, with sharp features that reminded me of a ferret’s.

      The guard stepped out and shut the door behind him.

      “Mordaca and Aerdeca sent us.” I stepped forward. “We are looking for a Baeseldox weed, and they said you might have a lead on it.”

      “Ah. Mordaca and Aerdeca.” He stroked his chin, a nerdy, villainous move I’d only ever seen in movies. Was this guy for real? He gestured toward chairs next to him. “Come closer.”

      I stepped forward, shivering at the weird feel of his magic. It grew stronger the nearer we got—and way less comfortable. Leave it to Aerdeca and Mordaca to hang out with weirdos like this guy.

      Cade took the seat next to him, leaving me farther away. I appreciated it. “Do you know of any Baeseldox weed nearby?”

      “I do. But the information will cost you.”

      “Mordaca and Aerdeca are calling in their favor for the growth potion. Whatever that means.”

      The slightest hint of a flush rose from his collar, and I suddenly got the idea. I clenched my jaw to keep from making a sound.

      He nodded sharply. “There’s been rumor that some Baeseldox weed is growing beneath the city castle.”

      “Gravensteen?” Cade asked.

      “The very one. There’s supposed to be an underground river and waterfall. At the base grows the flower.”

      “Why is it so hard to get to, then?”

      “The Viscount who lives in the castle isn’t keen on sharing.” A wheezy chuckle escaped him. “No one has seen him in decades, and it’s impossible to get into the castle. And since there are rumors of an active torture dungeon, no one is trying.”

      Well, I was going to try. With Rowan’s life at stake, a measly torture dungeon couldn’t keep me away.

      “Do you have any ideas how we could get in?” Cade asked.

      “None whatsoever. You’ll have to go see what you can find.” He stood, gesturing for the door. “I’ve fulfilled my debt to Aerdeca and Mordaca. You may go now.” The words were hard.

      Right. That was clear. And we’d gotten what we could from him. I stood. “Thanks.”

      His lips pressed together as he stared at me. No doubt this meeting hadn’t gone as planned. Not that he’d had time to expect much, but he hadn’t expected us to mention the growth potion, it was clear.

      I made quick work getting to the door, wobbling only once. The air vibrated with magic from the bar, bringing with it a tense discomfort. Cade followed me down the stairs. We didn’t hesitate as we made our way quickly across the lobby and down the main stairwell.

      The night air was warm as we spilled out onto the dimly lit street. I sucked in a grateful breath. “Give me a pub any day. I don’t care how good the drinks are in there.”

      Cade nodded. “Aye. Perhaps we’ll vacation somewhere else.”

      My mouth quirked at the second mention of a vacation. Maybe it would really happen. Was I ready for that?

      I had no idea. And right now, it didn’t matter.

      Outside, I sucked in a deep breath. Even the air felt cleaner out here. I hurried toward the potted bush and grabbed our bags, tossing one to Cade. “Let’s find a public restroom, then go scout out the castle.”

      I could make us invisible—and it’d be kind of thrilling to change out in the street, even though no one could see us—but I really should save my power.

      “Aye, good plan.”

      We hurried down the street until we found a public restroom. As fun as it’d been to wear the dress, I was glad to get back into my jeans and boots and leather jacket.

      I met Cade out on the street. He was back in his black tactical gear, which was also much more suited to sneaking into a famous castle with a torture chamber.

      “According to my phone, the castle is back this way,” Cade said. “Let’s stash our bags and go.”

      We hid them behind some three-dimensional wall art, then hoofed it down the street. Couples strolled along, many of them students, and musicians played beneath a bridge, making the night seem so lovely and normal.

      But until I had Rowan back, lovely wasn’t a state of affairs that I was familiar with.

      “We shouldn’t be far,” Cade said.

      About ten minutes later, an enormous castle appeared across the street. It was a hulking beast of a thing.

      I shivered. “It just screams torture chamber.”

      “Now, now. That’s just in the basement.”

      I chuckled as I studied the imposing front. “There are no guards.”

      “They don’t need any. That door looks impenetrable.”

      “And no one in the city would mount a siege anyway. Who wants to get into the torture chamber besides us?”

      “Not a clue. Let’s check the walls.”

      We skirted around the castle, trying to look casual and keeping our distance, until we reached the back, where the river was located. Rivers flowed all through Ghent apparently, and the castle’s back wall plunged right down into the murky water.

      “That has some possibilities, right?” I asked.

      “Let’s find out.”

      We found a bridge to cross the water so we could check out the entire back wall. Old buildings sat on our side street, with the even more ancient castle looming in the moonlight.

      “It really is a beast of a thing,” I said.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever said this before, but that building is creepy.”

      “Ha, if it scares you, then I want no part of it.”

      But for Rowan, I’d find a way into that creepy castle, no matter what it took.

      Movement at the castle wall—low down near the water—caught my eye. I dropped down behind a large bush, reaching up to drag Cade with me. He dropped silently, and we peered between the leaves.

      “It’s a boat,” I whispered. “Coming right out of the wall.”
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      “There has to be an entrance at the base of the castle wall,” Cade murmured.

      I squinted through the dark. That stretch of wall was in the shadow of the moonlight, which made it hard to see, but I called on the magic of Heimdall, asking my eyes to sharpen.

      As my vision adjusted, shadows smoothed out and light glowed very faintly. “Yep. An arched gate.”

      The boat cleared the heavy metal gate and drifted into the river. The gate began to slide silently down behind it, and kept going, long after it reached the surface of the water.

      “The gate goes under the water, doesn’t it?” Cade asked.

      “Yep. No swimming under.”

      “It’ll be enchanted, too, I’d wager. Not that we can afford a loud break-in in the middle of the city.”

      “No. I don’t want to fight whoever is in that castle.” I squinted at the boat as it passed. It was long and low, with an open cargo section behind the driver, who sat up in the bow. The thing didn’t move fast—it was impossible to in this river. Big barrels were stacked behind him. I strained my eyes in the low light, finally catching the world Bier. “That’s a freaking beer delivery.”

      “Well, it is Belgium.”

      “Let’s follow it. That boat is our ticket into the castle.”

      Cade grinned. “I like how you think.”

      We waited a while, long enough to let the boat get nearly out of sight, then hurried after it.

      “Thank fates these things are slow,” I muttered.

      Thirty minutes later, we arrived at a large stone building with many windows. It pressed right up against the river, and the boat floated in through another gate.

      There must be a lot of interior wharfs in the city.

      I scanned the exterior wall that was perpendicular to the water, finally spotting a side entrance on the sidewalk. “Let’s try that. This place can’t be that well-guarded.”

      “Belgians are serious about their beer.” There was humor in Cade’s voice.

      We hurried to the door, which was a modern metal thing set into the old stone walls. I tested it, knowing it was pointless. Yep. It didn’t budge. “You’re right. Serious about their beer security.”

      “But you’ve got skills.”

      “That I do.” I grinned and dug into my pocket, pulling out my little lock picking kit. They’d gotten rusty since Venice and needed a workout. “Can’t keep these in a dress.”

      “Certainly not.”

      Though I had liked wearing it. Just not for work. I glanced around the darkened streets, glad to find it empty. Seemed like we were in a more business-y district or something, since no one was walking from bar to restaurant. “Keep an eye out, okay?”

      “Aye.” He positioned himself behind me, trying to shield me as I knelt on the cold ground.

      I slipped the little picks into the lock and fiddled about, using the skills I’d honed over the years. Finally, there was a click.

      “Jackpot.” I pulled the picks free and stood.

      I yanked open the heavy door, and slipped inside the darkened corridor, Cade at my back.

      “Best to do this at night,” Cade said.

      “No kidding. I’d hate to run into any of those beer-protecting Belgians.” I strode silently down the empty hall, seeking an entrance to the tiny harbor that must be inside this building.

      It was a simple structure, with wide wood floor planks and white walls that looked to have been added long after the original construction. A light glowed from ahead, and I followed it to a heavy wooden door.

      I pressed my ear against the surface, listening. There were no voices, so I slowly pushed it open, peeking inside.

      Hundreds of barrels lined the walls, and beyond them, the water glinted darkly. I glanced at Cade and nodded, then slipped inside. He followed, closing the door silently behind him.

      We ducked behind some barrels, taking in the room. It was large, probably a third of the size of the whole building.

      A man was tying the little boat off to the dock. I waited anxiously as he finished, debating our options.

      Finally, I leaned toward Cade and whispered, “I’m going to threaten him into giving us info. Can you glower at him and hit him with your war power? Put the fear of fate into him?”

      He nodded.

      Good. I didn’t relish the idea of scaring the guy, so no way I could actually torture the info out of him. Not even for Rowan. She wouldn’t want me to do that to an innocent delivery man.

      But that meant we had to make the scaring good.

      “On three,” I whispered, then counted down.

      At three, I slipped out from behind the barrels and silently rushed up to the poor sap, who was now bent over his paperwork and scribbling furiously. He wasn’t much bigger than me, so it was easy to wrap an arm around his throat and tug tightly.

      A blast of electric energy shot through me, throwing me off him. I slammed to my back, pain ripping at my insides as confused panic flashed in my mind.

      What the hell?

      Aching, I scrambled upright in time to see Cade lift the guy off his feet by his lapels, his big hand crushed over the man’s mouth to keep him from screaming.

      I limped toward them. “What the hell was that?”

      Cade glared at the guy and let his magical signature flare. The clashing of swords and the scent of a storm at sea filled the room, along with the silver glow of his aura. He growled, “Answer her. And if you scream, I’ll gut you.”

      The man paled.

      Frankly, I might have paled a bit as well. Cade could be damned scary when he wanted to be.

      “Well?” Cade’s voice was gravel.

      The man nodded frantically, his legs twitching in the air.

      Cade removed his hand.

      “I’m an electric eel shifter.” The man gasped. “I do that when I’m startled.”

      “You’re not startled now?” Cade asked.

      “Uh, yeah. Wouldn’t you be?” Sweat rolled down the man’s temple. “But I gotta recharge.”

      “Then let’s make this quick,” I said. “And don’t stall. Because your puny electric blast can’t hurt a guy like my friend here.”

      The man nodded, eyes wide. “I don’t have the keys to the safe, if that’s what you want.”

      “I don’t.” I leaned close, searching his eyes for truthfulness. “I want to know how you get into the castle. Any passwords when you deliver the beer?” I reached into his front right pocket and removed the wallet that I’d seen peeping out. I pulled an ID card from the thing and read the name, then looked up at him. “Louis?”

      “I’ll lose my job!” he squeaked.

      “You’ll lose your life if you don’t tell us. And now I know where you live.” I waved the card at him as guilt tugged at me. We’d have to make sure he didn’t lose his job somehow. But I was willing to deal with that cleanup if it meant rescuing Rowan. “So tell me quick. How do you get in? And don’t lie, because I can freaking smell it.”

      Yeah, that was an actual lie, but I liked the growl in my voice.

      His eyes darted, then the words began to spill out. “Bring the boat up to the gate. Press the bow to the metal, then say ‘Ik heb een levering voor je van je grootste bewonderaar.’”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, frantically memorizing the phrase.

      “I have a delivery from your most fervent admirer. In Dutch. The gate will open. When the guards let you in, don’t move quickly. And….”

      I poked him in the stomach with my finger. “Tell me.”

      “If there’s another password—sometimes they don’t ask for it—it’s Pompoen.”

      “Pompoen?”

      “Pumpkin in Dutch. I don’t know why.”

      “Fine. Anything else?”

      “You don’t want to go in there.” His eyes were stark. “It’s—it’s not a good place.”

      “I don’t have a choice. My sister’s life is at stake.”

      “When will the next staff members arrive?” Cade asked.

      Sweat rolled down his forehead. “Morning. Maybe eight hours from now.”

      Cade nodded sharply. “Good. We’ll tie you up. They’ll find you.”

      “You’re not going to hurt me?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “We wouldn’t be threatening you at all, if it weren’t life or death.”

      The guy nodded, like he got it. Suddenly I felt extra guilty for the scare we’d given him. “Sorry about this.”

      He didn’t forgive me, but he didn’t spit on me, either, so I counted it a victory.

      Cade lowered him to the ground and found some line to bind his hands and wrists, then he set him up in a chair near some barrels.

      Before he could bind the guy’s mouth, our captive spoke. “If you’re going tonight, tell them you have the Tripel.”

      “The beer?”

      “Yes. The Viscount wanted more of it. Maybe it will make you less suspicious to them.”

      My chest warmed. “Thanks.”

      “For your sister. I wouldn’t want anyone to be trapped in that castle. But just—just bring my boat back if you can.”

      I looked at Cade, really wanting to fulfill the guy’s request but knowing we probably couldn’t.

      Cade’s brow wrinkled. “We’ll bring you a replacement if we can’t get this one.”

      The man’s shoulders slumped.

      “We’ll try,” I promised. “We’ll make this right.”

      Cade bound the man’s mouth quickly. While he worked, I scouted the barrels for a few that said Tripel.  I spotted them close by and gestured Cade to follow me.

      “Let’s load a couple of these. Make it look real.”

      “Get the empties off the boat. I’ll bring these.”

      I did as he asked, heaving three empty barrels off the boat so he could replace them with full ones. Then we climbed on the boat and undid the lines. The engine hummed quietly as we started it up, and I took one last look at the guy we’d just screwed.

      I wanted to say sorry again, but it was more for my benefit than his, so I kept my mouth shut.

      Rowan, I reminded myself. Rowan.

      Cade drove us down the river back to the castle. As we neared, I called upon my magic from Loki, building an illusion that made Cade look like the beer delivery man and made me disappear into thin air.

      “Well done.” Cade maneuvered the boat up to the gate and pressed the bow to it. “Ik heb een levering voor je van je grootste bewonderaar.”

      Man, this Viscount guy had to be totally full of himself.

      “Wat is er?” a voice barked.

      Cade glanced at me. He couldn’t see me, but I’d bet my eyes were as wide as his right now. We didn’t know Dutch.

      “Shit,” I murmured.

      “Tripel.” Cade said, trying to pitch his voice to that of the delivery guy’s. “Tripel.”

      There was a smattering of Dutch, no doubt the guards debating. My heart leapt into my throat as I waited.

      Come on. Come on.

      Finally, the gate creaked slowly open.

      Yes.

      I stayed stock-still as Cade drove the boat through the gate, trying not to move a single muscle. Trying not to even breathe.

      It was damp and dark within the castle’s tiny underground harbor. A demon stood on a narrow walkway next to a gate, glaring at us. His horns were sawed off, and his vest was hung with wicked-looking blades.

      I wanted to hit him with a dagger right off the bat, but what if there were a lot more of them? Or another checkpoint?

      Better to play by their rules.

      “Paswoord?” he growled.

      The question didn’t sound like the last one. So the answer couldn’t be Tripel.

      Jeez, looked like I needed to study languages and learn to walk in high heels if I really wanted to be successful at the Protectorate. This undercover spy stuff was hard. Even looking like the delivery guy didn’t assuage this guard’s suspicion.

      Cade’s brow wrinkled briefly, then he said, “Pompoen.”

      The guard frowned, then nodded, gesturing ahead of us.

      My shoulders sagged.

      Thank fates.

      Cade steered the boat slowly toward the wider part of the tiny harbor. The guard ambled along beside us, eyeing the contents of the boat. Good thing we’d put the Tripel barrels in.

      Cade pulled the boat up to the dock, where two more demons waited. Same species, all with sawed-off horns and magic that smelled like mold. Or maybe it was this dank underground cave built of stone and filled with gross water.

      As Cade tied the boat off, I laid my hand on his back and leaned near to his ear, close enough to breathe, “Now.”

      I lunged up, drew my daggers from the ether, and hurled them at the two farthest guards. The blades shined as they turned end over end, finally sinking into the necks of the demons. Chests were bigger targets, but with demons, you never could quite tell where the heart was located.

      But everyone needed their necks.

      Blood spurted from around the blades as the demons grabbed at their necks, eyes wide. They tumbled onto their backs, landing with a thud.

      Beside me, Cade drew his sword from the ether and lunged toward the last remaining demon, swinging gracefully. He decapitated the beast before it could draw its own weapon, and I dodged an arc of arterial blood.

      When the demon fell and the blood stopped spraying, I straightened. “Well, that’s our good deed for the day. Sending those bastards back where they belong.”

      “They’ll be back again, eventually.”

      “True enough.” I hopped out onto the stone quay.

      It didn’t take demons terribly long to wake up in the underworld once their bodies had disappeared from Earth. But getting out was often harder, requiring dark magic that was most frequently sponsored by some lowlife scum like the Viscount.

      I didn’t like to throw around the phrase “low-life scum,” but the guy had a torture dungeon. That was enough for me.

      Cade followed me off the boat, and we began to search the underground harbor. There wasn’t much. Just a stone quay wedged between the murky water and a wall. One door clearly led up into the castle, but a few more went to mysterious places.

      “Where the hell is the waterfall?” Cade asked.

      I studied the dingy water that our boat floated upon. It looked still, but the boat was being dragged slightly to the back of the harbor, which was a dead-end. The motor was off, so how was that possible? I peered hard at the water. Just barely, I could make out the movement of the murky stuff.

      Jackpot.

      I pointed toward the back wall. “Some of the water is headed that way. The boat is tugging at the lines.”

      “You think some of the water is flowing out and going down into the earth? Under the castle, like a waterfall?”

      “Yep. So we need to go deeper into the castle.”

      “Let’s find out which door conceals our prize.”

      I headed straight for the door closest to the back of the harbor, which was where I hoped the waterfall was located. When I pressed my ear to the wood and used Heimdall’s power, I picked up the sound of trickling water. “Let’s try this one.”

      I tugged at the door, but it wouldn’t budge. The door handle felt weirdly sticky beneath my palm, and I drew away, inspecting it. “Ew. Spiderwebs.”

      I tried to shake it off my hand—an instinctual freak-out reaction that obviously did no good—then rubbed my palm against the rough stone wall.

      “Looks like they don’t use this often, then.”

      “Try never.”

      Cade grinned and tugged open the door, putting his strength into it until the lock broke and the door swung open.

      “That works,” I said, staring down the dark spiral staircase leading down. A sickly yellow light glowed from below. “Right out of a ghost story.”

      “I’m telling you, this place is creepy.”

      I stepped into the hall. “Don’t worry, hon. I’ll protect you.”

      He pressed a kiss to the back of my head. “I’m counting on it.”

      I grinned, liking his slightly teasing tone. It was playful, but also like he really might trust me to do it. And couldn’t I? My new powers were making me mega capable. And he’d always been mega capable.

      So we’d protect each other.

      Yep. I liked that idea.

      Cade quietly shut the door behind us, and I made my way down the stairs, my steps silent and all my senses alert. A faint glow came from below, the only illumination in the dark, damp stairwell. My improved eyesight probably helped, because light couldn’t have an easy time traveling up a spiral staircase.

      This was the worst part of castles—the cold reality of ancient stones and dampness. I dragged my fingertips along the walls, steadying myself as I tried not to lose my footing on the tiny stairs.

      The glow grew brighter, bluer and fiercer, bringing with it a clammy feeling and a dusty scent.

      “Do you feel that?” Cade murmured from behind me.

      “Yeah.” I shuddered. “Feels awful.”

      Whatever this magic was, I wouldn’t like it.

      As the light shined brighter on the walls, I noticed the deep scratch marks in the stone. Creepy.

      By the time we reached a small landing that glowed with a bright blue light, the dark magic had made me queasy. My heart thundered and my stomach turned.

      The space was small. Eight feet by six feet, max, and a glowing blue wall blocked our way. It was semi-transparent, but hard to see through. The magic that emitted from it made my skin crawl and my muscles weaken.

      “What the hell is it?” I asked.

      Cade stepped closer to me, gripping my hand. His warmth flowed up my arm, strengthening my muscles. I still wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight—not with this weird magic affecting me—but he made me feel better.

      And not just because it was him. Because he was alive and that wall felt like death.

      Cade leaned in front of me, reaching for the stone wall at my right. He pulled a clump of strange yellow moss off the rock—how the hell did it live in this kind of environment?—and tossed it at the shimmering blue wall.

      The moss sailed through, crumbling into brown dust as the light surrounded it.

      “The wall is death,” Cade said. “An ancient magic. One that cannot be manipulated by humans.”

      “So we can’t cross it?” Panic welled in my chest, my gaze riveted to the crumbled brown moss that was turning to dust.

      I’d die for Rowan. For Ana.

      No question.

      But if I died before I got the antidote to the spell? That’d be pointless. My mind scrambled.

      How the hell could we pass through this wall? I studied it, taking in everything, hunting for an idea. Anything.

      When the wall in front of me shimmered, I almost didn’t notice.

      Cade squeezed my hand. “Look.”

      My gaze darted toward it.

      A figure stepped out of the shimmering blue. It was made of the same blue light, but a haze of gray surrounded it. A cowl covered its features, long robes dusting the floor. As it drifted nearer to us, I flinched, stepping backward.

      It reminded me of a Phantom, but this creature was death. Far worse than any Phantom.

      “Stop!” I commanded.

      I couldn’t fight this thing, and I didn’t want to run. Not when we were so close.

      The creature didn’t stop. I drew my blade from the ether and pointed it toward the figure. The feeling of death closed over me, a darkness that seeped through my muscles and tried to drag me to the floor.

      The figure’s chest pierced itself on my blade, but it didn’t seem to notice. My muscles tensed. I stepped backward, but the creature drifted to a stop, my blade still piercing its chest.

      “You dare to trespass upon my domain?” Its voice sounded like the winds of death.

      “I’d prefer not to, honestly,” I said.

      “We seek a flower,” Cade said. “A single bloom.”

      “A bloom with more magic than you can comprehend,” the creature hissed.

      “Well, that’s why we want it,” Cade said. “We must pass.”

      “Perhaps you might.”

      “Are you death?” I asked.

      “I am not, but I am his minion.”

      That wasn’t much better. “How do we cross?”

      “Seven seconds to answer a riddle. Do not fail, or you shall fall. The kiss of death I shall place upon thee.”

      I shivered, colder than I’d ever been in all my life.

      If this creature lunged for us, I couldn’t escape. Its magic had weakened me too greatly. And if it touched me…

      Death.

      No question.

      “What’s the riddle?” Cade asked.

      The creature hissed, soft and fast,

      “As I was going to St. Ives,

      I met a man with seven wives,

      Each wife had seven sacks,

      Each sack had seven cats,

      Each cat had seven kits:

      Kits, cats, sacks, and wives,

      How many were there going to St. Ives?”

      Oh shit—math.

      My mind raced. Seven times seven times seven times seven. Or was it plus seven?

      A noise buzzed in my head as I tried to calculate how many there were. Beside me, Cade murmured softly. Quickly.

      Come on. Come on.

      I tried to recite it again in my head. Had I missed something? As I was going to St. Ives.

      It pinged in my head. This wasn’t a math problem at all. It was a freaking riddle.

      I looked up at Cade. His eyes were wide as they met mine, sudden understanding dawning in their green depths.

      “One.” We said it at the same time, then turned to death’s minion. “One.”

      “It’s just one,” I said. “Only he is going to St. Ives. The others don’t go with him. He meets them on the way, so they’re going the other direction.”

      Death’s minion inclined his head, then swept his arm out to the blue wall. The terrible magic shimmered and disappeared, along with death’s minion.

      “Oh shit.” A shuddery breath escaped me, and I raced through, sparing a glance for the crumbled brown remains of the moss.

      Sweat dampened my skin as I continued hurrying down the stairs, finally spilling out onto a narrow platform at the edge of a great cavern. I teetered on the edge of a cliff that plunged downward, arms pinwheeling and the sword in my hand glinting in the light from above.

      Cade grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked me back. I collapsed against the wall next to him, panting.

      “This place is incredible,” Cade said.

      “No kidding.”

      The sight before me was stunning. It was massive, a huge domed cavern that glowed with light emitting from large shining rocks in the ceiling. A ledge ran high along the wall, circling around the cavern to the far side, where it spilled water in a thin waterfall. The water glowed clear and light blue, almost like the muddy river water had been filtered through the earth before being poured into a pool.

      I pointed to it. “It must flow from the river above, around the cavern, and then spill into there.”

      “Not easy to get there, though.”

      “No, it’s not.” We were a good hundred yards away, and there was a massive crevasse in the ground in front of us. It stretched twenty yards, with spindly spires of stone sticking up to form a hopscotch of a bridge. On the other side, a field of flowers sat sandwiched between the crevasse and the pool of water.

      I crept toward the edge and peered down into the blackness. I could fly across, but Cade…

      He stepped up beside me. “You fly. I’ll walk.”

      “No. Too dangerous.”

      “This is nothing.”

      Dark magic shimmered up from the depths. “Let me test it. This doesn’t feel right. After death’s minion tried to stop us, no way this will be easy.”

      Cade frowned, brow creased.

      I called on my wings, letting them flare behind my back. I pointed to them. “Let me test it. These will protect me. Falling won’t be an issue.”

      He nodded, and though he clearly didn’t like me testing the dangerous stuff, he wasn’t dumb enough to tell me not to. And he trusted me.

      I liked that.

      I sucked in a breath and gripped my sword—my security blanket—then stepped onto the first stone. It was only about a foot in diameter, and who knew how tall it was.

      I certainly didn’t want to find out.

      My heart thundered as I hopped from stone to stone. I was ten feet from the edge when it crumbled beneath my feet. I plummeted, a scream trapped in my throat and my stomach jumping.

      I nearly dropped my sword from the shock, but I gripped it tightly. My wings caught the air, and I forced them down, flying upward.

      Something grabbed my ankle.

      I kicked and looked down. A dark gray vine twined around my ankle, pulling me down.

      “Bree!” Cade shouted, fear in his voice.

      I doubled over, swinging my sword downward to sever the vine. My steel clashed with it, but bounced off, as if the thing were made of impenetrable rubber.

      Oh, shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      My head roared as the vine dragged me down. No matter how hard I moved my wings, I wasn’t strong enough. My heart drummed against my ribs.

      A flash of ghostly blue shined in the corner of my vision. It darted down toward the vine.

      Mayhem!

      She blasted her flame at the vine, a massive plume bigger than any she’d ever created. The vine recoiled, releasing my ankle and jerking away.

      I shot into the air, flying high over the crevasse and toward the waterfall. When I’d cleared the dangerous gorge, I landed at a run, panting. I finally found my footing and spun to check on Mayhem.

      She was fluttering high up, a pleased grin on her face, but it was Cade who caught my eye.

      He was scaling the far wall, descending into the crevasse to rescue me. He was going to go down, across, and up. And damn, he was fast.

      “Cade! Stop!”

      He halted and turned. Relief flashed on his face when he saw me, and he hurriedly began to climb back up. A whip of dark gray vine extended up from below him.

      “Mayhem!” I pointed to the vine.

      She flashed toward it, blowing her flame at the vine and escorting Cade up to the top.

      “Thanks for trying!” I shouted at him, really quite thrilled that he kept leaping into danger for me. Not that I wanted him to get hurt trying to save me—hell no—but the idea that he would? Repeatedly?

      Yeah, I liked that a lot.

      I shook the thoughts away and turned. We didn’t have a lot of time, and I needed that damned flower. At least the Rebel Gods needed Rowan for her magic. That would keep her alive. I hoped.

      A field of flowers spread in front of me, in every shade from the rainbow glinting in the strange white light from overhead.

      “Ah, crap.” It was a lot of flowers.

      And they all looked different.

      Like, whoa different.

      This would take hours.

      I called upon Heimdall’s magic, hoping to strengthen my vision to be able to spot the red flower with the dripping petals. It worked, but I still had to sort through them all, gazing at each one for at least a half second.

      Slowly, I walked through the flowers, anxiety rising with every step. What if it wasn’t here?

      I sucked in a calming breath and kept going.

      After ten minutes with no luck, I groaned and dragged my fingers through my hair. This wasn’t working. There were just too many.

      I spun in a circle, eyeing the whole place.

      A flower with dripping petals…

      My eye caught on the waterfall.

      Duh.

      I hurried toward the spilling water, edging around the pool and climbing over rocks to reach the falls. The water glowed with an eerie white light, sparkling as I neared.

      Maybe the water was what helped the flower become so powerful?

      Droplets splashed my face as I neared, refreshing and crisp. They fizzed, like champagne pops on the tongue. I folded my wings into my body, slipping behind the falls into an alcove. The small space glittered with light from more of the strange stones that were in the ceiling. They shined on the ground, illuminating a single flower.

      A red flower with a purple center—dripping water from the petals.

      Joy burst in my chest, a buzz that sang through my whole body.

      Shaking, I dug the hard, plastic container out of my pocket and unscrewed the lid. Water soaked through my jeans as I knelt and picked the small bloom, placing it carefully inside the container and screwing the lid back on.

      I tucked it back in my jacket pocket and zipped it up to keep the flower safe. It took some wiggling of the zipper to make it fit, but I managed.

      As soon as it was safe, I sprinted from behind the waterfall and raced through the field of flowers. Cade waited for me on the other side, a grin stretched across his face.

      “You found it?”

      He didn’t have to shout, and he knew it. My new hearing picked it up. I nodded enthusiastically and unfurled my wings, taking off into the air and flying high over the crevasse. I eyed it for more of the dark gray vines, but Mayhem flew below me, a furry escort with breath of fire.

      I was panting as I landed, excitement racing through me.  “Let’s get out of here.”

      Cade nodded and turned, expression now businesslike. As he started up the stairs, I grabbed his arm. “Slowly. Just in case that death wall pops back up.”

      Fortunately, it didn’t. But by the time we made it up to the main level, I could hear commotion in the tiny harbor. I tugged on the back of Cade’s shirt, but he’d already stopped.

      “You hear that?” I whispered.

      “Aye. My wolf gives me better hearing. Sounds like they’ve found the boat. And noticed the missing guards.”

      I nodded. The demons’ bodies would have disappeared by now, returned to their underworld.

      “I’ll make us invisible.”

      “Aye, good plan. But we’ll need to go out another way. We won’t be able to get through the enchanted gate.”

      I stuck out my hand. “Hang on to me, then, and let’s find another way out.”

      He grinned, a devastating sight, and took my hand.

      A frisson raced up my arm, and I shivered.

      Shaking away any distraction, I called upon Loki’s magic, imagining us becoming invisible. It raced over me, cool and bright, and Cade disappeared in front of my eyes.

      He tugged on my hand, and I followed, keeping my footsteps silent. We paused at the door, and it slowly swung open an inch.

      Cade must be peering out.

      After a moment, he tugged harder on my hand, and I swiftly followed him out of the stairwell, trying not to bump into him.

      The stone platform in the harbor bustled with guards, all of whom were facing away at that moment. Four demons were inspecting the boat, while another was shining a light onto the water.

      Carefully, I shut the door behind me.

      Not a moment too soon.

      I turned to see a demon facing us, his gaze sweeping over the door. I stood stock-still, heart thundering, praying that he wasn’t a species with great hearing or sense of smell. He had dark green skin and yellow eyes, a breed I’d never seen before.

      He began to approach.

      Cade pulled my hand, and I followed, chafing slightly at him being in the lead. But we’d started it this way, trapped in the narrow stairwell, and I didn’t want to switch anything up. The two of us jockeying for power was dumb.

      I might hate not being able to make my own moves, but if I was going to give someone else control, he was the only one I could tolerate. Besides Ana and Rowan.

      We strode silently toward the only open door in the room, passing the demon with only a few feet to spare. His nose twitched briefly, but he kept going.

      As we finally slipped through the open doorway and made our way up the stairs, my heart was pounding so loudly it would give me a headache later.

      After so much time spent in Death Valley, I hated feeling trapped. And this hulking castle definitely qualified as a trap.

      The stairway led into a hallway that reminded me a lot of the older section of the Protectorate castle. Heavy stones made up the floor and wall, while flickering sconces shed a golden light on the walls.

      We leaned against the wall and took stock of our surroundings. There were no doors save for the heavy wooden ones at either end of the hall.

      At times like these, I wished I had Cass’s dragon sense to lead me out of here.

      “We’re still fairly low,” Cade said. “The basement, I think. We need to find our way up to the castle wall.”

      “The gates will probably be pretty fierce there as well.”

      “You can fly.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t.”

      “I can jump. My wolf is not…normal.”

      “I’ll say. Those walls looked to be thirty feet high.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      I couldn’t see him, but I could hear his grin. “All right, then. Let’s make it to the top.” I turned left, figuring that door was as good as any other, and kept the illusion of invisibility going as we made our way down the hall, our steps silent and in sync.

      We stopped in front of the door.

      “Ready?” I whispered.

      Cade squeezed my hand in affirmation, and I opened the door.

      The interior was dark as pitch, but I stepped in anyway. Cade followed. I blinked as I tried to adjust my vision, but even Heimdall’s magic couldn’t help me see through this inky blackness.

      I stepped forward tentatively, and the smell that rolled toward me made me gag. Old blood and…

      Ugh.

      I couldn’t tell what. But I didn’t like it.

      I spun, dragging Cade with me, determined to get out of this hellhole.

      The door slammed. My heart leapt into my throat. I drew my sword from the ether as the lights flared on.

      It was just a flickering flame, but after the pitch darkness, it was as bright as the sun. I turned back, Cade still gripping my hand. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel that he, too, had his sword drawn.

      A man stood across from us, slight and pale. Long white hair hung around his cadaverous face, and the light that burned from his white eyes was pure evil.

      The furnishings in the room drew my attention. They were massive, hulking things, and horror dawned on me as I looked closer.

      Torture chamber.

      This wasn’t furniture. And this wasn’t a normal room.

      And this dude…

      He seriously was not normal.

      I swallowed hard, quietly stepping backward and thanking Loki for the power of invisibility.

      “Ah, ah, ah. Don’t go so fast.” His voice creaked like an old rocking chair, but there was nothing comforting about it.

      Could he see us?

      “Of course I can see you. Or rather, I can sense you.  Your life force.” His voice shivered with anticipation and I gagged. “I’d like to take it from you. Slowly.”

      Oh, screw this.

      I darted for the door, dragging Cade behind me. He didn’t hesitate. Normally, we’d fight.

      But this dude…

      He couldn’t be fought. I could just tell.

      My hand was around the door handle when something cold and wet exploded against my back. My whole body froze solid. Cade’s hand went stiff in my own.

      “What the hell?!” It took me a moment to realize that I’d screamed in my mind, not out loud. I couldn’t scream out loud.

      Potion bomb.

      I thrashed, trying to break free of the magic that held me frozen, but my muscles stayed stiff. Solid. I was a human two-by-four, with as much mobility.

      The bastard had frozen us solid.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had visitors.” His voice came from nearby, but all I could see was the damned door.

      Visions of the torture devices were burned into my mind, however. Strange benches and vises and metal things that made no sense.

      My skin chilled with fear as breath wafted over my neck.

      It smelled of dust and death.

      Was this guy even alive?

      He hadn’t looked alive.

      “Now what should I do with you?” he hissed.

      I shuddered inside, the rest of me frozen. No matter how I struggled, this monster’s power kept me frozen. Cade was silent next to me, unable to talk. But his energy flared, his magical signature bombarding me.

      He was fighting this.

      Of course he was.

      The monster pinched my side. I tried to flinch away, to gag. But I couldn’t even move.

      The freezing spell is so damned strong.

      Tears burned my eyes, unable to fall. I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t leap into action.

      I was trapped.

      With Rowan’s antidote in my damned pocket.

      My muscles burned with pain as I fought the freezing charm.

      Motion exploded next to me. Cade’s hand yanked away from mine. A shriek sounded from behind me, and the magic that bound me snapped apart.

      I gasped and swung around, dropping the invisibility magic.

      Cade had thrown the man across the room, but he rose like a spider. One arm dangled at his side, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “Zombie,” Cade muttered.

      Ah shit. It was hard to kill a zombie.

      Cade lunged for it, moving so quickly that he was nearly a blur. He severed both arms and legs, then went for the head.

      The creature was in pieces moments later, and I sagged with relief.

      “Who’s ever heard of a zombie torture master?”

      “I don’t know how this one kept his wits long enough to become a master of anything. Even torture.”

      I shook my head. “No idea.”

      On the floor, the arms crawled back to the body. The legs followed, drawn by the dark magic that still stank like death and dust. Finally, the head rolled against the stone ground.

      It was literally the worst thing I’d ever seen.

      As soon as it attached to the body, the creature leapt up, grin firmly in place.

      I swallowed hard, skin chilled.

      “So, we can’t kill it.” I raised my sword. My gaze darted around, searching for anything.

      A large cage in the corner—I so did not want to think about its former use—caught my eye. I pointed. “There!”

      “Got it.”

      Cade raised his sword again, decapitating the zombie once more.

      The beast was still fast, despite its lack of head. Cade dismembered the creature so fast that it didn’t have time to get its claws into him.

      “Quick!” he said.

      I stashed my sword in the ether and grimaced as I bent to pick up the two arms. They felt awful. Squishy yet firm.

      Ugh, ugh, ugh.

      I sprinted for the cage, heart thundering.

      The fingers wiggled and clawed for me. “Oh, this is the worst.”

      I reached the cage and dropped the arms, then yanked the door open and kicked them inside before turning to Cade.

      He ran toward me, the head and torso in his arms. A grimace of disgust twisted his features, and he threw them into the cage like a morbid baseball player, not even waiting to reach the entrance.

      “Get the others.” I pointed to the legs. “I’m on door duty.”

      A brief grin sliced through his grimace, and he wheeled, making quick work of tossing the legs into the cage.

      I slammed the door shut and turned to him. “You took the head.”

      “Aye.”

      “You are literally the greatest guy I have ever known.”

      His right brow quirked. “For making it so that you didn’t have to carry a decapitated zombie head?”

      “I have my priorities.” I swung my arms around his neck and kissed him hard on the mouth, then pulled away.

      There was no time to linger, but joy over what we had glowed inside me.

      Sure, this wasn’t a normal relationship. But you really got to know a person when fighting for your lives. And he was good and kind and strong.

      And he carried the zombie head so I didn’t have to.

      The perfect man.

      And I might want a real date one day. But until then….

      This was good.

      As long as we survived and got out of this creepy place.

      A scraping noise from behind me indicated that the zombie was starting to piece itself together. Since I didn’t want to see it clawing at the cage walls, I tugged on Cade. “Let’s find a way out.”

      “Couldn’t do it soon enough.”

      Fortunately, there was an exit on the other side of the room, away from the door we’d entered through. Dimly lit stairs led up to another level. We stopped at the closed door and listened.

      “Coast sounds clear,” I murmured.

      Cade nodded. I reached out my hand. He took it, and I turned us invisible.

      We stepped out into the hallway, which was slightly more modern. The floors were wood instead of stone, and the lights electric. Some kind of old-timey sconce style, but they’d at least attempted to modernize the living spaces in the castle.

      Both directions down the hall looked the same, so I went right. We wove our way silently through the castle, seeking an exit.

      This place was big.

      And fairly empty, besides the guards down below. And the creepy torture zombie. I shuddered at the thought.

      Would the Viscount be mad that we’d locked up his monster? Or did he even know that thing was down there?

      We stepped out into a large, empty room. The ceiling soared far overhead, and over a dozen chandeliers dripped sparkling crystal drops. On the far side, a throne sat against the wall. It was a massive golden thing that dwarfed the man within.

      The Viscount?

      What the heck was he doing, sitting here all alone?

      It reminded me of Great Expectations, actually.

      I glanced at Cade before remembering that I couldn’t see him. As much as I wanted to investigate, my priority was Rowan.

      I hurried toward the exit on the side wall.

      “Who goes there?” The Viscount’s voice cracked down the hall.

      I glanced toward him, startled. Our footsteps had been silent, and the invisibility was working. Though I didn’t know what type of supernatural he was, I put money on something with great hearing or smell.

      We picked up the pace, silently running toward the exit.

      “Guards!” the Viscount roared. “Dogs!”

      Oh shit!

      Dogs definitely had a great sense of smell.

      I broke into a full-out sprint, Cade at my side. Didn’t matter if they could hear us if there were freaking dogs.

      We spilled out into a foyer, then shot for the large double doors. Two guards stood in front of them, their beefy arms crossed over their chests. Their eyes widened as they heard our footsteps approach, and they drew their wickedly sharp blades.

      Cade’s hand yanked away from mine, and his footsteps thundered louder ahead of me.

      The guards lifted up into the air and flew aside.

      He’d thrown them!

      The doors burst open.

      I raced out into the night, my lungs burning. As soon as I hit the open courtyard, I unfurled my wings and took off into the sky. Behind me, dogs barked, their feet pounding on the ground as they sprinted across the yard toward us. Wind tore at my hair, excitement bursting through me.

      Sure, we were running for our lives. But flying was fun.

      Flying while escaping with a cure for my sister? That was double fun.

      I soared over the large castle walls, the city and river spread out around me. I spun on the air, searching behind me. After a few seconds, I dropped the illusion of invisibility. I had to see Cade—had to see if he needed my help making it over the wall.

      A wolf appeared in midair, flying over the high castle wall.

      Holy crap, he could jump.

      He sailed down onto the lawn below, landing in a crouch, then stood and shifted back to human.

      Man, he was no ordinary wolf shifter. God powers were badass.

      I dropped to the ground next to him and folded my wings back into my body. It was the coolest trick, allowing me to look totally normal out in the real world. And to sleep well, since sleeping on wings would suck.

      “Good work.” I panted. “Let’s get to the drop point.”

      Cade grinned and nodded. I spun and raced off, him at my side. We sprinted down the city streets, leaving the castle and its creepy denizens behind.

      It didn’t take long for us to reach our bags, and Cade called the Protectorate. A minute later, Emily and Ana showed up.

      “She insisted on coming,” Emily said.

      “Did you get it?” Ana demanded.

      “I did. Let’s go. Can you take us straight to Hedy’s workshop?”

      “Sure thing,” Emily said.

      Ana grabbed Emily’s shoulder, and the dark-haired girl reached for my hand. I took it. Cade took her other, and she transported us all back to the Protectorate castle.

      The night was cool and the moon large, gleaming on the castle. The windows shined golden and bright, a welcome home that I would never get sick of.

      This place really was our home now, and I couldn’t wait to bring Rowan here.

      Sure, I needed to finish at the Academy, but I’d do anything to make that happen. Because this place, and these people, were what I wanted more than anything.

      Rowan would be the icing on the cake.

      I turned to Emily. “Thank you for getting us.”

      “Of course. Resident taxi.” She grinned. “At least when transportation charms are low.”

      “Could you do us a favor?” Cade asked. “We stole a barge from the Zwarte Kat brewery. And left a nice kid locked up in their wharf. Could you find a way to replace his boat and untie him?”

      “Tonight, if possible,” I added. “I know it’s a tall order, but he wasn’t a bad guy. I don’t want him to lose his job.”

      She smiled. “I like a challenge. I’ll see what I can do. The Protectorate has some contacts.”

      “You’re the best.” I really needed to get to know her better. Maybe I was high on the victory of finding the flower and everything was sappy, but I was loving this place right now.

      Finally, things felt really possible. Rowan was alive, and I had the antidote to the curse that bound her to Cocidius and stole her mind.

      “Let’s get this potion made,” Ana said.

      “I thought that Mordaca said you could make it yourself?” Cade said. “Just mix with water and boil?”

      Ana laughed. “Sure, if I trusted myself. Or her.” She nodded toward me.

      I grinned. “Let’s get an expert to do it. The potion may only require water, but I’m not taking any risks.”

      We knocked on the door to Hedy’s tower. I’d never noticed before, but the door was a beautiful thing, featuring a tree carved out of golden wood.

      “Coming!” Hedy’s voice sounded from the mullioned glass window above.

      Footsteps thudded on the stairs inside—I really needed to learn how to turn off Heimdall’s power—and the door swung open a moment later.

      “Did you get it?” Hedy’s eyes were bright and her lavender hair messy. Her silver robe was as slick as melted metal.

      “I did.”

      Her lips split into a smile. “Come in, come in. I’ll call Jude to get an update on the others.”

      I prayed they’d found Chernobog’s realm. With the cure and directions to both of the other gods’ realms, we were almost there.

      We followed Hedy inside as she placed a quick call. I dug the flower out of my pocket and put it on her worktable. A warm orange lamp glowed from the middle of the ceiling, illuminating the cluttered space that was filled with the tools of Hedy’s magic.

      She lowered her phone and turned. “Jude says Ali and Haris think they are close. Cass is helping them. They’ll be back in the morning, hopefully.”

      “Perfect.” I pointed to the potion. “Can you make that into the cure for Rowan? Mordaca said to just mix it with water and boil.”

      Hedy nodded. “I spoke to her about it. It will only take a moment.”

      She got to work, and we watched silently.

      Ana leaned her shoulder against mine. “It’s finally happening.”

      “I know.” Tears pricked my eyes, and I squeezed Ana’s hand. “We still have to find her. But we’re so close.”

      “Just two realms to check.”

      “If only we could just freaking ask her where she was.” I’d never been a fan of cell phones—not much use for them in our old life—but now, I’d kill to be able to ring her up and say, “Hey, where you at? I’ll come get you.”

      Sure, it’d take an army and a lot of offensive magic to get her, but we had that. All we needed was a place.

      Hedy turned to us, brows drawn. “Ask her where she is?”

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded, the wheels clearly turning in her head. “Do you still have any of her hair?”

      I glanced at Ana, startled, then back at Hedy. “Yeah, we do.”

      “I might be able to help. There’s a spell that uses a mirror and something from the person you want to contact. You’ll have one shot.”

      “Anything.” My heart leapt.

      “We’ll have to be careful, though,” Ana said. “She goes in and out of the enchantment. If we get her at the wrong time, she might alert Cocidius or the other gods that we’re coming for her.”

      “Could we just spy on her?” I asked. “Never let her know we’re looking?”

      Cade smiled at me. “That could work well.”

      “Yes,” Hedy said. “If you’re silent, and in a dark place, she may not even notice you are watching. But the mirror will only work once.”

      “We’ll take what we can get. Thank you.”

      “Of course. You’re one of us.” She handed me the completed vial of antidote. It was ruby red with swirls of purple. “One dose. She must drink. And get me the last strands of her hair. Along with some of your own.”

      I took the vial with a grateful nod, then yanked out a few long hairs and handed them over. Ana did the same. “I’ll get you the rest of Rowan’s hairs. They’re in my room.”

      “I’ll have the mirror done for you by early tomorrow morning,” Hedy said. “You can pick it up before you go after Rowan. Hopefully Ali and Haris will have had luck with Cass.”

      I freaking hoped so. It was the last piece of the puzzle, and we really needed it to fall into place.
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      Cade and I walked out of Hedy’s place with Ana. She sprinted off toward the castle, determined to get Hedy the key ingredient for the mirror, but Cade and I lingered.

      “I need to head back to my place soon,” he said. “But I’ll be here early in the morning. As soon as Ali and Haris give us what they know, we’ll set off. We’ll find Rowan, Bree. I promise.”

      I squeezed him tight, leaning my head against his chest. “Thank you for being by my side through all this.”

      We’d just kind of fallen into a natural rhythm, the two of us, doing what we did best. Kicking ass, mostly. And I liked it.

      I leaned back. “I think I’m starting to like you.”

      “Just starting?” His lips kicked up at the corner, a devastatingly sexy grin that made my head spin.

      “Maybe it started a little while ago. But now I’m positive. I definitely like you.”

      “So you’d say yes to a date when this is all over? A real one?”

      “Something that’s not running for our lives or drinking beer at the Whisky and Warlock?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of long walks on the beach, riding a tandem bike, gazing at the sunset.…” He had the tone of one of those old dating shows.

      I laughed.

      He shook his head. “I quite like the Whisky and Warlock, but no. I was thinking of something that would put you back into Caro’s dress.”

      “So that you can take me out of it?” I grinned cheekily.

      “I make no assumptions.” He sounded like an angel. Totally pure. And maybe a little full of it.

      “I’d like that. A lot.” I leaned up and kissed him, falling briefly into the magical sensation of his lips against mine.

      A blast of warmth hit my cheek, and I jerked back. Mayhem was floating nearby, a ham in her mouth.

      “Party pooper,” I said.

      She flew in a loop-de-loop, then farted a poof of fire.

      I laughed and looked at Cade. “That’s my cue. I need to rest up. Can’t be low on power tomorrow.”

      “No. We have important work to do.”

      Did we ever.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke with the dawn, throwing on clothes and zipping the antidote into the pocket of my jacket.

      Mayhem and Chaos were conked out on my couch, but Ruckus was nowhere to be seen. Off causing mischief, no doubt. But I definitely didn’t have time to worry about it.

      I hurried out of my tower apartment and into the hall, meeting Ana as she left her own door.

      “Hey. Did you get the mirror?” I asked.

      “Yep. I snuck down there before dawn to get it.”

      “Perfect. I hope it works.”

      “Same.”

      We rushed through the hall and down to the main foyer, heading to the kitchen to grab a quick breakfast before meeting with everyone in the round room.

      We had just stepped back into the foyer, our bellies full, when the front door of the castle burst open. Ali, Haris, and Cass spilled in, their hair windblown and cheeks red. Caro followed behind. Her silver eyes sparkled with excitement.

      “Did you find it?” I asked.

      “We did,” Ali said.

      “With some help.” Cass stepped aside.

      A tall, slender man entered behind her. He glowed a pale golden color, his simple trousers and shirt looking like they were spun from watery sunlight.

      The magic that flowed from him made me gasp. The strength of it made me stumble briefly. Was he a god? It felt like a warm summer day, and smelled of fresh grass and cool water.

      “I am Belobog.” His voice had the hum of a breeze.

      “Slavic god of sunshine and life,” Cass said.

      With magic that felt like this, he had to be a good guy, then. I smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      “I’ve come to assist you with Chernobog.” Besides having a nice voice, he spoke in a stilted style that was somewhat strange. Probably didn’t get out much.

      “Thank you,” Ana said. “We’ll take all the help we can get.”

      “Let’s go to the round room,” I said. “The others are waiting.”

      “Are you hungry?” Ana asked. “You’ve been gone all night.”

      Dang. Points to Ana for being good.

      “Actually, we’re great!” Haris said. “Belobog gave us a little burst of his light, and I’m totally refreshed.”

      I raised a brow. These guys could always eat something, so Belobog’s power had to be something.

      “Good. Let’s go.” I turned and led the group toward the round room, falling back to thank Cass. “I really appreciate you working nonstop to find my sister.”

      “Of course.” She tucked her red hair behind her ear. “You helped us a lot, years ago. We’re just sorry we couldn’t find her sooner. But having so many people tracking them has made it easier. It’s hard for a god to hide his magic.”

      “So you really found the entrance to Chernobog’s realm?”

      “According to Belobog, yes. But it will take some effort to get to.”

      When we were this close to saving Rowan, there was no amount of effort that would keep me from her.

      Everyone gathered around the big table in the round room, joining Jude and Hedy. We fell right into discussion, Belobog leading the way.

      Stilted speech or no, he was comfortable with his godly power. “Your friend here found me while they were searching for Chernobog’s lair in Germany. Near the Baltic. He has been a plague on the region, one that I have been unable to fight.”

      “We’ll help you,” Cade said.

      Belobog inclined his head. “Thank you. That is what your friends said. If you can get rid of Chernobog, it will do the world much good.”

      “What’s he doing that is such a scourge?” I asked.

      “I am light, and Chernobog is darkness. I am life, and he is death. Illness. Once, we were in harmony. Each with power, neither good nor bad. One required for the other.” He shook his head. “But long ago, he fell into alliance with the Rebel Gods. He wanted more than his half of the day. More than his half of existence. They’ve given it to him. And as a result, his dark realm has spilled out onto the earth, polluting a small section of the coast in northern Germany.”

      “It’s a flipping nightmare, all right.” Ali leaned back in his chair, dark eyes and hair gleaming. He was wearing another soccer jersey—or football, as he insisted on calling it. He didn’t seem to have an alliance to any team, just the style.

      “Dark, depressing. Dangerous,” Haris said.

      “We didn’t go all the way through,” Cass said. “It was too far. Miles. But I know that the entrance to Chernobog’s lair is within the polluted area. By the coast. I could feel it.”

      “How many miles?” I asked Belobog.  I just couldn’t wait any longer, to be honest.

      “Twenty miles, perhaps a bit more. It’s been a long time since I’ve made it out to the sea. His magic has polluted it for far too long, making travel difficult.”

      I looked at Ana, brow raised. She nodded.

      “We could bring the buggy, drive across. That is, if Rowan is in Chernobog’s realm instead of Eris’s.”

      “Let’s hope she’s in Eris’s realm, then,” Ana said. “Because Despotiko was just an empty island. Not difficult to access at all.”

      “If we’ve been briefed on all details and are prepared, you could consult your mirror now,” Jude said.

      I couldn’t help but appreciate how good a teacher she was. Yes, we were in the middle of the most important fight of my life. Saving my sister was everything, and success was paramount.

      But I was also still in training here at the Academy. This had become part of it, an advanced fast lane brought on by circumstance. And Jude helped guide me, but never took control.

      I smiled at her and nodded, then looked around the table, waiting for anyone to pipe up with more info. No one did.

      “Guess we’re ready to look.” I drew in a ragged breath as Ana pulled the mirror from her bag.

      She stood, and flicked off the lights. “I’m standing near the door. I’ll hold out the mirror and ask to see Rowan. Everyone stay quiet. Look for details in the image to figure out where she is. We won’t speak to her in case she’s currently in one of her bad spells.”

      Everyone stayed dead silent, and Ana counted down to zero.

      The mirror flared to life. It was roughly the size of a dinner plate, and glowed with orange light. I squinted.

      There was flame. From a torch.

      It illuminated Rowan, who sat in a large window seat, seeming high in a tower. My heart pounded against my ribs, and I prayed she couldn’t hear. We didn’t need her alerting the guards and going somewhere else.

      I studied the area around her. There were heavy stone walls, black with grime. But they were shiny. Black ice? Outside of the window, snow fell, though the land beyond was bare. Wind whipped the white flakes through the air.

      The image went dark.

      There was silence.

      Finally, Hedy spoke. “I think that’s it. The connection is broken.”

      Ana flipped on the light and joined us.

      “It was Chernobog’s realm,” Belobog said. “Ice and dark. Just like him.”

      “I have to agree,” Cass said. “Highly unlikely that it’s snowing in Eris’s Greek realm.”

      Dang.

      “She’s in his castle,” Belobog said. “It won’t be hard to find, but entering will be difficult. Stealth is a must.”

      “Then we know where we are going.” I stood. “I understand if this is too dangerous for volunteers—”

      Ali laughed. Haris joined him.

      I smiled at them. “All right, then. We’ll meet at the buggy on the front lawn in fifteen minutes. I’m going to need to find Emily to see if she’ll transport us all.”

      “Wear black,” Cade said. “We’ll try to blend in.”

      The group stood, and we scattered.

      Cass joined me in the hall. “Would you like me to call Nix and Del to come help? They’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

      Warmth filled my chest, and I shot her a grateful look before turning my gaze to Ana. “The buggy is at max capacity, isn’t it?”

      Ana nodded. “Between all of us, yes.”

      “But I can fit, right?” Cass said.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. And Belobog is right. Stealth is often everything.”

      Our team was strong enough to win this. As long as we could get inside the castle walls before they whisked Rowan away, we would save her.
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      Fifteen minutes later, after dressing entirely in black winter clothes and finding Emily to transport us, I met the group on the front lawn.

      Ana had been in charge of picking up the buggy from the stables, and she sat behind the wheel with Caro and Ali next to her. Haris, Cass, and Cade sat in the back. Belobog stood on the front platform, glowing golden and looking quite pleased with his position up front. While Cass could transport a lot of people, only Emily was strong enough to transport a whole car.

      Emily and I joined them, climbing onto the back platform. Jude stood off to the side, along with Hedy.

      Her stern gaze turned to me. “Be safe. If something goes wrong, use your comms charms for backup.”

      “Thank you.” I wanted to hug her, but resisted, and turned toward Emily. “Ready whenever you are.”

      “I’ll join Belobog. He can lead me there.” Emily climbed over the back seats, seeming to intentionally step on Ali—no idea what was going on there—and joined Belobog on the front. She reached for his hand, and he seemed to know the drill, gripping hers quickly. She turned to us. “Hold on to your seats. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

      I smiled and gripped the front railing, crouching low. The ether sucked us in, sending my stomach pitching, then spat us out into a dimly lit field. The weak sun tried to shine through the heavy black fog, but was doing a poor job of it.

      Dark magic welled, turning my stomach sour.

      “Ugh,” Haris said. “Worse than I remember.”

      Belobog shuddered and climbed off the buggy. “This is where I must leave you. I can go no farther toward his realm, or his darkness would snuff out my light.” He pointed directly ahead. “Go northwest. By the pinnacle of rock, there is a hole in the sea. That will take you to Chernobog’s realm.”

      “Will it take us back out again?” Haris asked.

      Good question.

      “It will. Be safe on your journey. If you can kill Chernobog, you will clear this land and the people may return. The local covens are holding the dark magic back from spreading, but they are losing strength.”

      “Good motivation,” Cade murmured.

      That it was.

      Emily climbed down and turned to us. “I’ll hang with Belobog. When you need a lift back, call me. I’ll be ready.”

      “Thanks, Emily.” She wasn’t a fighter, so I appreciated her coming this far into danger.

      “Anytime. You’re one of us.”

      People kept saying that. And it was corny, but I didn’t care. In fact, I freaking loved it.

      Ana revved the engine, and took off, leaving them behind. I waved, then turned to put my face into the wind.

      The field quickly gave way to a forest where the trees were gnarled and bent. They weren’t dead, though, just covered with a strange, inky dust.

      “This is why the world needs balance.” Cass shuddered hard.

      The buggy bounced over roots and wove around trees, making quick time through the dark forest. But the ugly energy of the place made me shiver. The closer we got to the coast, the stronger it felt.

      Chernobog’s influence was out of control.

      A small flash of light caught my eye, and I turned. Squinted.

      A pair of flashing eyes watched us. Two pairs. Three.

      “Guys…” I said.

      “We see it.” Cass rose, standing on the seat, her gaze alert.

      Caro joined her. Ali and Haris stayed seated, wisely. They needed to be closer to their prey, and standing would just put them in the way of the girls’ firepower. Cade joined me on the back platform and drew his sword.

      I powered up my lightning, ready to strike from the sky.

      When the first monster leapt out at us, surprise flared in my chest. Panic flared as my eyes landed on the scaly black beast that flew from the tree limbs above. Long fangs and claws shined white, dripping with a green venom that made my skin itch to look at it.

      Caro flung her hand out, shooting a piercing spray of water at the beast. It plunged through the creature’s chest, and the monster exploded in a poof of black dust.

      “They’re magic,” Cade said.

      Cass nodded. “Probably the concentrated essence of Chernobog’s evil.”

      Another flew from the right. Cass threw a fireball that lit up the night sky, and the monster exploded into dust.

      Then they all came at once, flying from the trees like little bombs. Caro shot water, and Cass threw flame. I drew my sword, wanting to preserve my magic, charged for the beast that was nearly upon us, and stabbed it in the stomach.

      The creature exploded into a poof of dust, the dark magic reeking. Cade followed suit, so fast with his sword that he made confetti of the beasts.

      But they kept coming, faster and faster, until there was no way for us to fight them all. They landed on the car and lunged with their claws outstretched.

      I kicked one away, but another sliced through my thigh with its razor-sharp claws. The poison burned.

      “Take the wheel!” Ana cried.

      Ali leaned over and grabbed the wheel, while Ana scrambled onto the front platform. She flung out her hands, and her glowing white shield burst forth.

      The monsters bounced off like footballs, while the rest of us cleared the decks of the ones that had made it through the shield.

      I was panting by the time they were gone, my wound burning like the devil.

      “Are you all right?” Cade asked.

      I winced and bent down, inspecting it. “Yeah. It’s shallow.”

      “But the poison.”

      “Stings, but it’s going away.” I called on my healing power, forcing the poison from my body. The green goo dripped from the wound, followed by fresh blood, then the gash knit back together.

      “Your magic is seriously badass,” Caro said.

      “Thanks.” And damned if I wasn’t grateful now. I’d never felt the need for super magic—I’d gotten by just fine in Death Valley using my sonic boom power—but when it came time to save someone I loved, I was damned glad to be a fighting and healing machine.

      And since this skill could translate into a really satisfying career and the Protectorate, I had two reasons to appreciate it.

      “Trade me back,” Ana said once we’d driven out of the monster’s territory.

      She and Ali switched places, and she took the wheel, driving us out of the forest. Far in the distance, the ocean gleamed black. There was a long stretch of flat land to cross before we reached it. A small village sat in the middle, totally abandoned.

      Ana drove slowly past, and we all peered at the buildings, searching for any signs of life.

      There were none. It was quaint and very medieval-German looking, with thatched cottages and wood trim. Roses were dead on the vines and bushes withered. A beer stein sat abandoned on an outdoor table.

      “It looks like Octoberfest caught an evil curse,” Cass said.

      “No kidding.” Sadness welled in my chest. “But it was a nice place once.”

      Cade gripped my shoulder, his touch comforting. “We’ll stop that bastard Chernobog. His power and magic once had a place in the world, but if this is what he chooses to do with it—to abuse it—he must be stopped.”

      I reached up and touched his hand. “Thanks.”

      As we drove, I scanned the terrain in front of us, my gaze finally catching on a pillar of stone that rose up from the sea. I pointed. “There!”

      Ana turned the buggy toward the stone, and we bounced toward the sea. I leapt off as soon as she parked, hurrying toward the water.

      The shore was a small stone cliff that fell five feet into the roiling black ocean. Right beneath the pillar, there was a hole in the water.

      “Whoa,” Ana breathed.

      “Creepy,” Caro added.

      I had to agree. The hole was ten feet across, with water pouring down on all sides. I couldn’t see down, even with Heimdall’s vision.

      I looked up at everyone. “I don’t mind if you stay here.”

      “As if.” Ali grinned, then jumped into the hole.

      My stomach pitched as I watched him disappear into the darkness. But there was no time to dawdle. I pressed a quick kiss to Cade’s cheek and leapt into the hole behind Ali.

      The wind tore at my hair as I plummeted through the darkness, the water rushing by on both sides.

      Five seconds later, I landed on the ground with a crash, somehow staying on my feet. Ali stood in the darkness of this new realm, a sickly smile on his face. He was trying to be cocky, but the magic here was so dark—so evil—that it was impossible to wear a normal smile.

      I joined him, wrapping an arm around his shoulder and squeezing. “You’re a good friend.”

      He hugged me. “Back at ya’.”

      We separated and turned to inspect our surroundings more closely, our friends flying out of the portal behind us.

      The world was dark here, the pale moon illuminating the snow that whipped on the wind. Despite the white flakes that flecked through the air, the ground was barren black rock. Snowflakes drifted across it, but never settled. In the distance, a mountain rose up, topped by a shining black castle.

      Ali whistled. “That’s some fortress he’s got.”

      “No kidding.” Chernobog was darkness on steroids.

      I turned to my friends. “I’ll try to keep us invisible. We’ll make our way to the castle as quickly as possible, find a way to break in, then Cass—could you lead us straight to Rowan? We have to get this antidote to her so we can get her away from them.”

      Cass saluted. “Aye aye.”

      “We won’t be able to see each other like this, so if you get into trouble, shout. Otherwise, I’ll try to keep up a running commentary so you can follow my voice.”

      “What will you talk about?” Ana asked.

      “Not a clue.”

      “How about a story?” Haris asked. “Like a book on tape.”

      “I wish I were that clever.” I called upon Loki’s magic, shielding us with invisibility, then I took off at a jog. “Well, guys, I’ve got no idea what to talk about, so I’ll sing us a song.”

      I sang a ditty that I remembered from my childhood about a baby beluga whale, using Heimdall’s hearing to count the footfalls of my friends. Fortunately, I could hear everyone well, and it was easy to make sure my friends were with me. Unfortunately, “Baby Beluga” was only about thirty seconds long. So I launched into a repeat. And another repeat after that.

      Someone chuckled—Cade, I thought—and I couldn’t blame him. Singing a nursery rhyme as we tried to storm an evil god’s castle was high on my list of the ridiculous.

      We were halfway across the dark field, the castle looming ever higher, when the first shadowy figure flew toward us. It wore tattered robes and had no face—just blackness within the hood.

      Fear chilled my skin as I drew my sword and lunged for the thing.

      My steel sliced through the middle of the wraith, but the creature didn’t stop. Just flew right into me, merging with my body.

      I gasped as sickness filled me, a queasiness that nearly sent me to my knees. Chills followed, then fever.

      “Sickness wraiths.” Cade’s voice was rough with pain.

      I lost my grip on the invisibility, and everyone appeared around me. More wraiths flew at our group, racing around us. Through us. They didn’t stay with us long, but just their touch wracked us with illness. Queasiness, chills.

      I shuddered.

      Caro shot her deadly streams of water while Cass threw flames, but the wraiths were impenetrable. Even Ali and Haris couldn’t possess them. My steel did nothing, nor did Cade’s.

      Ana tried her shield, but they blew right through it.

      Our running stumbled to a stop, and we nearly went to our knees. Every one of us was white as a sheet, skin clammy.

      We were failing, and we couldn’t fight these wraiths.
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      Ana screwed up her face, rage seeming to overtake her. Her frustration radiated out in waves.

      I felt it, too.

      So close! We were so close to Rowan.

      Yet so freaking far.

      And none of my magic worked against these beasts. And no new powers were arriving.

      Helplessness welled in me, tears pricking my eyes as my insides coiled.

      Come on, Norse gods!

      I needed them, and they were leaving me hanging.

      Suddenly, light glowed from Ana, pale but fierce. I could barely see it, and no one else seemed to notice. My vision from Heimdall made it possible?

      The light stretched out from her, hitting the wraiths. They hissed and shrank back. The light glowed, bringing with it a magic that repelled them.

      The sickness faded from my muscles and bones. My stomach settled.

      “What’s happening?” Caro asked.

      I stared at Ana, awed but unwilling to say anything. This was her deal. And some weird white magic was driving the wraiths away. No one else could see it, but it was definitely working.

      Within moments, the wraiths were twenty yards off, rushing away. Ana’s light was dim enough that I could barely see it—but it was there. And the energy felt good. Calm and pure.

      “Let’s go,” Ana said, her expression shaken.

      I couldn’t blame her. New magic could be scary.

      Strong once again, we took off at a run. We were in too much of a hurry for anyone to wonder out loud about our good luck. I called upon Loki’s power, turning us invisible again, and resumed my impromptu performance of “Baby Beluga.”

      After a while, Ana’s light faded, but we’d left the wraiths behind already. We’d need to figure out what the heck that was.

      “Big mountain,” Cass gasped out.

      “No kidding,” Caro said.

      The mountain loomed tall and dark as we neared, an imposing structure that rose thousands of feet in the air. It stank of sulfur and death, and cold air wafted down from above. I shivered and huddled into my jacket as we began to climb. Jagged black rock and chips of ice shifted underfoot, so scrambling up was difficult. Every dozen yards or so, I’d skid on a large patch of ice and lose my footing.

      As I slammed into the ground for the third time, Ana went down next to me. Pain flared in my knees, and the cold bit into my hands. She couldn’t be doing any better, but we both rose silently and kept going.

      I’d take all the bruises in the world if it meant saving Rowan.

      Behind us, my friends were silent. Only Cade managed to stay on his feet the whole time, though Cass came in second for keeping her footing. All her time raiding ancient tombs for treasure had trained her well.

      By the time we neared the base of the castle, the cold had sunk into my bones. The black icy walls shot straight up into the air, three hundred feet tall if they were an inch.

      I reached out to touch the side of the castle. Slick black ice froze my fingertips. The wall gleamed darkly, and I squinted at it.

      Cass joined me, using her fire magic to create a ball of flame in the palm of her hand. It reflected in the slick ice of the wall, shining partially through to reveal ice that was many feet thick.

      I squinted, but I couldn’t see the other side. “Solid ice.”

      “Impossible to climb,” Cade said. “Even with ice picks, it’s still too slick. And guards would eventually see us. It’d take ages to get over.”

      I frowned. Too bad I wasn’t strong enough to fly anyone over. Cass could only shift into a winged beast if she was around a mage who had that talent. Her Mirror Mage powers were limited in that way.

      “I can burn through the wall,” Cass said. “Just melt the ice away.”

      “Wouldn’t that take ages?” Caro asked.

      Cass grinned. “Not the way I do it.”

      I glanced at Ana and Cade, who both nodded. This was our best bet. Right now, no one was looking over the castle wall. But eventually, a guard might show. If Cass could get us into the ice wall, we’d be hidden while she completed the tunnel.

      “Let’s do it,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Cass nodded and rubbed her hands together. “Step back, guys. Might be a bit touchy at first.”

      I did as she asked, slipping on the ice underfoot. Cade grabbed my arm before I could bite the dust. Or the ice. “Thanks.”

      Cass held out her hands, and flame burst forth, plowing into the side of the castle. It was silent, but brilliantly bright.

      I swallowed hard, praying that no guards were looking over the edge. Fates, I hoped Rowan was in here.

      Fortunately, the force of her flame dug about six feet into the ice wall in minutes. She entered the tunnel, and we followed. The guards might see the glow, but the ice was so thick and black, and the night so deep and dark, that hopefully they wouldn’t notice.

      “Just a little while longer,” Cass muttered.

      Her flame was cutting quickly through the wall, but it was a thick wall. Particularly at the base.

      Melted water began to flow around our boots, and I directed it toward the side walls using Njord’s power, keeping our feet dry. In temps like this, we’d get frostbite if we had wet feet.

      The tunnel began to warm from the flame, and the ice water above dripped coldly onto our heads.

      When the flame finally burst through to the other side of the castle, we rushed out, damp and chilly.

      I could see nothing within the dark space, but it felt cavernous. Something about the air and the slight echo, perhaps. It was the size of a football arena, or even larger.

      “I can’t see anything,” Ana whispered.

      “I’m trying to use my flame,” Cass said. “But it’s shedding no light.”

      I could feel the warmth of it though. “You’re making flame right now, right?”

      “I am. So no one step in front of me.” The warmth died. “Actually, I should just kill it. Duh.”

      “Something about this place is absorbing all light,” Cade murmured.

      “Yep, my cell phone isn’t glowing at all,” Caro said.

      “Neither is my lightstone ring,” Cass said.

      I blinked, squinting into the dark as tension plucked at my nerve endings. A shiver ran down my spine.

      “Chernobog is the god of darkness,” I said. “He’s damn good at it.”

      “But what does the darkness hide?” Anxiety echoed in Ana’s voice.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I stepped forward, moving my feet gingerly.

      “Watch for cliffs,” Caro said. “Shuffle your feet so you feel what’s coming.”

      “I’ll be careful.” Something grabbed my foot, and I nearly shrieked.

      Next to me, Ana hissed. “Something has my foot.”

      Shit.

      Acid pounded through my veins as the grip on my foot tightened.

      “It’s got me, too.” Caro’s voice shook.

      I jerked my foot away from the grip. It broke, a brittle snapping sound echoing in the darkness. I squinted, trying to see into nothing.

      A crash sounded behind me, then a yelp.

      “Help!” Caro whispered frantically, her voice rife with fear. “It’s got me on my knees. Dragging me down. So tight.”

      I could hear so well I could almost imagine what was happening.

      A grunting noise sounded. More brittle snapping.

      “I got her,” Ali said.

      “My leg!” Caro said. More breaking noises. Caro had kicked, like I had. “They’ll squeeze you to death!”

      “Shit!” Cass’s voice sounded.

      A thump.

      She’d been dragged to the floor.

      I squinted around frantically, trying to see to help. Something shattered, and Cade grunted. “I got her.”

      “They’re bones,” Ana hissed. “I feel them.”

      “And they’re trying to drag us down,” Cass said. “Devour us.”

      “We have to run,” Caro said. “Can’t get caught by them.”

      “But drop-offs—”

      A fierce grip clutched my calf and pulled me down, strong hands pulling at my thighs. They gripped me so hard that pain flared, biting into muscle and bone. I went to my knees on the ground, catching myself with my hands.

      My palm closed over a skeletal hand just as another one reached up to grab my face.

      I hissed in terror, trying to jerk away. But they were so strong!

      It dragged me to the ground till I lay flat on my stomach, the arms wrapping around me, trying to crush me into the floor. I couldn’t feel any bones beneath me, just the skeletal arms that reached out of the floor and clutched me to them, trying to crush me into the flagstone below.

      Panic flared as the grip tightened unbearably. My bones threatened to snap.

      I pushed and thrashed, trying to break free, a cry wringing from my throat. But at this angle and this grip, I couldn’t move.

      Strong, warm hands grabbed my waist and yanked me up, snapping the bones that bound me.

      “I gotcha,” Cade said.

      “Thanks!”

      Behind me, Cade fell to his knees, nearly pulling me down with him. The skeletal arms had grabbed him! He released me, and I turned, tugging at his arms to help him break the magical grasp of the skeletons.

      “Go!” he rasped.

      “I’m not leaving you.” But it was damned hard to break their grasp.

      Someone joined me—Ali or Haris, I thought—and yanked hard. We jerked Cade up. As soon as the first skeleton lost its grip, Cade surged away from the others, breaking their grip.

      “We need to run,” Ana said. “If they get us all on the ground, there’s no one left to break us free.”

      “They’ll crush our bones,” Caro said.

      She was right. “Fine! But shuffle. Don’t go over the edge of a crevasse.” There had been a crevasse deep in Gravensteen castle, and there could be one here.

      We began to shuffle across the floor, kicking at the skeletal hands while searching for a drop-off in the floor. I called upon my wings, but didn’t fly. I couldn’t, not when I was at the front of the group. No way I’d take to safety when I could be the one scouting for a crevasse that might swallow us up.

      If I’d designed this castle to repel people, that was what I would have done—built a whole bunch of creepy pits and scare people into them.

      If I fell, I could at least fly upward.

      The knowledge didn’t keep a wild thundering from beating inside my chest, my heart going wild.

      I squinted into the dark, claustrophobia crushing me. I knew this space was huge, but the dark made it tiny. The grabbing hands made it worse.

      A tiny light shined from high above. I blinked, trying to see better. “Anyone see the light overhead?”

      “Nothing,” Cass said.

      “Nada,” Ana added.

      I squinted at it. The thing flickered lightly. Too dim, but fighting. I could feel it.

      Our shuffling was working so far, but we needed light to get out of this alive. I hated to leave them, particularly after thinking how important it was to scout the way, but that light could be our ticket out of here.

      I needed to investigate. It’d only take a second. “Guys, I’m going to fly up to the light. Maybe I can get it to shine brighter. Watch your feet. Just fight them off. Don’t go far.”

      “Be careful,” Cade said.

      I stretched my wings. “You be careful. Watch the damned ground and don’t go far. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      “Will do,” Ana said.

      I took off into the air, flying high. As soon as I left, a low shout sounded from below. Then a grunt.

      “We need to go faster!” Ana said.

      Shit.

      They couldn’t wait for me.

      But they were right.

      Of course it would get worse the farther we went into the pitch-black castle. I flew faster, the light overhead calling to me. I prayed there were no ledges or walls for me to smack into as I flew.

      Below, I could hear my friends running. Fear shot through me. It was only a matter of time before the running became a really bad idea.

      When I neared the light, I realized that it was a dingy crystal. A faint glow from within pulsed, trying to break free.

      I drew my sword from the ether and stabbed upward toward the crystal.

      My steel shattered the glass, and light burst forth. It blew me backward, and I tumbled wings over butt, blinded.

      A sharp scream sounded from below. My stomach dropped as I righted myself and searched the ground.

      The sight nearly made my wings stop moving.

      A million skeletal arms reached out of the flagstone floor, waving as they tried to blindly catch whoever stepped over them. Cade and Ali were trying to drag Caro off the ground, but it was Ana who caught my eye.

      She was clinging to the edge of a large pit. More gaping black holes dotted the space. There were so many.

      I stored my sword in the ether and dove for Ana, wings carrying me quickly through the air. Cass was racing for her, too, stumbling every few feet as a skeletal arm grabbed her legs. She blasted them away with her flame, a brilliant jet of orange death that I was grateful she hadn’t used in the enchanted dark.

      One of us would have eaten it, for sure.

      Ana’s terrified eyes met mine as a skeletal hand grabbed onto hers where it clutched the edge of the rock. It began to peel her fingers off.

      I flew harder, lungs burning.

      Just as I reached her, the white bones broke her grip on the rock, and she began to plummet.

      I reached out, straining, praying.

      I grabbed her wrist. Her hand wrapped around my own, her frantic gaze meeting mine.

      I heaved, panting, as I tried to fly her out of the hole. My wings could barely support us both, and progress was slow. I was so close to the top edge of the pit, but couldn’t make it over.

      When a hand gripped my ankle, I instinctively kicked.

      “Hey!” Cade said.

      Oh, thank fates.

      I stilled, and he hauled us up, aiding my wings. The skeletal hands clutched at us as we were dragged up onto solid ground, but I struck out, knocking them away.

      The light made it easier to see and attack, and we scrambled upright.

      “Run!” I sprinted across the floor, headed for an exit at the far side of the enormous cavern. It was another smaller cave, a dark semicircle that led to who knew where.

      Didn’t matter though. Had to be better than the skeleton graveyard riddled with pits of despair.

      There were so many pits in the ground that I was grateful I’d found the light, even if it had been a risky move.

      Caro shot fierce jets of water as she ran, clearing the way for us. It blasted the skeletal arms apart, and we sprinted forward.

      By the time we ran under the dark archway, I was panting.

      The room on the other side was much smaller. There were no immediate threats, so I turned around and peeked back at the cavernous room, unable to help myself.

      The ground now lay still, no arms in sight. Probably triggered by intruders, or weight on the floor.

      But it was the sight of the cells that circled the space that made me shudder. Ancient metal bars concealed small boxes that had once held prisoners. They were all empty, but the idea of them made bile rise in my throat.

      “People were being kept down here,” I murmured. “Amongst all this darkness and evil.”

      “No longer,” Cade said. “And we’ll take out Chernobog. For good.”

      I nodded, determined. Just like Cocidius, Chernobog was an evil bastard. And this was the evidence. I turned back to the square room.

      “Maybe this was the guard’s room,” Cass said.

      “I buy that,” Ana said.

      “Now it’s just haunted.” Ali shuddered. “You feel it?”

      “I do.” Haris moved closer to his twin. “This place has been abandoned a long time. Whatever horrible things happened here have turned it into a nightmare.”

      “The memory of true evil can create darkness,” Caro said. “My gran used to tell me stories.”

      That must have been what happened back in the cell room. The evil had devoured the light, almost extinguishing it. I’d felt its energy. It was in this room, too.

      As I stepped into the middle, the air grew hazy and gray in front of me.

      “What the hell is that?” Ana murmured.

      It coalesced into a line of figures, each wearing a black cloak and cowl.

      “Twenty bucks they have no faces,” Cass said.

      Ana chuckled.

      “Grim Reapers.” Cade stepped forward just as they did.

      Their dark magic rolled over me, making my heart stutter and slow. My mind followed, blurring at the edges. I nearly stumbled to my knees, gasping. I wanted to run, to scream, to escape.

      But I couldn’t. I was trapped.

      Cold and weakness stole over me. Stealing my life force.

      Ana gripped my hand, but her touch was icy and frail. “They’re killing us.”

      The words were so soft, I could barely hear them. But she was right.

      They were nothing like Death’s minion, who we’d met back at Gravensteen. These were Grim Reapers, here to take their reward.

      In front of us, black and silver light shimmered around Cade. His aura. The swell of his magic followed, the sound of clashing swords and the scent of a storm at sea. He shifted into his wolf form and growled.

      The Grim Reapers shrank back.

      He prowled forward, his lips pulled back from his fangs as a low rumble filled the room. The Grim Reapers continued to back up, drifting away from the wolf.

      How had Cade known what to do?

      This looked like a familiar dance—like death knew to fear the wolf.

      Cade stalked forward, growling, pushing the Reapers back.

      He was clearing a path for us!

      And as the Reapers backed off, the dark tug of their magic faded. It still slowed my heart and my mind—my body gradually fading—but I could move.

      I staggered after Cade, my friends doing the same. Every step was a monumental effort, tearing through me like I was running the last mile of a marathon.

      Cade’s steps began to slow—this must be affecting him, too—but he kept going, lurching along.

      Finally, he broke through the line of Reapers, and we struggled past them, picking up speed as we gained distance.

      Sweat poured down my eyes as I lurched into a darkened stairwell, my friends at my side. Cade had shifted back to his human form and walked behind us, growling to hold off the Reapers.

      “Go,” Ana ordered.

      I began to struggle up the stairs, strength gaining with every step.

      “That was the flipping worst,” Caro said.

      We quickened our pace as our strength increased, and I glanced back. Cade followed behind, now in his human form.

      When we reached a dark landing that was actually a fairly large room, I turned to him. “What was that?”

      “The Grim Reaper is afraid of wolves. I’m the most dangerous wolf there is.”

      “Thank fates for that.” I studied the room briefly. We were higher up in the castle. It was large and high-ceilinged, and I realized that much of the enormous height of the castle was because it was built on these great spaces below. This room was particularly uninteresting.

      Except for a faint tug of recognition. Rowan. “You feel that?”

      “I do.” Ana approached the next flight of stairs, stepping onto the first. “She’s here. Above.”

      The words had barely left her mouth when the floor in the middle of the room exploded in an eruption of stones. They flew into the air, followed by a poof of dust.

      I dived to the side, trying to avoid the massive rocks. Someone cried out in pain as I scrambled to my feet and spun around.

      A giant stood in the middle of the room, having burst to the surface from down below. He was forty feet tall, with three heads. The middle head roared.

      “Ah, shit. They’re going to hear that,” Ana said.

      Yeah, our cover was officially blown.

      When the giant breathed fire from his left head, nearly taking off my hair, I lunged to the side. Heat blazed, but flame didn’t hit me. I rolled, hopping up in time to see his right head breathe an icy blast of breath that nearly hit Cade.

      Fortunately, he was fast enough. But the breath coated a large stone block with so much ice that it doubled in size.

      “Shit!” Ali cried. “The Belachko!”

      “What’s that?” I shot into the air, my wings carrying me high. I had to distract this guy from my friends.

      “Some kind of Slavic monster,” Haris said. “We read about him when hunting Chernobog.”

      “Duh, it’s a monster!” Caro shouted.

      “How do we kill it?” Cade demanded.

      “When it runs out of fuel, it’s easy to kill,” Ali said. “I think that means its fiery and icy breath.”

      So we just had to distract it.

      I darted around its heads, drawing my sword from the ether. The reek of his dark magic made me gag, visions of his evil deeds flashing in my mind.

      Ugh, gross. His magical signature was some kind of weird mind thing where I could see exactly what he wanted to do to me. What he’d done to the prisoners who’d once lived here.

      It was right out of my worst nightmares. Most of it, I never could have even thought up myself. Panic made my heart race.

      We had to take him out. He couldn’t be allowed to exist. Not something this evil.

      From up here, I could definitely land a solid blow, taking out one of the heads.

      His left head spun around, doing a full 180 until the monster glared at me with gleaming dark eyes. It opened its mouth, the scent of sulfur rolling over me, and emitted a blast of flame.

      I was already dodging out of the way, but I was too slow. The flame touched my skin, heat searing, right before a blast of water from below doused it. I tumbled backward, my front aching.

      Below, Caro shot her ferocious jet of water at the monster’s flame, dousing it. I looked down to see a charred shirt and reddened flesh, but nothing was melted, thank fates.

      Down below, Cass shot her flame at the monster’s blasts of ice, protecting the others, who launched an attack at the giant’s legs. Cass’s left calf was bloody and torn—she must have been the one who had cried out. Had a flying stone gotten her?

      Ana used her shield to protect Cass as she worked, while Caro darted around, trying to keep up with the monster’s fire-breathing head.

      Ali and Haris swung their swords so fast that I could barely see them, but they glanced off the giant’s legs, not making contact. Cade tried to plunge his blade into the giant’s shin, but it, too, bounced off.

      The deadly blasts of ice and fire were starting to weaken, but we needed to get this guy off his feet if we wanted to deliver the kill shot when he ran out of fuel.

      “Cade!” I said. “Let’s hit him in the chest.”

      He nodded, shifting into his wolf form and backing up. I flew until I hovered over him, then counted to three.

      On three, we charged. Cade leapt into the air, his form graceful and strong. I hurled toward the giant’s chest, and we hit him at the same time, the force of our blow sending him off his feet.

      He crashed to the ground, and my friends leapt on him. His magical signature flared once again, gruesome images of torn apart people flashing in my mind.

      Inhuman.

      His fire and ice were nearly gone, and I flew down, plunging my blade into his chest. Ali and Haris approached from the sides, slicing their blades over his outer necks, while Caro decapitated his last head with a powerful stream of water.

      I yanked my sword free as my friends stumbled away. I flew down to join them, then landed and closed my wings into my body.

      “That was the worst.” Cass shuddered.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that.” Cade rubbed his head, as if to banish the dark memories that the Belachko had forced into our minds.

      If Cade, who’d seen dozens of wars, had never seen anything like that, then we knew this guy was really bad.

      “Let’s count that as our good deed,” Ali said. “And get the hell out of here.”

      “One sister, coming up,” Haris said.

      I sure hoped they were right. Ana sprinted for the stairs, and I followed, but as I jumped on the stairwell, I caught sight of Cass, struggling to cross the room toward us.

      “Hang on.” I spun and knelt by her side, calling on my healing power and feeding it into her leg.

      “Wow.” Relief filled her voice. “You’re good at that.”

      “Thanks.” The skin on her leg knit together, and I stood.

      It was only about thirty seconds, but by the time I finished, everyone else was out of the room.

      “Let’s go.” I raced up the stairs, Cass behind me.

      “They’ll be up there,” Cass said. “So be ready.”

      She was right. There was no way the Rebel Gods hadn’t heard the commotion of the Belachko exploding out of the ground. That was probably his whole purpose. Stop the trespassers. Or, at least, make so much noise everyone else would freak out and start to fight, too.

      Which meant I had to hightail it for Rowan as fast as I could.

      When I spilled out onto a courtyard, icy wind whipped at my hair. The battle had already begun. Demons were leaping off the rampart walls, landing in the courtyard and drawing their swords. My friends were already fighting.

      Ali and Haris used their Djinn powers to possess the demons, making them kill each other before leaping out of their bodies and slamming into some new ones.

      Caro shot fierce jets of water, lancing through chests and delivering kill shots with deadly accuracy.

      But it was the Rebel Gods who caught my eye. Two of them, leaping out of a massive window up above.

      They were so determined to lay the smack down on us that they couldn’t even use the freaking stairs.

      Eris, her face dripping with blood, flew through the air like a terrible dream. Her white robes were streaked with crimson, and her blood-thirsty grin was narrowed in on Cass.

      “Oh, this jerk is mine,” Cass growled.

      They’d fought before, back at the Rebel Gods’ stronghold, and it looked like Eris wanted a repeat. Fortunately, so did Cass. She charged the Rebel God, her magic flaring.

      It nearly sent me to my knees. I’d known Cass was mega-powerful, but she was easily on the level of Cade. Without being a god. How did that work?

      She shot her flame at Eris right before they collided, lighting the god’s hair on fire. Eris shrieked, a sound of pure rage, and shoved Cass so hard she flew twenty feet through the air.

      Fortunately, she landed with a roll, her catlike reflexes protecting her. With her ability as a Mirror Mage, she could give Eris a taste of her own medicine.

      A roar from the side of the courtyard caught my ear, and I turned. Cade was charging Cocidius, and the two gods were about to collide in a clash of speed and violence.

      Worry tore at my chest, but I shoved it away.

      Cade was tough, and he was meant to fight the other Celtic war god. It just made sense. War god against war god.

      I caught sight of Ana, who raced across the courtyard to the tall tower that sat in the middle.

      Rowan had to be in there. I recalled the view from the window that she’d been sitting in. It had been high up, overlooking the land beyond. I glanced up, catching sight of a pale face in the window.

      Then she was jerked back in.

      Rowan!

      But my wings wouldn’t fit through that tiny window.

      I sprinted, following Ana into the tower. She was about ten feet ahead of me.

      She glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of me. “Hurry up!”

      The spiral staircase ran along the edges of the wide tower, leaving an open space right in the middle. A big open space.

      Jackpot.

      I unfurled my wings and drew my sword, leaping into the air.

      I flew past Ana, who was red with exertion. The air whipped at my hair, and I landed on a platform outside the door that I thought was Rowan’s room.

      Rage and desperation filled me with strength, and I kicked the door in, then strode inside, sword raised.

      Chernobog was trying to grab Rowan, but she’d climbed onto the top of a heavy bookshelf. She’d always been spry, but this was impressive.

      Her gaze darted to mine, clear and blue. “Bree!”

      The joy in her voice almost made my heart explode.

      She recognized me!

      I glanced up. The conical ceiling indicated that we were at the top of the tower. I called upon my lightning, determined to kill Chernobog while Rowan was still in a lucid state. I didn’t need her helping him when I was trying to save her.

      He was at least seven feet tall, and the snow that whipped around him foretold of dangerous powers. His power felt like ice rushing over my skin and sounded like the roar of a winter wind. It tasted of vomit and smelled like death. It nearly sent me to my knees.

      The lightning crackled within me, strong and fierce. I called it from the heavens, urging Thor’s power to come to me. The bolt cracked out of the sky, piercing through the conical roof, which blasted apart, tiles flying everywhere. The white bolt hit Chernobog where he stood.

      He stumbled, going to his knees.

      His roar tore through the room as he stumbled to his feet. He swung his head like a bull, eyes blazing when they caught sight of me.

      “I’m here to take my sister back.” How, though?

      This guy was strong. He threw out his hand, a massive spear of black ice hurtling toward me. I lunged to the side, the ice grazing my waist and slicing deep. He powered up another, so fast I couldn’t get to my feet.

      Ana lunged into the room, casting her protective shield over me. The black ice spear shattered against it, but Ana went to her knees, her shield dissipating.

      That had never happened before.

      Fear lanced me like acid through my veins.

      It only got worse when Rowan leapt off the bookcase.

      But the move didn’t look threatening. At least, not toward Chernobog.

      “Shit. She’s enchanted again,” I said.

      She ran to Chernobog’s side and grabbed his arm. He dug into his pocket, a move that made my stomach drop. He hurled a rock to the ground, and a gold cloud billowed up.

      “No!” Ana lunged.

      Chernobog dragged a willing—but cloudy-eyed—Rowan into the golden fog, stealing her away.

      Fear like I’d never known chilled my heart. I leapt to my feet, sprinting after them.

      “No!” Cade’s roar followed me. He must have come up the stairs after us. “Don’t!”

      The one word held so much meaning.

      Don’t go in there, or you’ll die.

      Everyone knew that jumping through random heavenly transport portals was a death wish. No way Chernobog was going to a place that would be safe.

      I didn’t care.

      I was going to save Rowan, no matter what.
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      I leapt into the golden cloud, Cade’s words echoing in my ears. When I stumbled out on the other side, the air was vastly warmer.

      Ana tripped out of the portal behind me, slamming into my back.

      Of course she’d come. I didn’t want her to risk herself, but she was like me.

      She’d come for Rowan. And me. No matter what.

      And there was no way either of us could defeat Chernobog alone.

      A bright moon shined on this new realm, highlighting the white marble columns that surrounded us. The smell of the sea hit my nose, and the breeze pulled my hair back from my face.

      Eris’s realm. We were in Greece.

      In the distance, Chernobog pulled Rowan along.

      “There!” I sprinted after them.

      Ana followed.

      Figures marched out from behind the columns, warriors in Ancient Greek garb. Their stony faces met mine, and I realized that they were actually statues. Fabulously painted statues, and definitely not human.

      Didn’t mean they couldn’t put the hurt on us, though.

      I called on Thor’s power, drawing the lightning down from the sky. I gave it everything I had, a complex magical demand that had twenty spears of lightning striking toward the earth. The thunder deafened me, nearly sending me to my knees.

      The lightning was no better, blinding me quickly. When it faded, all of the soldiers lay on the ground, cracked into a million pieces.

      “Nice.” Ana raced ahead, and I followed, shaking my head to recover from the bright white light.

      My lungs burned as we ran after them.

      As much as I wanted to catch them, I liked that he ran from us. It meant he feared us. I was terrified we couldn’t beat him—but if he feared us?

      Yeah, that was good.

      I called upon Loki’s illusion power, commanding it to create a massive tiger. The beast prowled out from behind the columns ahead of Chernobog, then roared, sprinting for him.

      Chernobog stopped dead in his tracks, then turned.

      A vicious scowl crossed his face as he spotted us.

      “Nowhere to go,” I shouted. “I control the tiger.”

      He had no way to know it was an illusion. I made flames burst up on either side of us as the tiger prowled behind.

      “What magic is this?” he roared.

      “I am a Dragon God!” My voice reverberated over the land, so powerful it shocked even me. “I am all power.”

      It wasn’t true, but the nature of my magic meant I sure had a ton of it.

      From the brief faltering expression on his face, he seemed like he might’ve believed me. Right now, lots of power and all the power were pretty much the same.

      I prowled closer, calling on the magic that I had inside me. If I was going to kill him, I needed to create the biggest lightning bolt in the history of time. But I didn’t want him to be holding on to Rowan, or she’d get some of the shock.

      The magic gathered inside me as he hurled a black ice bolt at me. I called my shield from the ether, but the ice was so big that it collided with me and sent me flying onto my back. Pain flared.

      Ana crouched over me, casting her protective shield. “I don’t know if this will work against him for long. Every hit is like a Mack truck.”

      I scrambled to my feet, aching everywhere. Chernobog had Rowan’s arm gripped in his hand, and he was studying the flames that trapped us in a circle. If he tried to break through them, he’d realize they were just an illusion.

      With every bit of strength I could muster, I called upon a lightning bolt. Fortunately, Rowan had stepped away from him. Her cooperation had convinced him, maybe.

      Or maybe it was because he was holding out both hands, ready to shoot a massive and deadly ice bolt that required two hands. Considering that the one-handed attack had nearly killed me, I didn’t want to know about the two-handed attack.

      I didn’t hesitate, sending the lightning down toward him. It cracked through the sky, the scent of ozone burning my nose, and sent him to his knees.

      Pale and drawn, he shook his head. Clearly not dead.

      Damn it.

      Next to him, Rowan’s eyes turned blue.

      Hope flared in my chest.

      Her gaze darted to the large dagger sheathed at his side, then back to me.

      I mouthed, “Wait.”

      She nodded, tension clearly vibrating in her shoulders, but she got what I was trying to say.

      “We can’t kill him alone.” I glanced at Ana, then nodded toward Rowan.

      Beside me, she glowed with a pale white light. It was the same light as before, back in Chernobog’s realm, but it was spreading fast. So fast. It reached Chernobog in seconds. He turned white, gasping.

      “You’re doing that!”

      “Holy fates, I am.”

      I called upon my lightning, wanting to add to the attack.

      It crackled inside me. I reached toward the sky, harvesting every bit of energy that I could, until finally, it nearly burst out from the inside. I commanded it to hit Chernobog. The bolt shot down from the sky, striking him on top of the head.

      He crashed to the ground.

      Rowan jumped, grabbing the blade at his waist and plunging it into his heart. His neck.

      She went wild, hacking him apart as blood sprayed.

      “Shit.” I raced for her. She was losing it.

      Ana sprinted alongside, breath heaving. We stumbled to a halt by a blood-covered Rowan. The god was nothing but mincemeat from the waist up. She’d hit him so many times in the neck that his head was severed.

      She looked up at us, panting.

      Then her blue eyes clouded over.

      Shit.

      Ana lunged for her, throwing her to the ground. She sat on her chest. “Get the knife!”

      I grabbed it out of Rowan’s hand, throwing it aside.

      She thrashed like a wild thing, but Ana held her down, determination adding to her strength. “We’re not going to lose you now!”

      I fumbled in my pocket and dug out the vial of antidote. It took everything I had to get the top off without spilling it. If we didn’t get this down her throat, we would lose her again.

      I will not lose Rowan.

      With the open vial clutched in my hand, I lunged for her, pinching open her cheeks and pouring the liquid down her throat. She coughed and sputtered, but I closed her mouth and pinched her nose until she swallowed.

      Guilt streaked through me—this was not how I imagined our first moments together—but when her blue eyes popped open, recognition and joy flared in their depths.

      Tears sprang to my own eyes. “Rowan!”

      Ana and I collapsed on her, hugging her. Chernobog’s blood stuck to me, clogging my nose, but beneath it, I could smell Rowan.

      “Your magic smells normal!” It hadn’t before—one of the reasons I hadn’t recognized her earlier. But now, I could smell the fresh scent of clover and taste honey on my tongue.

      She squeezed tight. “Oh fates, I can’t believe you found me.”

      Ana cried next to us, deep sobs that didn’t allow any words through. Tears poured from my own eyes now.

      Finally, we were together again.

      I jerked back, remembering where we were.

      Next to us, Chernobog’s body was disappearing into the ground, being absorbed by the earth. A godly realm claiming one of its own?

      Whatever the case… “We have to get out of here.”

      Ana gasped and straightened. “Yeah. They could follow.”

      “How the hell do we get out?” I asked.

      “There’s a portal.” Rowan scrambled to her feet. She was so coated with blood that she looked like Carrie after the prom, but she was the best thing I’d seen in years. “Come on.”

      She sprinted across the ground, and we followed. I kept my senses alert, trying to identify oncoming threats. Depending on how my friends did back at Chernobog’s castle, we might have two more Rebel Gods on our tail.

      Fear and guilt streaked through me at the thought.

      I’d left them. It’d been part of the plan—approved by everyone—but still, guilt reared its ugly head.

      Don’t worry. My friends were strong. Cade was a damned god, and Cass was ridiculously powerful. Not to mention Caro, Ali, and Haris.

      I had to have faith.

      “There!” Rowan pointed to a glowing blue portal.

      “Where does it go?”

      “No idea!”

      “Shit, really?” I stumbled to a stop in front of the portal.

      “I only remember some things,” she said. “Depends on how foggy I was at the time something happened.”

      “I’m so sorry for everything that’s happened to you.”

      She looked me dead in the eye. “Not your fault. Not the time.”

      I blinked. She was right. We needed to run for it. Rowan had always been the practical one.

      Right now, I was so used to danger in my life—and so not used to her—that I wanted to focus on her instead of getting the hell out of here. I could happily sit down and have a chat, entirely forgetting about the Rebel Gods on our tail.

      And that was really freaking dumb.

      “Let’s go, then,” I said. “Because this is the most dangerous place we could be.”

      At that, energy popped in the air. I turned, drawn by the sensation. Far in the distance, two figures stood.

      Eris and Cocidius. Their power rolled toward us.

      I turned back. “Go!”

      Rowan leapt through the portal, and we followed, stumbling out onto a rocky cliff. The morning sun peeked over the horizon, illuminating the gleaming blue sea that surrounded the rock upon which we stood.

      I turned, realizing that we were actually inside a large, ruined temple. The broken white columns speared toward the air.

      “We’re on Despotiko Island. The entrance to Eris’s realm,” Ana said. “I was here with Cass.”

      “And those gods are coming after us,” I said. “Run.”

      We sprinted away from them, but I had no idea where we were going. There was nothing on this island. It was just a freaking rock.

      “Should we jump into the sea?” Ana asked. “Maybe there’s a sea cave we can hide in.”

      “I could use a bath,” Rowan said.

      I laughed, forgetting how funny she was. If we could jump into the sea and find a sea cave, that would be ideal to hide in. But… “There could be sharks. And Rowan, you smell like a shark cookie right now.”

      “Good point.”

      But we couldn’t fight two gods. We’d barely managed to take out one. My heart thundered as the seconds ticked by. Fear chilled my skin. They were going to jump through that portal any minute now.

      Fifty yards away, two figures appeared out of the blue.

      Cass and Cade.

      “Holy fates!” I sprinted toward them, Rowan and Ana racing to keep up.

      “Who’s that?” Rowan asked.

      “Our ride out of here,” Ana said. “We’re going home.”

      I couldn’t believe our luck.
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      Two days later, after Cass had used her transporter power to get us off Despotiko before the Rebel Gods caught us, I sat with Ana and Rowan at the back of the Whisky and Warlock. We were lined up on a bench against the wall. Mayhem floated by my head, a ham clutched in her mouth, and a pink cocktail called the Witch’s Rebellion sat on the table in front of me. Ana and Rowan had the same.

      “I can’t believe this is our new life.” Rowan gazed around, eyes wide.

      “Like it?” I took in the heavy logs in the ceiling and the ancient walls. The fire flickered warmly, and the sound of bagpipes filtered in from out on the street.

      “Yeah.” She leaned against me, wrapping her arm around me. “I don’t care where we are. As long as we’re together.”

      I leaned against her, and Ana did the same. My gaze drifted over the crowd in the small room where the Protectorate usually hung out after work. Caro, Ali, and Haris were leaning on the bar, while Jude and Hedy had a little corner table. Even Cass, Nix, and Del had shown up, saying that they liked the vibe of this place.

      I secretly thought they just wanted to check on us, which was confirmed when Cass’s gaze roved over us and she smiled. I grinned back, nodding my thanks to her, then my gaze drifted on. It collided with Cade’s, who stepped through the door, his dark hair windblown and his cheeks ruddy.

      He was so handsome I sighed.

      “That’s really your boyfriend?” Rowan asked. “Because, meeeeow.”

      “Not my boyfriend.” At least, we hadn’t talked about it.

      Ana scoffed. “Whatever. He is.”

      “Caro said he fought like a madman back at Chernobog’s realm. Took out all those demons in minutes,” Rowan said.

      He had. Apparently my friends had fought Cocidius and Eris for a while, until the Rebel Gods had figured out that Chernobog had run for it with Rowan. At that point, they’d disappeared, too, coming after us. It’d been quick work for them to kill the rest of the demons, then race for the portal so they could come after us. If Cass hadn’t had the ability to teleport and we hadn’t found our way back to Earth, we’d be dead. Or captured by the Rebel Gods.

      “So you’re not disappointed that we’re no longer in Death Valley?” I asked.

      “Heck no. That life is done. This is better.” Her gaze shifted around, her wariness obvious. “Safer.”

      “You don’t look like you feel safe.” My heart twisted.

      Her lips pressed together, and she reached for my hand. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get over it.”

      “Five years.” It tortured me to think what she’d been through all that time, a captive.

      On the other side of Rowan, Ana’s eyes glinted with tears. “We tried to find you.”

      “I know. You never gave up.”

      “How do you know?” Ana’s voice cracked.

      “Because I wouldn’t have given up.”

      I swallowed hard. I’d spent most of the last two days crying from joy or grief. Knowing what had happened to Rowan tore me apart.

      “Don’t worry.” She squeezed my hand again, as if she could give me her strength. She’d always been the strong one. But oh, how I wished I could have taken her place. “Really. Because of the connection charm, I was enchanted out of my mind most of the time. It was a blessing.”

      “So you don’t have terrible memories?” Ana asked.

      She’d refused to talk about it until now. Maybe it was the Witch’s Rebellion that loosened her tongue, but I was terrified of what I’d hear. I stiffened my spine. I had to hear it, though. If she’d had to live it, I had to know. So I could get the bastards who’d taken her.

      “I do have memories,” Rowan said. “But we’re going to use them to destroy the Rebel Gods.”

      Dark satisfaction streaked through me.

      “I mean it,” Rowan said. “I can find them. I have enough memory that we can take them out. And we have to. Because they’re after us.”

      “For our power,” Ana said.

      “Yes. They used mine to build the stronghold. But all along, their plan was to use me to kidnap you. They could only steal one of us five years ago, and it turned out to be me. And then I hunted you.” Her gaze turned dark. “I could have killed you.”

      “You were under a deep enchantment. That black oil you were coated with made you…not yourself,” Ana said.

      “I wasn’t myself.” Rowan shook her head. “But still, the idea of what I could have done… They gave me different powers. I was a puppet.”

      “A puppet no longer. And we’ll get them before they get us,” I said.

      I wanted it for vengeance. For safety.

      Hell, it didn’t matter why I wanted it.

      It had to be done. The Rebel Gods were evil, and we had to stop them.

      And together, we had a chance.
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      As our monster truck raced through the forest, joy surged through me. I stood on the fight platform at the front, clinging to the rail as the truck swerved around giant trees, driven by my sister Ana.

      For the first time in five years, I was fighting monsters with both my sisters.

      I looked over at Rowan, grinning so hard my cheeks hurt.

      After five long years of searching, we’d finally found her. Saved her. Two days ago, I’d yanked her from the grips of the Rebel Gods, and now the three of us were back together. Me, Ana, Rowan.

      A team.

      And right now, our job was to catch the giant cryptid that was haunting this ancient Scottish forest.

      “See anything up ahead?” Ana called from behind the wheel.

      “Just trees!” I shouted. “No Nessie yet.”

      “Are we sure this is Nessie?” Rowan asked. Wind whipped her hair back from her eager face. “The legs—not to mention being on land—seem seriously out of character.”

      I laughed. She was right. Nessie with legs was weird.

      “According to Jude, someone had hit her with an evolution charm. She’d grown legs and charged up here, to the Ancient Forest.”

      I was glad this little side job for the Protectorate had come up. Rowan had been a captive too long, and this gave her a chance to get back into the real world. Doing what we’d always done best—practice our general badassery from our perches on the buggy.

      I patted the bag of potion bombs slung over my shoulder, nodding to the identical one hanging off of Rowan’s back. “These potion bombs should tranq her. Then the Cryptos will take over and get her back to normal.”

      “And stick her back in Loch Ness, I hope,” Rowan said. She’d always loved animals.

      “Yep.” I grinned at her, clinging hard to the rail as Ana swerved the vehicle around a huge tree. “The Protectorate wouldn’t have it any other way. They work for good, Rowan. You’ll like it here.”

      “I trust you, but—”

      A blast of flame exploded from the trees to our left.

      A scream caught in my throat as Ana swerved the buggy away, throwing out her hand and creating a white shield between us and the flame. The brilliant orange fire crashed against it, the heat warming my face.

      As it faded, I caught sight of giant, gleaming green eyes peering out at me from between the charred tree trunks.

      “Nessie shoots fire?” Rowan shouted.

      “Evolution is amazing.” I cackled. “Charge her, Ana!”

      Rowan dug into her potion sack and withdrew a gleaming blue glass ball that Hedy had made for us. It was the size of a softball—fairly large for a potion bomb. “How many do we have to hit her with?”

      “At least eight.”

      Rowan grinned. “All right, then. Twenty bucks I hit her with more!”

      A grin stretched across my face, my heart feeling like it was filling with sparkling light. I was so damned happy to be back with Rowan that I didn’t care if she won.

      Didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try, though.

      “You’re on.” I dug into my sack and withdrew one of the potion bombs.

      The buggy bounced over roots and rocks as Ana careened around a tree and headed for Nessie. The beast roared and took off into the forest.

      “We’re not going to hurt you!” Rowan shouted.

      Nessie’s footsteps pounded harder.

      “She’s a smart one,” I said.

      “There’s nothing for you to eat in this forest,” Rowan shouted. “Wouldn’t you like a nice fish instead of some nasty rabbit or stag?”

      Nessie roared again.

      “Is she disagreeing with you?” I asked.

      “No idea.”

      We reached a clearing, and Ana hit the gas. The buggy jumped forward, eating up the ground.

      “We can’t take her out here!” I shouted. “This clearing is enchanted with magic that prevents transporting!”

      If Nessie went down here, they’d never be able to transport her back to Loch Ness.

      “Got it!” Ana cried, and sped faster after Nessie, getting out of the clearing entirely.

      Soon, I could see Nessie’s massive green tail as she raced through the forest on sturdy legs. The trees towered over her, three times the size of normal oaks. This ancient forest wasn’t far from the Protectorate castle, but this was the first time I’d seen it.

      “I’m going to block her way.” Rowan thrust out her free hand.

      A moment passed. I waited for her magic to fill the air.

      But nothing happened.

      A grimace twisted her face.

      Still nothing.

      “Are you okay?” Worry twisted my insides. During her time with the Rebel Gods, they’d totally screwed with her magic. They’d given her new powers, but what about her old ones?

      A bead of sweat dripped down Rowan’s temple. The buggy lurched over a bump, and she stumbled.

      She gasped. “It’s still not there.”

      “No telekinesis at all?” It was the gift she’d been born with, and she’d been having trouble with it in the two days she’d been free.

      “I’m trying to move the fallen logs, and…nothing.”

      “Do you have your new gifts?” Ana shouted from behind. “The ones from the Rebel Gods?”

      “No.” Her voice cracked. “Those disappeared when their enchantment broke. I thought it would just take a little time for my old magic to come back, but if it’s not appearing right now…when I most need it…”

      “Don’t say it.” I scowled at her.

      “It never will.” She sucked in a ragged breath, then determination set her brow.

      Now that was the Rowan I recognized.

      Nessie had gained some distance. She was really not a fan of being chased.

      “We need to lure her to us!” Rowan turned back to Ana. “Steer us over to that big tree!”

      Ana swerved the buggy toward the large tree with a low-hanging branch. As she neared it, Rowan stashed her potion bomb in her sack, then leapt into the air, grabbed the branch, and scrambled onto it.

      “What the heck?” Ana shouted.

      “I’ll draw it to me! Herd Nessie toward me with the buggy!”

      “That’s dangerous as hell!” Ana shouted. “You could get barbecued!”

      “Compared to the last five years, this is nothing.”

      And she was determined not to fail. I knew Rowan. Losing her magic would tear a hole in her. But she wouldn’t stay down. Nothing could keep her down.

      And as much as Ana was a worrier, that wouldn’t help us get the job done. I loved her for caring, but I wanted to catch Nessie. And I wanted Rowan to be able to prove herself. Not to me. But to herself.

      “I like how you think.” I unfurled my wings and leapt into the air, avoiding branches as I flew above Rowan. “I’ll attack from the sky.”

      Rowan grinned up at me, looking slightly crazy.

      “You’re both nuts!” Ana drove away, looping around to try to corner Nessie.

      The morphed sea creature was off in the distance, crashing through the forest and upsetting the animals. From up here, I could see stags charging away from her, along with a herd of badgers.

      Nessie was definitely upsetting the ecosystem.

      Ana drove the buggy in a large loop, herding Nessie toward us. The monster occasionally turned back to blast fire at Ana, but my sister was too fast. She threw out her protective shield, stopping the flames before they could give her a new, crispier hairdo.

      “She’s nearly here!” I called down to Rowan.

      She dug into her potion sack. I rubbed the smooth glass of the potion bomb with my thumb as I waited. Nessie thundered closer, her green skin looking a bit dry and flaky. She needed to get back into Loch Ness. Whoever had transformed her hadn’t done a great job.

      Leaves fluttered from the trees as Nessie’s footsteps rattled the earth. She was nearly under Rowan when I hurled my first potion bomb. Rowan followed suit, and the blue glass balls exploded against Nessie’s hide.

      Nessie didn’t even pause. She was far too big for that tiny amount of sleeping potion to have an effect.

      I dug into my pouch to withdraw another ball as Nessie raced faster through the forest. Rowan ran after her, jumping from tree limb to tree limb like Tarzan. I flew fast, darting around trees to get the perfect position.

      I threw the next bomb, grinning when it shattered against Nessie’s butt. Rowan’s second bomb hit her on the back, and Nessie stumbled.

      She roared, then turned and blasted fire up at Rowan.

      Fear turned my blood to ice, but Rowan dodged just in time, fast and agile. Her hair smoked a bit, but the dark strands look mostly intact.

      My next bomb exploded against Nessie’s neck, and Rowan managed to hit her on the side. Nessie wobbled as she ran, slowing down.

      “One more!” I shouted, digging into the pouch.

      We hurled our bombs at the same time, hitting Nessie on the back. She crashed to the ground, skidding against the leaves.

      “Woo!” Rowan leapt from the tree limb and loped over to Nessie’s head.

      I flew down to join her and landed lightly on my feet. I was really starting to get the hang of the flying.

      Rowan’s wide gaze followed my wings as I drew them back into my body. “You’ve come a seriously long way.”

      “It’s weird, to be honest.” All my new powers were still settling down inside of me, learning to play nicely as I figured out how to properly use them.

      Rowan knelt by Nessie’s head and petted her cheek. She had a smooth face and tiny fangs. Cute, actually.

      I pressed my fingertip to the comms charm. “Emily? We’ve got Nessie. You can come get her.”

      “Great! Be right there,” said Emily, the transporter mage.

      “They really won’t hurt her?” Rowan asked.

      “Not a chance.” But I could understand how Rowan might have some trust issues. After what she’d been through, it was no surprise. “They’ll transport her back to the loch and transform her.”

      “Good.” Rowan stood, her eyes cast in shadow.

      I reached out and rubbed her shoulder, wishing I could do more for her. Ana pulled the buggy to a stop next to us, her gaze landing on the two of us. A smile stretched across her face, but I could see worry at the edges.

      Rowan’s missing magic was a serious problem. As was the issue of the Rebel Gods. We might have killed one of them, but the other two were still out there.

      Still hunting us.
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      An hour later, we arrived back on the main lawn at the Protectorate. Emily had transported Nessie back to her loch, and then returned to bring the buggy and us back to the Protectorate. The midday sun gleamed overhead, making the glass windows in the castle sparkle like diamonds.

      “How’d you feel about your first job?” Emily asked Rowan.

      “Um, good.” Rowan’s face was entirely shuttered. Any openness or happiness she showed us was markedly absent when she was around others.

      Emily smiled and nodded, but she seemed to get it and just waved, then turned and strode toward the castle. The dark-haired transporter mage was very perceptive.

      “I can’t believe we live here now.” Rowan gazed across the lawn.

      In the distance, Caro, Ali, and Haris practiced with weapons on the lawn. The Pugs of Destruction ran in circles around nothing, and the castle rose tall against the sky. All in all, it was an amazing place full of new friends. But to Rowan?

      I wasn’t sure if she could see that yet, or if she was still trapped inside her terrible memories.

      “Do you like it?” Ana asked as she drove us toward the stables where the buggy was stored. “Living here, I mean. It’s been a couple days since you arrived. Any change of heart?”

      “I do like it.” She frowned, and it was obvious that the transition was harder than we thought it would be. “But I should probably start practicing weapons with them.” She pointed to Caro, Ali, and Haris. “Given the state of my magic, I mean.”

      “You’ll get it back.” I squeezed her hand, but worry weighted my heart. I had no idea where her magic had gone, and it seemed she didn’t either.

      “Yeah. I’ll get it back.” Determination shrouded her voice. “We’re going to need it if we want to defeat the Rebel Gods.”

      “How’s your memory doing?” I asked as Ana drove into the stable and parked.

      We all climbed out of the buggy.

      Rowan rubbed her head, frowning. “Still crap. I can feel the knowledge—it’s in there. But accessing it is hard.”

      “The fog on your mind,” Ana said. “Isn’t that what you called it?”

      “Yeah.” She led the way out of the stable toward the castle. “The enchantment was so heavy. But it feels like the memories have been slipping away. And it’s only been two days that I’ve been free.”

      “You had them, and now they’re gone?” Ana asked.

      “Just hard to reach,” she said. “I don’t think they’re gone entirely. It’s like they’re at the tip of my tongue. Or on the edge of my brain.”

      “It’s the perfect protection for the Rebel Gods,” I said. “Some kind of spell that makes you forget whatever you knew about them.”

      “You’re right,” Rowan said. “As soon as I left them, I thought I remembered more. Now, those memories are trapped.”

      Hedy had been unable to help us with a memory recovery charm. Melusine had been a bust, too. So had Aerdeca and Mordaca. We were running out of options.

      “What we need is Arach,” Ana said.

      “But she hasn’t shown herself to us.” The dragon spirit who presided over the castle had been gone for weeks. I’d spent hours in her library, begging her to show up to help us with Rowan’s memory.

      I’d hoped that the mission today would get her feeling more like herself—maybe shake a few memories loose.

      It didn’t seem like it was working.

      As we neared the castle, the sound of rock music filtered down from one of the high towers. Caro was no longer practicing on the lawn, so I had to assume it was coming from her room. She was the resident music expert here.

      Mayhem, my winged friend, flew out through the castle doors, her ghostly form passing right through the wood. As usual, she had a ham gripped in her mouth. She must have finished her race around the yard with the other pugs, and dropped in on the kitchen for a snack. The ham didn’t stop her from giving an excited yip as she circled us in the air.

      Rowan laughed, and my heart lightened.

      We might have the pressure of the Rebel Gods hanging over us, but Rowan was back. She was stressed about her missing magic, but she was also happy. Most of the time, at least.

      I was going to take it. Hold tight to the good stuff.

      Like Cade, whom I hadn’t seen since last night at the Whisky and Warlock.

      I stepped onto the stairs leading to the main doors, and shivered as magic rolled over my skin.

      “Do you feel that?” Rowan asked.

      “Yeah.” I shoved open the heavy door. Magic slammed me in the face, a signature so strong that I gasped. “Arach.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Ana said. “Just who we wanted to talk to.”

      “Arach?” Rowan asked. “You mean the dragon spirit you’re obsessed with?”

      “Exactly.” I hurried into the main hall. “She’s here. I wouldn’t mistake that signature anywhere. Come on.”

      They followed me down the hall toward Arach’s room. Sconces flickered yellow light as we passed.

      “What’s made her show up now?” Ana asked from behind.

      “No idea.” I pushed open the door to her room, nearly staggering at the feel of her immense power, and pulled up short when I saw Cade.

      He grinned at me, looking handsome as ever with his dark hair and chiseled features. Richly scented smoke filled the room, twining around him. Next to him, a basin of blood gleamed in the light. Arach stood by the flickering fire, her shimmery white body blending with the smoke. She was in her human form, a lovely woman with a strange face that was almost reptilian. Her long, simple dress glowed like the rest of her, and she looked like she could disappear at any moment.

      I shot Cade a look that very clearly said, “What are you doing here?”

      But it was Arach who answered. “Your friend here seemed very determined to call me to this realm.” Her quiet voice resonated with power, shaking my bones. I’d be afraid if I hadn’t met her before.

      “How did he do that?” She’d come to me in the past when I’d called to her. Why not now? And why to Cade?

      “I was in deep slumber. It takes great magic to wake me.” She looked at Cade, then at the basin of blood. “He managed it.”

      I glanced at him.

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “It seemed important to you.”

      “No kidding.” I wanted to hug him. Why hadn’t he told me he was doing this? The basin of blood caught my eye, then the thin wound at his wrist.

      Bingo.

      That was why he hadn’t mentioned it. I’d have wanted to take over and donate my blood. No doubt he wouldn’t have liked that.

      Arach drifted toward us, her magic rolling over me in waves. Her keen gaze landed on Rowan. “You’re our newest member, if I’m not mistaken?”

      “Not officially, no,” Rowan said. “I have no magic. Not anymore. So I don’t see how I can join you.”

      Arach’s gaze searched Rowan’s, and she raised a hand, hovering it by Rowan’s shoulder. “May I?”

      Rowan glanced at me, and I nodded. You can trust her.

      Rowan seemed to read my eyes, and she looked back at Arach. “Fine. Not every day I get to meet a dragon.”

      Arach’s mouth crooked up at the corner, and she laid her hand on Rowan’s shoulder. Her grin turned downward quickly, and her brow wrinkled.

      “What is it?” Nerves echoed in Rowan’s voice.

      I felt them myself, every muscle in my body drawing tight with tension. Cade shifted closer to me and wrapped his hand around mine. Comfort surged through me, but not enough to drive away fear for my sister.

      Nothing would ever drive that away.

      “They’ve broken something inside of you.” Sadness and concern echoed in Arach’s voice, something I’d never heard from her before.

      “I can’t say that I’m surprised.” Any fear in Rowan’s voice was covered with wry humor. She had to be freaking out right now, but Rowan was never one to show fear.

      “How do we fix it?” Ana demanded.

      “I don’t know,” Arach said. “But it is important that you do.”

      Rowan’s gaze turned serious. “Can you help me recover my memories? I know how to find the Rebel Gods, but the information is harder to access than I expected it to be.”

      “Shouldn’t we focus on fixing you?” Ana asked.

      “This will fix me. We need to get them. They are dangerous. To the world. To us.” Shadows drifted across their eyes. “They’re planning something big. I know it. I can feel it. Right at the edge of my mind.”

      “We’ll find them, Rowan,” I said. “I promise.”

      “Rowan is right,” Arach said. “The Rebel Gods are the greatest threat right now. Rowan can work to recover her magic, but the most important thing is stopping the ones who are hunting you.”

      Rowan turned back to Arach. “So, can you help me remember?”

      “I can certainly try.” She drifted toward the chairs by the fireplace. “Come.”

      We followed her, taking seats around the flickering flames. Ana, Cade, and I squished onto the couch, while Rowan and Arach took the two chairs.

      I leaned against Cade, drawing strength from him. I was doing that more and more lately, but wasn’t sure I wanted to examine the reason. It might even have to do with the L-word, but right now, I needed to be focused on Rowan, not myself.

      Arach leaned toward Rowan, her expression searching. “What do you remember?”

      “I’m not sure.” Rowan frowned. Her dark hair gleamed in the firelight. “But I do know that Cocidius and Eris won’t be in their godly realms. Not anymore.”

      “Agreed,” Cade said. “We know where their realms are located now. It’d be too dangerous to stay there.”

      Rowan nodded. “I think they have another location. Some place I’ve been, but it was hard to get to. They’re planning something big. And there are more of them.”

      “How many?” I asked.

      Her brow creased. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s what I’ll help you remember,” Arach said.

      “How?”

      “Lean forward.” Arach gestured with her hand.

      Rowan did so, and Arach’s chair levitated slightly to shift across the ground and move closer to Rowan. It stopped right in front her, and Arach leaned in, touching her shimmering white hand to Rowan’s temple.

      Rowan gasped, her whole form glowing slightly.

      “I’m giving you a bit of my power,” Arach said. “Trying to clear the blocks on your mind. Just focus.”

      Rowan nodded and closed her eyes. Tension pulled my skin tight as we waited. Rowan had said the Rebel Gods were planning something big, but even if she hadn’t said that, I’d have guessed it.

      Now we just had to hope that Arach could help Rowan remember.

      The room was silent as Arach fed her magic to Rowan. It crackled on the air, feeling like bubbles against my skin. Even my own mind felt clearer. Like I might be able to access forgotten memories if I tried hard enough.

      Briefly, I was tempted to think of my mother. But I focused on Rowan instead. Her brow creased as she searched her mind, intense concentration on her face.

      Finally, she stiffened and gasped. “They’ve found a way to track Bree’s magic.”

      I swallowed hard. “What?”

      “A complex spell. I failed to capture you in the fae realm, but they found a way to track your new magic from the Norse gods.” She paused, clearly trying to unravel the memories in her mind. “They aren’t quite finished yet—something about the spell isn’t complete—but soon, they’ll be able to find you.”

      “And with her, us,” Arach said.

      “I don’t have to stay here.” The thought popped quickly out of my mouth.

      “Don’t be silly,” Arach said. “You’re part of the Protectorate.”

      “But you do need to bring the fight to them,” Cade said. “Don’t give them time to find you.”

      I couldn’t agree more. “Do you know how long we have until they can find me?”

      A deep furrow cut through Rowan’s brow. “Um…a few days? A week? It’s all foggy.”

      “Okay, we can work with that,” I said.

      “What do they want?” Ana asked.

      “Our power. Worshippers. Misery on earth. I don’t know how it all fits together, or what the final plan is. But it’s based in those three things.”

      Ugh, great.

      “Can you recall how many there are?” Cade asked. “And where they are?”

      “There are at least a dozen,” Rowan said. “They only needed the three to control me. Cocidius, Eris, and Chernobog. And they have a higher, more central godly realm. Not like the little ones that belong to each individual god. This one is bigger, and created with all their magic. It is remote, so it is safe. It’s like their headquarters. Only gods are strong enough to enter it—and those who are given their permission.”

      “Like you?” I asked.

      She drew in a ragged breath, her face pale. “I went once. But what did I do there?” Her brow creased. “I can’t remember.”

      “There is a stronger block on your mind here,” Arach said.

      Rowan’s breath came faster. She was clearly trying to force the memory free.

      “Calm yourself.” Arach’s voice was soothing. “You may not remember. That is okay.”

      “How did you get there?” Cade asked. “That’s the most important part.”

      I met his gaze and nodded. We could go. We might not be invited, but he was a god and I was a Dragon God. So that would allow us entrance.

      Rowan licked her lips. “Um, through an underground place. It was dark, and deep. A man… A guide… You can find him at the darkest part of the world. In Darklane. Where the worst magic comes from. There is an entrance, and he can lead you. He’s called the Gatekeeper.”

      “Twenty bucks it’s dangerous,” Ana said.

      Rowan smiled, and a tiny spark of happiness flared in my chest.

      “I do remember being scared. And tired. I went with Cocidius once, I think, but it’s not easy to access their godly headquarters.”

      “Perhaps that’s one reason only Cocidius, Eris, and Chernobog were with you,” Ana said.

      “Maybe.” Rowan nodded. “That sounds right, actually. The others can leave. And they will, for the right cause. But they’ll stay in their lair if given the choice. It takes great magic for them to leave and walk upon the earth. That’s why they had the stronghold at Kart-hadasht. It was easier for them to go there, and they could bring their minions and give them orders to do their bidding on earth. It was much easier than bringing minions to their headquarters.”

      “Do you remember any other details about their lair, or the journey to reach it?” Cade asked.

      She bit her lip. “Look for the matching symbols, in order of smallest to largest. Press them.”

      “That’s a bit odd,” I said.

      She frowned. “I know. I have no idea what it means, but I think it’s literal.” She leaned back, face sad. “But that’s all I remember.”

      Arach removed her hand and drew away. The glow faded from Rowan, who looked even more bummed without it.

      “I’d hoped to remember more,” she said.

      “That’s hugely helpful, though,” I said. “Cade and I will go immediately to their headquarters. Do some recon.”

      “I want to go,” Rowan said.

      “Same,” Ana said.

      “You aren’t gods,” Arach said. “Not yet. You won’t be allowed access. It will be difficult even for Cade and Bree.”

      “And you need to work on getting your magic back,” I said to Rowan. I rubbed my chest, still remembering the terrible feeling of my own magic fading.

      As if she felt the same thing, Rowan rubbed her own chest. “I do. Though I have no idea how.”

      “We’ll try to help,” Arach said. “The Protectorate has resources.”

      “Thank you.” Rowan’s gaze brightened. “But I want in on the big fight. When we finally go after the Rebel Gods, I want part of the action.”

      Determination blazed in her voice. I couldn’t blame her. She wanted vengeance for the last five years.

      So did I.

      “I think it goes without saying that I want a piece of the action too.” Ana grinned.

      “I have a feeling that we’re going to need everyone’s help when it comes time to defeat them,” Cade said. “But for now, we’ll do recon.”

      Arach turned to me. “According to the notes that Jude and Hedy left for me here, you’ve advanced quickly through your training, Bree. Albeit in an unorthodox fashion.”

      “Thank you.”

      “When you finish this job and destroy the Rebel Gods, your training will be complete. You’re about two years ahead of most trainees, but you’re a special case.”

      “Ha. A special case. I’ve been told that before.” I grinned at Ana and Rowan.

      Arach cleared her throat.

      My smile dropped. “I’m sorry.”

      “As I was saying, once you are done with this, you may advance to any division you like as a true member of the team. With a full salary.”

      “Wow, thank you.” Happiness flared in my chest. I’d almost made it.

      “You’ve earned it.” Arach turned to my sisters. “And you will, too, when your power comes in.”

      “I hope so,” Ana said.

      “For now, my biggest concern is the Rebel Gods.” Rowan had a slightly haunted look about her, and it drew me back to the present.

      It didn’t matter that I’d almost completed my training. My sisters needed me. If we didn’t defeat the Rebel Gods, my training wouldn’t matter.

      Nothing would matter, because we’d be dead.
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      An hour later, Cade and I set off for Magic’s Bend. Ana and Rowan had gone to work on Rowan’s magic, leaving Cade and I to start the recon.

      Mayhem flew alongside us as we walked through the enchanted forest at the edge of the Protectorate grounds. She did circles around the trees, zipping up and down the trunks to fly through the new-growth leaves. The forest was vastly recovered from the damage last month, but it would only stay that way if we managed to defeat the Rebel Gods.

      Worry tugged at me, and I glanced at Cade. “If they can find me using my magic, that means they can take out the Protectorate.”

      His face was set in serious lines. “Aye. If they have a dozen gods, they could level this place.” He reached for my hand and gripped it in his stronger one. “But it won’t come to that. We’ll see to it.”

      I squeezed his hand, liking his assurance. This was my home now—I’d do whatever it took to protect it.

      The clearing with the portals beckoned us, and we stepped up to the one that led to Magic’s Bend. It glowed with white light. I stepped through, and the ether sucked me in, making my head spin. After a moment, it spat me out in the now-familiar alley in the Historic District.

      I breathed shallowly, trying to avoid the smell of pee that permeated the alley after a weekend of partying.

      “Drunks really favor this alley, huh?” I asked.

      “Aye. Perhaps the Protectorate should have checked that before putting the portal in the party district.”

      “Hindsight, and all that.”

      Mayhem zipped right out into the street, disappearing as if she had business to attend to.

      “No doubt off to find more ham,” Cade said.

      “I’d say that’s a safe assumption.” I followed her onto the street and hailed the nearest taxi.

      A glittery purple car pulled to a halt, and we climbed into the back seat. It was covered in pink leather, and I was pretty sure this was the same cab we’d taken when we’d come here seeking Cass’s help.

      “Darklane, please,” I said.

      The pixie driver saluted, then pulled a U-ey right in the middle of the street, careening toward Darklane.

      I gazed out at the view as we passed, enjoying the sight of the largest magical city in the world. It really was quite the place. Would the Rebel Gods attack it, as well?

      I had to assume so. Eventually, at least. Their kind didn’t stop at one tiny taste of power. They wanted it all.

      Rowan, Ana, and I were just the beginning. The fuel for their evil deeds.

      The cab stopped abruptly on the main street, right before the turn into Darklane.

      The pixie turned around and grinned, popping bubblegum that matched her green hair. “And here we are! Not driving down that road. You understand, I’m sure.”

      “Aye, thanks.” Cade handed her a twenty and climbed out.

      I followed and headed down the street, then took a left onto the main road that cut through Darklane.

      Like The Vaults back in Edinburgh, Darklane was where the dark magic practitioners lived. As soon as I stepped onto the cobblestone street in this older part of town, the light dimmed. It was as if the clouds were perpetually over the sun when you were in Darklane. True, we were nearing sunset. But it was even darker here than it should have been.

      “So, Rowan said that the guide to the gods’ headquarters is in the darkest part of Darklane. And I’m not sure where that is,” I said. “I think we should stop by Aerdeca and Mordaca’s place and ask them.”

      Cade nodded. “Aye, they’re our only friends in Magic’s Bend. Or in Darklane, at least.”

      Even if they weren’t our friends, they were still our best bet. The FireSouls might live on the other side of town, but they stuck to the right side of the law. Aerdeca and Mordaca, on the other hand…

      If it was creepy, they’d know about it.

      We set off down the street toward their shop, the Apothecary’s Jungle. Three-story Victorian buildings loomed on either side of the street, their once colorful paint now blackened by age and dark magic.

      Eyes seemed to peer out of the windows, making my skin crawl. A form drifted out of one of the walls, and I dodged into the street.

      I glared at the figure, a middle-aged man with a creepy smile and three eyes that blinked at different times. He wasn’t a ghost, so I had no idea how he walked through walls.

      “Hello, pretty lady.” He waggled an oblong object at me. Was that a hot dog? “Would you like to buy some sausage?”

      I gaped at him as he pointed up to a sign over his head. Darklane’s Finest Sausages.

      He waggled the sausage again, and it flopped in the air.

      I stifled a chuckle. “Boy, that is tempting. But I’m afraid I’m going to have to turn you down right now. Maybe later, though.” Not.

      He opened his mouth—no doubt to convince me more—but I hurried down the street.

      “Finest sausages!” he called after us.

      “Darklane is weird,” I said.

      “You didn’t want the hog dog he wobbled like a corpse’s—”

      A bat flew down from a light post, cutting him off.

      I laughed. “I think I know where you were going with that, and no, I don’t think I’ll be returning.”

      We continued down the road in silence, passing a few more creepy shops that radiated dark magic. Nothing to compare with the three-eyed sausage man, of course, but I definitely preferred the Grassmarket in Edinburgh to Darklane.

      The Apothecary’s Jungle looked closed as we approached, the door shut and the curtains drawn. The sign hanging over the door fluttered in the breeze, and we climbed the stairs to the house that had once been purple or blue, from the look of the paint peeking through the grime.

      Cade knocked.

      A few moments later, heels clicked toward the door from the inside.

      When Mordaca opened it, she was in full Elvira getup, her black bouffant at least eight inches high and her makeup so heavy that it looked like a mask. The black dress plunged low, revealing a serious amount of cleavage.

      “Well, well, to what do we owe this pleasure?” she purred. Her gaze raked over Cade.

      “We were hoping you could give us a bit of information,” I said.

      She grinned, ruby lips parting to reveal perfectly white teeth. “It’ll cost you.”

      She really was fabulous, in the most old-school horror film kind of way.

      “Doesn’t everything?” I asked.

      “But of course. What is it that you want to know?”

      “Where is the darkest part of Darklane? Where the worst magic comes from?”

      Her brows dropped low, and she gestured us inside. “Keep your voice down.”

      “Really?” I stepped inside.

      “Of course,” she hissed. “The darkest part of Darklane? Why the hell would you want to go there?”

      “Even we don’t go there.” Aerdeca descended the stairs, her white satin pantsuit gleaming in the light of the chandelier. Her blonde hair fell like slick water around her face.

      “We just need to find it. It’s important.”

      “You’ll die,” Mordaca said.

      “I don’t know, I’m pretty tough.”

      “She is,” Cade said. “You should see her in a fight.”

      I grinned at him.

      “You can’t outfight the Master of the Crypt,” Mordaca said. “One touch and you’re dead.”

      Master of the Crypt? Hopefully we wouldn’t run into him in our pursuit of the Gatekeeper.

      “And he can’t be reasoned with,” Aerdeca said.

      “Not that we know much about it,” Mordaca added.

      Aerdeca nodded, and I studied her dark eyes, believing her. They really didn’t like that place.

      “We really don’t have a choice,” I said. “Where would we find it?”

      Mordaca sighed. “If you insist. It’s in the cemetery, of course. Cliché, I know. But you asked for the darkest place. And the magic there is unmistakable. It’s at the end of the main road. Take a right at The Banshee’s Revenge pub, go to the end of the lane, then left. Once you feel like you want to puke, you’re almost there.”

      “That’ll be two hundred dollars.” Aerdeca held out a hand.

      I scowled at them, digging into my pocket and hoping I’d brought enough cash.

      Cade beat me to it, handing over two crisp bills. “That was quite a bargain.”

      Aerdeca took the money, grinning. “We like you. But since you’ll probably die in there, feel free to empty your pockets so at least your friends get the last of your cash.”

      Mordaca laughed. “She has a point.”

      “We won’t die,” I said. “I’ve got too damned much to fight for to let some dude named the Master of the Crypt get me.”

      “He’s also called the Gatekeeper,” Aerdeca said. “If that helps any.”

      Aaaand damn. Just our luck that the person we were looking for was also the freaking Master of the Crypt.

      “It does help. Thank you.” I turned and left, Cade following.

      “Be careful!” Aerdeca called after us.

      “Don’t lose your head!” Mordaca added.

      “Literally.” Aerdeca’s tone was deadpan.

      “I’ll try not to!” I shouted back.

      We hurried down the street, turning at The Banshee’s Revenge, which was heaving with people this close to evening. The next left took us down a narrow lane by some rickety old houses. Most of them looked abandoned, but yellow eyes peered out from behind the boarded up slats of one window.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” I muttered.

      “It’s about to get worse.”

      I staggered, nausea rolling in my stomach. The sun was behind the horizon now, making it harder to see ahead of us, but I’d bet the buggy that we were nearly to the cemetery.

      Ten more steps revealed a tall iron gate set in a gap in a tall stone wall.

      “Bingo.” Cade’s voice was rough, the nausea no doubt hitting him, too.

      “No wonder people don’t like to come here,” I said.

      “The Master of the Crypt might have had something to do with keeping them away.”

      “Definitely.” I looked up at Cade. “Ready to transform?”

      “Aye, though I don’t fancy spending much time as that bastard, Cocidius.”

      “I know.”

      We’d decided that the best course of action would be to use my illusion power to impersonate Cocidius and Rowan. With any luck, we could trick the Gatekeeper into helping us get to the Rebel Gods main realm. Since Cade was a Celtic war god like Cocidius, we hoped that his magic would fool the Gatekeeper. I’d just have to keep mine under control and hope he didn’t figure me out as well.

      “Right. Here it comes.” I envisioned us changing, becoming other people.

      In front of me, Cade’s handsome features shifted to form those of Cocidius. The ugly god appeared, his golden horns gleaming in the light.

      “How about a kiss?” Cade said.

      I stifled a chuckle.

      “Actually, I retract the request,” Cade said. “Now you look like your sister. Too strange.”

      A louder laugh tried to escape, but I bit it back. “You’re sure I look like her?”

      “Aye. And from the grimace on your face, I can tell that I definitely look like Cocidius.”

      “Well, pretend to be a jerk and it’ll help.”

      He saluted, a gesture that I was sure Cocidius had never made.

      I turned to the rusty iron gate and pulled, yanking hard when it stuck solid.

      Cade’s big hand closed around the metal above mine, and I stepped out of the way. One yank, and the gate opened.

      I stepped onto the dark grass, a shiver crawling over my skin. The graveyard was huge, full of ancient tombstones in every shape and size. The sun had set fully, and old gas lamps had burst to life along the path. Most were broken, but the few that flickered weakly shed a creepy light over the place.

      “Why would anyone want to be buried here?” I muttered. “Even the people in Darklane?”

      Cade stepped up next to me, his wary gaze searching the headstones. Fog twined around them, concealing much of the ground.

      “I’ve seen this place in movies,” I said. “Twenty bucks a hand reaches up through a fresh grave.”

      “Zombies?”

      “Definitely.” I stepped forward, my skin chilled to ice. The joke didn’t do much to make me feel better, but points for trying, right?

      A huge, leafless oak rose tall to the left of us. Hundreds of black birds sat upon the branches. One cawed, a sharp screech that rent the night air.

      It took everything I had not to race down the path away from the birds. I’d also seen that movie, and the birds had won.

      I set off down the path, trying to keep my pace sedate. “If he’s called the Master of the Crypt, we should probably find one of those.”

      We walked silently along the path. When several small white buildings appeared in the middle of the graveyard, I pointed to one. Dark magic rolled out from it, a prickling sensation that warned us to go back.

      “That one. Feel it?”

      Cade nodded.

      I fought a retching sensation as I approached the white building. It was one of the larger ones—at least the size of a small house. The white marble was dingy in the light of the moon, and dead vines crawled up the sides.

      I stopped in front of the door. “It’s solid marble. With no handle.”

      “Not meant to be opened by normal means.” He spun around, studying the graveyard. “We’ve seen no fresh dirt. This cemetery hasn’t been used in a while.”

      “Probably only used by the Rebel Gods now. We shouldn’t force it open, because Cocidius wouldn’t have to do that.” I studied the dirty marble, searching for any kind of clue.

      My gaze caught on symbols carved into the stone. They were randomly placed, and varied in shape and size.

      “Hang on,” I murmured. “What did Rowan say?”

      “‘Look for the matching symbols, in order of smallest to largest. Press them.’”

      I’d thought it was a strange bit of advice at the time, but now it might make sense. Excitement thrummed in my chest as I studied them. Yes. This would work. There were actually pairs of symbols, all different sizes.

      Quickly, I pressed my fingers to the symbols in order of smallest to largest. By the time I touched the last ones, magic sparkled at my fingertips.

      A pale light glowed, and the door shifted left. It dragged against the ground, sounding like it took enormous effort to open. Dusty air billowed out.

      I coughed, gagging on the nasty taste of dust. Bone dust.

      Blech.

      I stifled the last of my cough and stepped inside the dark room. Pale moonlight filtered in, revealing four stone sarcophagi along the walls.

      Cade stepped inside. “Gatekeeper.”

      His voice rang with command, sounding different in his new form. A shudder ran down my spine. I knew he was my Cade, but he sure didn’t seem like it right now.

      A ghostly figure drifted up from one of the sarcophagi. I blinked.

      He had two heads. Or, rather, one head that had two different faces—one facing left and one looking right. One face turned toward us, revealing a fairly normal-looking man with bland features. “Cocidius.”

      The head turned again, and an angrier face glowered at us. It hissed, “Why do you come here?”

      “Manners, Past,” said the other face.

      “Shut up, Future.”

      Past and Future?

      Janus. The two-faced god of the Romans. Also a gatekeeper, if I was remembering correctly. But he was a ghost? And working for the Rebel Gods?

      Dang, they were powerful.

      “We require passage to the headquarters of the Rebel Gods,” Cade said.

      I stood quietly, trying to look unobtrusive. Rowan had looked like a statue most of the times I’d seen her, heavily enchanted.

      Janus drifted closer, the head swiveling as the two faces fought for control.

      “Something is different about you,” Future said.

      “Strange,” hissed Past.

      The two faces were supposed to look toward the future and the past. But their roles seemed to have shifted a bit. It seemed like they were playing Good Cop/Bad Cop with us.

      Janus stopped right in front of us, sniffing. Both faces gasped at once, and my stomach dropped.

      Oh, fates.

      The charade wasn’t working.

      “You are a Celtic god, but not Cocidius,” Future said.

      “Impostors!” hissed Past.

      Double crap.

      Past was definitely the bad cop.

      “They may have a good reason,” Future said. “I sense honor on them. I like it.”

      “Of course you do,” hissed Past. “But we can’t allow them to pass. We have a job.”

      Future sighed. “Of course.”

      Magic surged on the air, making my stomach turn and sweat break out on my skin. Janus swelled in size, his ghostly figure doubling in the course of a moment.

      I gasped and stepped back. Cade drew his sword, but I didn’t bother.

      Death.

      Janus was the god of beginnings and endings—and he would end us. One touch from his ghostly form and we’d drop like flies. I could feel it in his magic. The stink of decay followed by the smell of fresh earth.

      Mordaca had been right. He killed with a touch.

      This was a god of many powers—powers that were impossible to fight.
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      “Back up,” I murmured.

      Cade nodded and stepped back. He sensed it, too. Some things in this world could not be fought on an even playing field. I grimaced as my heart thundered impossibly hard.

      We had to convince them. But what did they want?

      Nothing.

      We had nothing to offer a two-faced god who was bent on performing his role of Gatekeeper.

      Janus’s huge form drifted forward, arm outstretched. We were near the door—we could run.

      But it wasn’t an option either. We needed him to lead us.

      Panic fluttered in my chest. My tongue felt thick.

      Then it moved. My tongue moved…without my permission.

      I nearly screamed.

      Speak.

      The voice spoke in my head, low and deep. My tongue twitched again. Oh, crap. I was so not doing that!

      Speak.

      “Hey!” I shouted, startling myself. I had no idea what to say. It was almost as if my body had just shouted for me without control of my mind.

      Janus stopped dead in his tracks.

      Whoa.

      All right. I could work with this. “Turn around.”

      Janus spun, facing the other way. Tension vibrated along his enormous ghostly shoulders. He didn’t want to obey me, but he was. He had to.

      “What are you doing?” Cade asked.

      “No idea.” My mind raced. A new power was clearly coming online—but what? “Who is a bossy Norse god?”

      “Odin?” Cade said.

      It clicked. “Of course. Odin can speak with the dead. Command them, even.”

      “And Janus is a ghost.”

      “I can hear you,” Janus said.

      “Well, hear this,” I said. “You’re going to take us to the portal to the Rebel God’s headquarters.”

      “They don’t call it their headquarters,” Janus scoffed. “Such a modern word.”

      “Well, I’m a modern gal. Now, you’re going to take us there.” I dropped the illusion on Cade and me. No need to waste the magic if it wasn’t working anyway. I had a new trick. “And shrink down to normal size.”

      Janus shrank immediately, turning to glare at us. Well, Past glared at us. The grumpy, mean one. Future smiled.

      “I don’t entirely mind this, you know,” Future said. “All day long we fight for control. At least we’re not fighting now.”

      “Ninny,” Past growled before turning to us. “You know, this isn’t going to be easy. You don’t have clearance to walk this path. I can’t guarantee you will get through alive.”

      “I’m used to danger.” I grinned. “Now, lead on.”

      Past harrumphed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      Janus led us from the crypt. The night had grown darker and colder, but the ghost didn’t seem to mind. He led us around tombstones and tree stumps, stopping in front of a tiny crypt that looked about a thousand years old.

      No way that was possible, though. It was a European-style building, and they hadn’t arrived here until the 1800s, as far as I knew.

      Apparently, being a portal to an evil realm was hard on a building.

      “This way,” Past grumbled.

      We followed him into the crypt. Inside, there was a wide set of stairs. Claustrophobia hit me as soon as we started to climb down.

      My breath grew short, and I tried desperately to control it.

      “Are you all right?” Cade murmured from behind me.

      “Fine.” I never got claustrophobia. But these stairs….

      The dark magic that lurked in here made me feel like I was trapped in a grave. And the stairs were endless. We walked for what felt like miles.

      “How much farther?” I asked. “It’s been at least twenty minutes.”

      My thighs burned, and I couldn’t imagine trying to hike back up.

      “A while.” Past cackled.

      It was over an hour before we reached the bottom. My skin was damp with sweat by the time we arrived, but at least the fear had faded.

      “We must be more than a mile underground,” Cade said. “Is that even possible?”

      “With magic, anything is possible,” Past said.

      “This way now. Don’t dawdle, or they’ll get you!” Future added.

      “They?” I mouthed, glancing at Cade.

      He shrugged and drew his sword. “We’ll find out.”

      I set off after Janus, who led us through the large tunnel. A pale white light shined from the ceiling, shedding an eerie glow over the place. The tunnel grew wider as we walked, finally opening up onto a street that reminded me of the Vaults in Edinburgh.

      But it was much larger.

      And full of ghosts.

      We stepped onto the main street, which was bordered on either side by small buildings. People flitted by the windows within, and the sounds of life filtered past.

      “Who are these people?” I studied the inside of a tavern, where ghosts caroused around a band that played in the middle of the room.

      “The music is bloody awful,” Cade said.

      “The dead aren’t as particular,” Future said. “These are the souls of those who once worshipped the Rebel Gods. Their magic helps fuel the portal now. And protects it from unwanted visitors.”

      “Like you.” Past turned to glare at us.

      I ignored him. “Where is the portal?”

      “Farther along.” Janus picked up the pace. Future glared at a figure that stepped out of the house to our right.

      The ghostly man was dressed in ancient robes, his face looking like it’d been hewn from stone. His gaze landed on us, then his eyes blazed with interest. “Intruders.”

      “No,” Past snapped. “You are confused.”

      “Intruders.” The man stepped closer to us.

      Cade held out his sword, tip pointed toward the man’s belly. He ignored it, stepping forward again. The blade pierced his stomach, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “Get us out of here alive, Janus,” I commanded. Magic flowed out from my tongue, sparkling across the tip.

      This was one badass power.

      “Don’t touch the ghosts,” Past said. “Else you will become one.”

      Shit. “Deadly touch?”

      “Precisely,” Past said. “Like mine.”

      Cade yanked his blade out, and we hurried on. I glanced back over my shoulder, heart pounding.

      The man followed us slowly, brow creased.

      “Is this what you meant by the path not being easy?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” Future said. “I am your guide. An escort. Not a ticket in. If you aren’t a Rebel God or one of their invited, there will be protective enchantments to stop you.”

      “Therefore, I highly recommend that you cease your hold on me and depart this fool plan!” Past said.

      “Sorry, pal, can’t do that.” I peeked back again.

      The man had gained on us. He hadn’t given us much head start to begin with, so he’d be on us again any second.

      “Stop!” I commanded him, feeding my magic into the order.

      The words sparkled on my tongue, and the ghostly man halted. He scowled.

      Then he howled.

      Oh, shit. “Be quiet!”

      He snapped his mouth shut, but it was too late.

      Figures had spilled from the doors. Men and women, all in different types of dress. All of different cultures. There were dozens.

      They stared at us, brows creased. Then they surged forward.

      My stomach dropped and my skin chilled.

      “Stop! All of you!” I called.

      They stopped dead in their tracks, tension vibrating around them. They wanted to move. To stop us. But as long as I had my magic, they couldn’t.

      But I was too smart to get cocky.

      “Hurry, Janus,” I said.

      We raced through the town, moving as quickly as we could past buildings of varying styles. My heart thundered as we ran.

      The ghosts stood in doorways and peered out of windows. They sat on benches and leaned against walls. Whatever they’d been doing when I’d commanded them to halt, they’d frozen in that position.

      I told more to stop as we continued our way through the town. Eventually, I thought I’d frozen every single one.

      But all of them peered at us with hungry expressions, making my skin crawl.

      Then one of them broke away from my command, stumbling away from the wall and lurching toward us. His eyes blazed with pale light as he reached out for me.

      “Back!” I said. “Don’t attack.”

      He froze solid, but another one broke free of my hold, lunging up off of a stone bench.

      There were too many. My magic was too new. I could control some, but not all. They strained against my bonds, fighting hard to break free.

      Sweat broke out on my brow.  “Don’t move!”

      It didn’t do much good. They still fought and pulled. My magic was still shaky. Still new.

      “Run, Janus.” I sprinted ahead.

      As if that was their cue, the ghosts roared and broke free. The swell of their dark magic made me shudder and gasp. I nearly stumbled, but picked up the pace, Cade and Janus at my side.

      I could no longer control all the ghosts in town, so I turned my magic toward Janus, making sure he obeyed our commands. We needed our guide, no matter how crappy he was.

      “Get us out of here, Janus,” I said.

      “We must get to the edge of town. They cannot pass the borders.”

      I sprinted, dodging the grasp of a ghostly woman with long, tangled hair. The chill of her touch froze my arm where she brushed me, and the muscles stopped working.

      Fear lanced through me.

      One taste of their touch was enough to make me sprint faster than I ever had. Even Cade looked pale next to me.

      The ghosts trailed us by only a few meters, thankfully no faster than they had been in their human form.

      Sweat rolled down my temples as I ran and dodged. “Go faster, Cade!”

      He could outrun me, but he never would. Instead, his magic swirled golden around him, and he shifted into his wolven form. The massive beast galloped alongside me, and I leapt onto his back, grabbing handfuls of fur and scrambling up.

      Cade leapt forward, racing away.

      “Come on, Janus!” I cried.

      At least the ghosts couldn’t kill him. He was already dead.

      Cade sprinted past the last building in town and carried on for another twenty yards before spinning around. Janus sprinted across the border, but the ghosts pulled up short at the edge of the last building. They appeared to slam against a barrier, their transparent faces flattening against an invisible wall.

      Janus panted as he stopped next to us, both faces a slightly darker shade of ghostly white.

      “I am officially no longer interested in this endeavor,” Future said. “I side with Past. We want no part of this.”

      “Sorry, pals.” I jumped off of Cade’s back as he shifted to human. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They both groaned.

      “You’re not going to like what you find,” Past said.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      They both huffed, then tromped onward, leading us across a flat stretch of land that looked like it had once been a field. All grass was gone, however, and the air around us shimmered with gray light. It was impossible to see far into the distance. We were still deep in the earth, but it seemed like we were in such a large cavern that there were no walls or ceilings.

      My muscles twitched as we walked, as if they were ready to leap into action at any moment.

      “Feel that?” Cade asked.

      “Yep. Not a fan.”

      “Repellent charm,” Past said. “You aren’t welcome here.”

      “Trust me, I’m super aware,” I said.

      We pushed onward, fighting the compulsion to turn back. By the time we neared a looming cliff wall, my skin was crawling. The mist parted as we got closer, and I forgot any nerves when I caught sight of the two massive stone lions guarding a gate.

      They were at least forty feet tall, each sitting next to a massive door. They glowered at us.

      “These were what you said we wouldn’t like?” I asked.

      “Precisely.” Glee echoed in Past’s voice.

      “No big deal,” I said. “We just have to fight some lions.”

      They roared, surging forward to stand upright on all four feet.

      “Some lions?” they growled in unison.

      “Some special lions?” I drew my sword and let my wings unfurl from my back.

      This was not ideal. I didn’t want to kill lions. Not even stone ones.

      “We are Aker, the guardians of the gate!” they roared.

      “Aker?” I looked at Cade.

      His brow creased. “Egyptian?”

      “Of course,” they said.

      “So we have to get past them,” I mused. We were still a good fifty yards away, but they didn’t seem inclined to charge.

      “Have you got a riddle for us?” Cade called.

      “We are not sphinxes!” they cried in unison.

      “You sure?” I asked. A riddle would have been great, because I had no idea how to fight them.

      They roared and prowled forward.

      I turned to Janus. “Any tips?”

      “None,” Past said. “If you were an approved visitor, they would open the gate for you. But you’re not.”

      I turned back to Cade. “We can try for speed. I’ll distract from the air, and you sprint through as a wolf.  Try to break down the door.”

      Cade nodded. “I agree. We can’t fight stone, so speed is our best chance.”

      “Help Cade,” I commanded Janus.

      He growled but nodded.

      I shot into the air, flying straight for the lions. They roared and charged me as I neared. Right before their stone jaws would have clamped around me, I darted upward, my wings carrying me high.

      The lions roared.

      I dived low, and they lunged again.

      If I could just get them excited enough to follow me away from the gate, then Cade could slip through.

      As the lions lunged for me, I dived and dodged. Their stone eyes gleamed with excitement and they charged me, but they did not move far from the gate.

      My heart pounded and my breath came short as I pulled out every flying trick in the book.

      Cade waited in his wolf form, but my plan wasn’t working. Not quickly, at least.

      “I’m tasty!” I called. “Excellent with ketchup!”

      Not that stone lions knew what ketchup was.

      And why the heck were they down here anyway? Shouldn’t they be guarding an Egyptian temple somewhere?

      The Rebel Gods were good at recruiting to their ranks, but I couldn’t see what was in it for the lions.

      I flew upward and dived again, flying away from the gates. One of the lions got so excited that he charged farther than he ever had.

      Then he stopped abruptly, pulled backward.

      I stopped and stared, hovering just out of reach. I peered hard at the lion.

      “Is he chained?” I called.

      “I don’t know,” Janus said.

      I studied the air around the lion’s neck. It shimmered slightly. A collar concealed by magic.

      The lions were never going to go far enough from the gate.

      They couldn’t.

      I flew back to Cade and landed. He shifted into his human form.

      “This won’t work,” I said.

      “They’re captives.” He growled.

      I didn’t like it either. “Hey, Aker! Why are you down here? Why guard this gate? Seems pretty miserable.”

      The lions stopped and stared at me.

      “Why?” they demanded. “Because we do!”

      “You’re chained,” I said. “You can’t possibly want to be here.”

      “Of course not,” they said. “But we’ve tried for decades to escape. Only a god who is not bound by them can break these chains. And if we don’t defend the gate, they won’t feed us.”

      I glanced at Cade. “Think you can handle this?”

      He flexed his hands. “Definitely.”

      I turned back to the lions. “Then how about we cut you a deal?”

      “A deal?” Both lions cocked their heads.

      “Cade here is a god. He’ll break your chains. You escape. We go through the gate.”

      The lions considered.

      “How do we know that we can trust you?” they demanded.

      “You can always just eat us,” I said. “Not like we can kill you. You’re made of stone.”

      They nodded, agreeing that I had a great point.

      “We have no loyalty to the Rebel Gods. Break our chains, and you may pass.”

      I grinned, then pulled up short. “But one thing. You have to promise not to eat anyone in Magic’s Bend when you go charging up the stairs.”

      The lions glowered.

      “Go to the Apothecary’s Jungle,” I said. “Ask Aerdeca and Mordaca to help you get back to Egypt.”

      “They’re going to hate you for that,” Cade muttered.

      I grinned. “They’ll put it on my tab.”

      “And if you don’t want to go back to Egypt, I’m sure they’ll make a place for you at the Undercover Protectorate,” I added.

      “Agreed,” Aker said.

      Cade stepped forward.

      I held my breath as I watched him climb up onto one of the lion’s backs. The other lion looked at him like he was a tasty snack.

      “Don’t go back on your agreement!” I called. “He’s the only one strong enough to break you out of here.”

      The lion grumbled, but sat back, his stony gaze never leaving Cade.

      Cade felt around on the lion’s back, then picked up an invisible chain and yanked. From the way his hands flew apart, I assumed he snapped the chain in two. The lion beneath him leapt away so fast that Cade tumbled off his back, barely managing to land on his feet.

      The freed lion rampaged around, joy in every movement.

      The other lion grumbled impatiently.

      “I’m coming.” Cade climbed onto his back and found the chain, then snapped it. This time, he was quick enough to jump off before the lion leapt away.

      “Thank you!” the lions called as they raced away.

      “Remember!” I yelled after them. “No eating people in Magic’s Bend!”

      They roared, and disappeared into the dark.

      I turned to Cade. “I really hope they listen.”

      “Their honor will demand it,” Cade said.

      I liked that he had faith in them. I did, too.  If I hadn’t, this plan would have been super dumb. We’d have broken their chains, and they’d have bitten our heads off.

      Talk about a bad deal.

      I looked at Janus. “What’s past this gate? The portal?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but I’ve never entered the portal.”

      “Truth?” I used my Odin’s gift to compel him.

      “The truth.”

      Damn. “Then you can’t guide us on the other side. But can you tell us what to expect? Where we might find information?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a large place. Avoid the gods, naturally. And I’ve heard that there is a place called the House of Wisdom. It will be a building built in the medieval Arabic style. It was constructed in Baghdad in the eighth century AD as the most fabulous house of learning the world had ever seen.”

      “The Rebel Gods stole it?”

      “First, the gods saved it. The Siege of Baghdad in the thirteenth century nearly destroyed it. To save the knowledge, the gods took all the texts from within. Later, the Rebel Gods stole it from them. They may keep records of their plans there.”

      “Thank you.” I made sure Odin’s gift was working. “You may go, but never speak of us.”

      He nodded, both faces scowling, then left, hurrying away as quickly as he could.

      I turned to Cade, who was already walking toward the massive doors. He pressed his hands to them, pushing hard. His muscles strained, veins popping.

      Finally, the door creaked open, the heavy stone swinging slowly inward.

      Magic rolled out at me, a tidal wave of sensation that made me shudder and gag. It slimed against my skin and smelled like mildew.

      Oh, hell. I did not want to go in there. Every cell I had screamed to turn back.

      Run.

      I sucked in a breath and stepped forward.
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      “Gross.” I held my nose and continued toward the darkened room.

      “That is some very dark magic.” Cade grimaced.

      “No kidding.” I stopped at the threshold to the room that was shrouded in shadow.

      A portal glimmered within, a sick neon green that pulsed with light.

      Cade joined me. “What do you think? Should we adopt Eris and Cocidius’s forms? Or go invisible?”

      “Invisible, I think.”

      He nodded and reached for my hand.

      I gripped his, then turned to him, meeting his gaze. “Thank you for doing all of this with me. The past month. I know it’s not your job.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I don’t spend time with you because it’s my job.”

      “How about risking your life by jumping onto stone lions?”

      “Certainly not that.” He cupped the back of my neck, leaning down slightly. “You’re special, Bree. Not just to the world, because of what you are. But special to me. I’ve never met anyone like you. I’m sure I never will again.”

      “I’m certain that’s not the case.”

      “People as strong, brave, selfless, kind, and smart as you are don’t come along every day.” He pressed a kiss to my mouth, short and sweet. “Or every century. Every millennium.”

      I glowed. “Well, I won’t fight you on that. I might not agree, but I like that you think it.”

      “Always.” He nodded toward the portal. “Let’s go do some recon. Then we can take out the bad guys and save the day.”

      “Save my butt, more like.”

      He chuckled. “That is highest priority. I’m quite fond of your butt, along with the rest of you.”

      I grinned and stepped toward the portal, my hand gripped in his. As we neared it, I called upon Loki’s power, making us invisible. The magic shivered over me, and Cade disappeared at my side. His hand was still warm and solid in mine, however, and we stepped through the portal.

      The ether sucked us in, throwing us across space and maybe even dimensions. I barely understood how the godly realms worked. I’d never been great at science—never had much chance to learn—but they relied as much on magic as anything else.

      Frankly, I wasn’t sure anyone really understood it.

      When I stumbled out of the portal on the other side, the dark magic that permeated the gods’ headquarters made my stomach churn.

      It was dusk here, the sun casting a golden glow over the massive Roman Forum that we’d entered. Huge buildings and gleaming white columns surrounded us. Massive stone slabs made up the ground, and the place was largely empty.

      Cade and I stood silently, inspecting our surroundings. A few people walked underneath a covered archway about a hundred yards in the distance, but they didn’t turn to look at us.

      “No Arabic-looking buildings,” Cade said.

      “Let’s explore.”

      We set off, hand in hand. It would have been a romantic stroll if not for the danger that prickled in the air and the tension that pulled at my skin.

      Carefully, I drew my sword from the ether.

      In the distance, between two large buildings, I caught sight of more color. I called on Heimdall’s power and focused my super hearing, picking up the sound of revelry.

      “Toward those buildings.” I raised our joined hands to indicate to Cade where we should go, since he couldn’t see me point an invisible finger.

      We set off, hurrying past a huge fountain and a column-fronted building. A man in a toga stepped out, his hard face searching the area where we walked.

      My breath caught, and I stopped dead in my tracks. Cade halted near me, so quiet that I couldn’t even hear his breathing.

      Please don’t see us. Please don’t see us. Please don’t see us.

      I repeated the mantra in my head, praying that the jig wasn’t up. If we were caught this far from our goal, we’d never succeed.

      The man scowled, then shook his head and walked off.

      My muscles turned to jelly. Thank fates.

      We took off again, leaving the Roman Forum and entering what had to be the territory of a Mayan god. Two large, blocky pyramids sat across from each other, the setting sun lighting them in gold. Between them, hundreds of revelers danced around fires, all wearing fabulous masks and colorful outfits. Music flared, drums and flutes and other things I didn’t recognize.

      It was cool though. We were watching a piece of history, forever preserved in this godly realm.

      “Each god has his own space here,” I murmured. “That must be it.”

      “Aye. But that crowd is too thick to sneak through while invisible. We’ll knock into people, and they’ll get suspicious.”

      “Agreed.” I tugged his hand, leading him toward a large growth of palms that clustered near the base of one of the pyramids. Once inside, I let go of his hand and stashed my sword in the ether. “I’ll transform us into partiers. The masks will hide us.”

      He nodded.

      I called on Loki’s magic, and replaced our invisibility with fabulous Mayan costumes and masks. I took his hand again—no way I wanted to get separated in that crowd—then hurried out.

      We joined the crush, immediately assaulted by heat and body odor. I breathed shallowly as we weaved between people, trying to avoid the flailing arms and knees of the dancers.

      It was impossible, though. The mass of people was nearly impenetrable. Occasionally, someone would look at me weird, and I’d try out a crazy dance move.

      I probably looked ridiculous, but it seemed to satisfy them. Honestly, no one seemed that into the partying, so maybe they didn’t think it was weird that we were being lazy about it, too.

      Until one person grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me close.

      Dark eyes blazed from behind a brilliant red mask. The figure hissed, “Intruder!”

      I stopped breathing. The hands tightened on my arms. Cade turned toward us.

      We couldn’t fight this woman. Not without igniting a massive brawl amongst the thousands who were here. Then the gods would be onto us, and the mission would be a failure.

      And we’d probably end up dead.

      Nope, not a good plan.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not an intruder.”

      “You invade for information.” White stars danced in her dark eyes, not terribly different from Jude’s.

      But this woman was a seer. I could feel it in her magic, a sense of knowing and seeing.

      “Do it. Succeed.” Her voice was desperate. “We dance forever for the Hum Has, a Mayan god of death. Destroy them and free us.”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course.” Oh my fates, I sounded like an idiot.

      “You have our word,” Cade said. “On our honor.”

      I shot him a grateful look. He sounded much more reliable.

      “If we destroy them, you’re free?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Their magic ties us here.”

      “Okay. I promise.” I squeezed her arm. “Can you tell us where to find information?”

      “In the palace of the Agni, the Hindu fire god.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Two—”

      A dancer slammed into her, driving her away from us. She was caught up in the crowd that danced endlessly around the fire, dragged away into the darkening night.

      I turned to Cade, squeezing his hand tight. “Let’s go.”

      We hurried through the crowd, making it to the other side without issue. As we neared the edge and the people cleared out, I caught sight of pale stone buildings outfitted with many peaked archways. Colorful tiles bordered the similarly peaked windows, and the structures were laid out in a very geometric and orderly fashion.

      “Looks Arabic to me,” I said.

      “That one.” Cade pointed to a large building at the far side. “Has to be the House of Wisdom.”

      It was the biggest, so I’d bet money he was right.

      We ducked behind another copse of palms, and I used my magic to make us invisible again. The whole process was probably a bit suspicious if someone were looking, but it was the best I could do. Better than just disappearing into thin air where anyone could see us, at least.

      We hurried from the Mayan god’s realm and started across the Arabic one. Fine sand crunched underfoot, packed hard by time. A couple of camels loitered in front of a long, low building, but they were neither pink nor did I think they would sprout wings. Veronica and Doug’s camels were definitely superior.

      As we neared the House of Wisdom, a calm sense of comfort flowed over me.

      “Feel that?” I whispered.

      “Aye. I think it’s coming from the House of Wisdom.”

      I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me. Dummy.

      As we neared, one of the statues near the doors seemed to shift slightly. They were roughly human shaped, blending with the tile behind them. I squinted.

      One moved—just slightly.

      Damn.

      I stopped short, tugging on Cade’s hand, then raised our joined fists to point toward the guards. He squeezed my hand once, which I assumed meant he saw them. They blended well, but they were definitely there.

      I searched the rest of the building. The moment I spotted an open window about ten feet off the ground, I felt Cade’s warm breath at my ear.

      I shuddered—an entirely inappropriate reaction given the circumstances—then heard him whisper, “The window.”

      I squeezed an acknowledgment, and we hurried toward it, our footsteps silent. The guards were a good twenty yards away, but we couldn’t afford to make a peep.

      At the window, Cade boosted me up. I scrambled through, nearly toppling off the sill and inside. Barely, I managed to grab the ledge and cling to it, but my foot hit something solid on the inside of the building.

      My stomach dropped, and I looked down.

      Crap!

      A burly demon with short black horns glared up, unable to see me but clearly having felt my foot. His magic smelled like rotten fish and tasted like old milk.

      I drew my sword from the ether and lunged for him, pointing my blade straight down as I tumbled off the ledge into the building. It sliced his shoulder, and he opened his mouth to roar.

      Fortunately, I fell on him with enough force to knock him to the ground and drive the breath from his lungs. He reached for a blade at his hip, but I reared up, raised my blade, and plunged it into his heart.

      He twitched, then lay still, staring straight up at the ceiling.

      Cade landed softly next to me. “You made quick work of that.”

      I scrambled off the demon and yanked my blade out of his chest. “Let’s hide him. He’ll disappear soon, but we don’t need to take any chances.”

      I couldn’t see Cade lift the demon since he was invisible, but suddenly the body was in the air, floating toward a large potted palm. It disappeared behind the palm—not totally hidden, but good enough.

      “Where are you?” Cade whispered.

      I followed his voice, reaching out blindly. My hands collided with his hard chest, and I worked my way down to grip his hand. Not for the first time, I wished that Loki’s powers worked like an invisibility charm, allowing us to see each other but making us invisible to the rest of the world.

      But beggars couldn’t be choosers, and I was grateful for the wealth of magic the Norse gods had given me.

      Together, we moved silently down the hall. We passed room after room full of books. All of them were fabulously decorated, the most beautiful library I’d ever seen.

      This place was huge. How the hell were we going to find anything in here?

      We probably needed to find someone and ask. A ghost librarian like Florian would be perfect. I could command him to do my will.

      Odds were slim on that happening, however.

      As we walked, I realized that some of the rooms emitted more power than others. Almost like the signatures of those who had been there before.

      “Do you feel that?” I whispered. “The power coming from some of the rooms?”

      “Aye, but they’re empty.”

      “Maybe it’s from gods who were once here.”

      “Let’s find the most powerful one, then,” he said.

      We searched for five more minutes—poking our heads into different rooms—before finding a room that had the strongest magical signature of them all. It was vaguely familiar.

      “Cocidius was here,” Cade said.

      Bingo. That was it.

      We hurried in, finding a space filled with massive tables at the center and books lining walls. Several maps were laid out on the tables, and I leaned over, inspecting them.

      My skin chilled.

      It was a map of north-central Scotland. All the way up by the sea.

      Near the Protectorate.

      “They’re homing in on us,” Cade said.

      Oh, shit.

      “Rowan said they had a way to track my magic, but that they hadn’t figured it all out yet.”

      “They’re close, though.”

      I swallowed hard and turned, intending to ransack the place until I had all the answers I needed.

      The fist flew at my face before I could blink. Pain exploded in my jaw, and I hurtled back against the table.

      Cade spun, but a potion bomb exploded against his chest. He keeled over, slamming into the ground with a thud. Two guards stood in front of us.

      Ambushed!

      While we’d been distracted by the horror of the map, someone had come upon us. Heard us.

      I rubbed my jaw and tried to rise, everything going in slow motion. If I could see Cade, it meant the pain had shocked me into losing control of our invisibility. Shit.

      Two guards hovered over Cade’s prone form. One turned to look at me. Quick as a snake, he hurled a potion bomb. It smashed into my stomach, coating me in a cold liquid that froze my muscles.

      I stiffened, then keeled over, slamming into the ground. Pain flared in my shoulder and hip.

      Wait a sec…

      He’d hit me. Before the pain had shocked me into losing control of Loki’s magic.

      “How did you see us?” It was nearly impossible to move my jaw, but the words slurred out.

      “You think a guard in the House of Wisdom is not equipped to see through invisibility?” The largest guard scoffed, a brutish sound that was at odds with his elegant armor. “We would not be very good guards, in that case.”

      He had a point. But seeing through invisibility was a rare talent. Definitely not one you saw every day.

      I struggled, trying to move as my blood turned to ice. If the Rebel Gods caught us now, we were doomed.

      My skin chilled, and sweat broke out on my brow.

      One of the guards bent and scooped me up, throwing me over his shoulder. The breath exploded out of me as my stomach was crushed, and I barely caught sight of the other guard struggling to heave Cade upward.

      Good luck with that, jerk.

      Eventually, they managed, carrying us through the hall and down some steps into a large, darkened basement. The air was cool and damp—strange, for the desert—while the ground was made of pressed dirt. So were the walls, for that matter. This place had been carved right out of the earth.

      Yep—twenty bucks they were about to toss us in the dungeons.

      Which actually gave me a bit of hope. Better than being taken straight to the Rebel Gods, after all.

      “Throw them in,” growled the guard who held Cade.

      “Don’t want to break them yet,” the other guard said.

      I was inclined to go with his assessment.

      Please don’t break us.

      A moment later, I was tossed into a large, square bin. It was about eight feet across and built of sturdy metal. A chain sagged over the top of it, trailing off to the side wall where it was wrapped around a big drum.

      They threw Cade in next to me. Though my muscles were still and unyielding, I wasn’t flat as a board anymore. I couldn’t move, but at least my body would bend without breaking.

      Hopefully that meant the potions were wearing off.

      One guard walked to the middle of the room and bent down, heaving as he pulled up a heavy grate on the floor. The other guard shoved at the bin that we’d been thrown into.

      Oh, hell no.

      They were going to try to shove us in that hole.

      I struggled against the potion that bound me. Though my muscles twitched a bit—small victory—I couldn’t really move.

      “Cade.” My mouth took about three seconds to form the sound.

      “Bree.” His mouth took at least as long.

      In the meantime, the guard started to push us across the ground toward the hole. He gave the bin one fast shove, and the thing plunged into the pit.

      My stomach jumped into my throat as we plummeted. The bin stopped abruptly about ten feet down, a chain pulling taut.

      “This sucks.” The words came slightly faster this time, and I managed to twitch my foot a whole inch.

      The chain creaked as it began to lower us into the pit. Darkness surrounded us, the dirt wall roughly hewn.

      Farther and farther we went. I strained my muscles, trying to get the motion back into them. My foot twitched again, then my leg. Arms. Neck.

      “Can you move?” I asked Cade.

      “Aye. Mostly.”

      The bin slammed to the ground, and I peered upward, realizing that it was roughly the same width as the tunnel, leaving us not very much room to climb out.

      The rattling of a chain sounded from above.

      “Hurry and unhook it,” one of the guards muttered.

      Oh shit. They were going to drop the chain in on us. No way they’d leave it connected to the top of the pit so we could climb it.

      “Get out of the bin!” I strained to move, dragging myself up the wall of the bin.

      The chain had to weigh a hundred pounds. More, even. If it landed on us, it’d crush bones without question. Next to me, Cade struggled like a giant, manly newborn calf. I probably looked just as ridiculous, the potion still seeping out of my muscles.

      The chain rattled louder from above.

      They were dragging it across the floor.

      Oh hell.

      I strained and heaved, managing to flop over the side of the bin like a fish and wedge myself between it and the wall.

      Jackpot.

      Cade dropped down next to me just as the chain began to fall.

      I watched, heart racing, as it plummeted toward us. It slammed into the bin, making it rattle.

      “Oh fates.” Sweat dripped down my back.

      That had been a near miss. I could heal myself, but the last thing I wanted was some crushed bones to take care of.

      “Apparently they aren’t concerned with wounding the prisoners,” he said.

      “Crushing them, more like.”

      “We won’t have long before they alert the Rebel Gods.”

      Slowly, I stood on shaky legs. The potion bomb had almost faded, thank fates. Cade joined me, looking steadier on his feet.

      I perked my ears, using Heimdall’s power to listen for the guards’ presence. The sound of retreating footsteps drifted up the stairs.

      “Let’s make a break for it.” I climbed over the bin wall and back into our would-be death trap.

      The chain was heavy as I picked it up and studied it. “I might be able to fly this to the top. Then you climb it and we deal with the grate that’s locking us in here.”

      “They obviously weren’t expecting one of their captives to have wings.”

      “Dumb.” Though it probably meant that the grate was sealed with a big freaking lock.

      I unfurled my wings and held the chain tightly, then leapt off the ground. The pit was barely big enough for my wingspan, but I managed to fly upward a few feet. The chain pulled at me, heavier as I got it farther off the ground.

      I pushed myself, sweat dripping down my temples as I flew toward the grate above. Every inch that I managed to rise was harder and harder, the chain enormously heavy for my wings.

      Frustration beat in my chest.

      Finally, I made it, looping the chain through a slat in the grate above and then clinging to it, letting my body weight drag the free end downward and pulling the rest of it taut.

      “Are you all right?” Cade called up quietly.

      “Fine!” I gasped, just hanging there as I caught my breath and my muscles recovered. My wings burned from the strain of flying.

      Once I’d regained a bit of my energy, I was able to loop the chain around itself. It caught nicely, and I figured it would hold Cade’s weight.

      “Wait down there a moment!” I flew to the top, studying the grate.

      A massive lock kept us trapped, and unfortunately, it was on the outside. Too far for my picks to reach if I wanted to handle it myself.

      That was a problem.

      Scowling, I studied the area around the grate, looking for weaknesses. Now would be a great time for another godly power to come online. There were a lot of them. Surely at least one of the Norse gods had something that could help me with this.

      Instead, my magic stayed dormant.

      But my gaze landed on a shimmery blue form.

      A pug dragon.

      My pug dragon.

      “Mayhem!”
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      The ghostly pug flew over to me, some kind of large pastry in her mouth. She seemed to have moved on from hams, at least while she was in the godly realm.

      “Is that baklava?” I asked.

      She woofed low in her throat, careful to keep quiet.

      “Think you can help us out of here?” I asked.

      In response, she tossed the baklava up into the air, then caught it in her mouth and swallowed it whole. She burped a bit of fire, then turned her attention to the metal grate, bypassing the lock entirely.

      She blew a blast of flame at the metal grate, and I flew down, hovering underneath and avoiding the heat of her fire. She went at it for a while, until the grate turned bright red and began to drip.

      I dodged it, calling down to Cade, “Watch out!”

      Finally, she created a hole in the grate that was big enough for me to shimmy through—without my wings. Her fire was coming in smaller bursts now, though. Clearly, she was running low. We’d have to make do.

      “Thanks, Mayhem.”

      She grinned, then flew off, hovering slightly away. I waited, giving the hot metal some time to cool, then called down to Cade. “You can climb up now!”

      I flew up to the grate near the hole and touched it. Yep, cool. I grabbed on, retracting my wings back into my body, then started to do the hardest thing I’d ever done—a pull-up.

      I strained to heave myself out of the hole, muscles still aching from hauling the chain. My biceps trembled, and sweat dotted my brow. Though I managed to get myself partway there, my arms gave out a second later. I barely held on to the bars as my weight jerked downward.

      Shit.

      Was I not going to be able to climb out of here? All the badass magic I could do—flying, for fates sake!—and I was going to be defeated by a pull-up?

      Actually, that wasn’t that hard to believe. Pull-ups were freaking impossible.

      I strained again, giving it everything I had, but my muscles felt like water.

      “I’ll give you a boost,” Cade said.

      I glanced down. He’d climbed up the chain, which had thankfully held solid for him.

      My pride wanted to tell him no, but fortunately, I had two brain cells to rub together and I was going to use them. “Thank you.”

      His big hand cupped my butt, and he pushed. I might have appreciated the touch if I didn’t feel like I was about to lose my grip and plummet horribly to my death.

      Funny how a little thing like that could kill the libido.

      With his help, I managed to flop the top half of my body onto the grate and pull myself out. Cade, of course, leapt out of there like a damned gazelle, looking refreshed and strong.

      “Thanks.” I leaned over, panting.

      Mayhem flew low and looked up at me, then gave me a sloppy kiss on the cheek. It tingled and wasn’t wet, since she was a ghost, but the effect was the same.

      I grinned and straightened. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Aye. Searching the library isn’t going to work.”

      “Man. We just need someone we can ask for directions.” Which was ridiculous. Who was going to tell us what we wanted to know?

      A thought popped into my head. I looked at Mayhem. “Are there any other ghosts here?”

      She yipped and nodded.

      Heck yeah. “Can you lead us to one?”

      She spun and flew up the stairs. I glanced at Cade, who nodded, and we followed her. Toward the top, I used Loki’s power to make us invisible. I left Mayhem in her visible form, since we had to be able to see her to follow, but I tried to make her body dimmer. It was harder to see her, but that would work in our favor.

      She led us out of the House of Wisdom and onto the central courtyard. The fountain in the middle burbled as the water glittered in the moonlight. Darkness had fallen completely, and the scent of night-blooming jasmine filled the air.

      It was gorgeous here.

      Too bad it was built on a foundation of evil.

      Mayhem led us across the courtyard to a tall tower. The stairs wound upward, and we followed. At the top, a small round space contained a large weaving loom.

      A ghost sat at it, a woman with long hair and a veil across the bottom of her face.

      “Don’t make a noise,” I commanded as I stepped inside, giving my voice a hint of Odin’s power.

      Her eyes widened and she nodded.

      I turned to Mayhem. “Will you go try to find those guards who tossed us in the pit and distract them? Don’t let them get to the Rebel Gods.”

      A happy gleam entered her eyes, and she spun away, flying out of the room.

      “Twenty bucks she’s going to barbecue them,” I said.

      “Aye,” Cade said. “It’s her favorite sport. Besides hunting hams, of course.”

      The ghost watched us warily.

      “We’re here searching for information about what the Rebel Gods are planning,” I said. “They are hunting me. Tell me where I can learn more about what they want.”

      “They meet to discuss their plans in the palace of Agni, the Hindu god.”

      Just like the Mayan woman had said. “Do you know anything about their plans?”

      Her eyes darkened. “I haven’t left this room in centuries.”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Of course.” She gestured to the loom. “Does this look like something you’d want to do forever?”

      “No, it doesn’t. Do the Rebel Gods make you do this?”

      “Of course. How else would they have rugs to decorate their palaces?”

      I wanted to suggest they go to the Rug Depot and buy them from a salesman named Fred or George or Sue, but forcing a ghost into slavery seemed more their style.

      “If we destroy them, will it free you?” I asked.

      “It would.” She laughed. “But you won’t be able to destroy them.”

      “I’d say my odds are pretty good. I’ve got determination on my side, at least. Loads of it.”

      “You’re not the first one. But if you’re so determined, then I’d hurry. From the ghostly gossip that makes the rounds, I believe this is when they hold their weekly meeting.”

      “Where is the palace of the Agni?”

      “His section is right next to this one. You’ll find it on the other side of the courtyard. There is a large building—all white, with a blue roof. The room is in there. A balcony on the second floor wraps around.”

      “Is there a quiet way to get there?”

      “If they haven’t changed it since I left this room, then there is a stairway through the kitchens at the back.”

      “Thank you.” I turned to go, then looked back. “I really will defeat them. You’ll be free. Soon.”

      She smiled. “I hope to fate that you are correct.”

      “But in the meantime, don’t tell anyone that we were here.” I trusted her—at least, I wanted to—but I still gave my voice some of Odin’s power so she had to obey.

      She nodded, and returned to her weaving.

      It didn’t take long for Cade and me to find the white building with the blue roof. The Indian god’s section was just as beautiful as all the others, though totally different. More fountains glittered in the moonlight, and swans glided across.

      Servants—or slaves, more like—swept the paths free of fallen leaves. Fortunately, we were quiet and they were absorbed in their task, so they didn’t see us.

      This place would be amazing to explore if it weren’t saturated in evil of the first order.

      We made our way quickly around the back of the building, following the scent of baking bread and savory spices. My stomach grumbled. I’d always liked Indian food, but didn’t get many chances to eat it.

      Not that I’d be starting here.

      Magic rolled out from the windows, a mix of powerful signatures that had to belong to the gods. Most of them were miserable—the sounds of screams, the feelings of grief and loss, the scent of death and decay.

      They were all assholes, every one of them. And they were inside this building. If only we had some way to blow it up.

      But it was huge—all stone and tile. No way I could create enough lightning to destroy it. And trying would get us caught and killed.

      We stopped at the open door and peered into the kitchen. Cade’s hand was gripped in my own so I could tell where he was, and he  pressed against my back as we peered inside.

      A single cook stood over the stove, stirring a pot of something that smelled delightful. Past him, a staircase went up into the darkness.

      I raised our joined hands to point to it, and Cade squeezed.

      On silent feet, we crept past the cook. I held my breath, my lungs burning. It would be sound that gave us away, and we couldn’t afford it.

      Not when we were so close.

      The cook coughed, making my muscles tense, but he didn’t turn to look at us. By the time we were on the stairs, my head was buzzing.

      We climbed quickly and silently. Thank fates the stairs were stone and not wood. Creaking would have been the end of us. I worked hard to repress my magical signature.

      As we neared the top of the stairs, the Rebel Gods’ magical signatures grew stronger. I had to breathe shallowly, not wanting to take the scent into my body.

      The collective feeling of their magic made me want to curl up in a ball and hide.

      It was the worst.

      At the top, we reached a narrow balcony that ran alongside the entire perimeter of the wall. It was more decorative than anything, a style that made the interior of the room look even richer. Which was a challenge, considering the amount of gold covering all the surfaces. The narrow balcony was built of dark wood inlaid with gold that twined around the wide posts that reached to the ceiling. They provided a lot of cover, actually.

      Quietly, Cade and I stepped up to the rail, making sure to stay as hidden as possible behind the posts. We were invisible, but the guards had proven that didn’t always work.

      Down below, eleven gods sat around a heavy table that was made of beautiful tiles. One chair was empty—Chernobog?

      I hoped this was all of them, because they were terrifying grouped together like this. Their magic nearly sent me to my knees.

      If they were in fight mode?

      We wouldn’t stand a chance.

      We would need every ally we could muster to have any hope of winning. And I’d need every ounce of power I could get.

      Down below, Cocidius and Eris sat next to each other. Cocidius’s large horns glinted golden in the light, and his gaze looked angry. No doubt because he’d lost Rowan. Eris looked as insane as always, her white robes flecked with blood. Red streaks dripped down her face.

      I looked at the other gods, trying to identify them. They all wore historic dress, which helped. But there were still ones I didn’t recognize.

      Did I dare take a picture with my phone?

      What if it made a noise?

      I couldn’t risk it.

      Instead, I set about memorizing each one. Features, clothing, power signature.

      A slender, blond god was speaking, his blue eyes glinting rabidly in the light. Norse. Somehow, I knew it. I also knew there was no way I’d ever be getting the gift of his power.

      I listened hard, trying to pick up every word…

      “Once she comes into the last of her new power, the spell will be complete,” the Norse god said. “We will find her then. She will be like a beacon in the dark.”

      “Tracking her through the magic of the other gods.” A dark-haired god grinned and sat back. His clothes were simple—brown robes with a heavy-looking golden disk hanging around his neck. “Genius. She is hidden. Her magic is not. Only you could manage it, Hod.”

      “When she became a Norse Dragon God, the game changed. Became easier.” His gaze moved to Cocidius and Eris. “A good thing, given that you lost their sister.”

      “Her power was weaker, anyway,” Cocidius growled. “Not a Dragon God.”

      “Not yet,” Sven said. “But we will hunt the one who is. And her magic will lead us to the magic of the other two. We will wait until Bree has her magic and she is with her sisters. We will be able to sense that their magic is together. Then we will find them in one fell swoop. Once we have all three, their power will be ours. We will walk the earth again. All of us. Permanently. But we must have all three of them.”

      I swallowed a gasp.

      Oh, shit.

      The only thing protecting the earth right now was the fact that they couldn’t visit. Not for long, anyway. I knew our Dragon God magic could give them the ability to visit earth—I hadn’t realized it could be permanent.

      But it could be. If they caught us and took our magic for their own.

      “Then we will rule.” Eris grinned, her smile manic.

      I knew exactly what she had in mind for her time as ruler. Misery. Disaster. Strife.

      Everything that she fed on.

      All of these gods would wreak havoc.

      “The rise of darkness will come,” said Agni, the Indian god. A smile stretched across his face that made my skin chill and my stomach lurch.

      At the far side of the room, a door burst open. A man ran in, hair smoking and eyes wild.

      The guard.

      Mayhem followed, blowing fire at his butt, trying to reach him.

      Oh, shit.

      That was our cue.

      Run, Mayhem! I willed her to hear me. I didn’t think they could hurt her, but she needed to get the hell out of here.

      As if she’d heard, she looked up and met my gaze. Somehow, she could see me, despite the fact that I was invisible. I shooed her out. She spun around and flew from the room, so fast she was nearly a blur.

      Cade tugged at my hand.

      I turned tail and followed, running down the stairs as quietly and quickly as I could. Our stolen information was only good as long as we lived to share it.

      We sprinted through the kitchen, footsteps silent and forms invisible. The cook was still standing at the stove, back to us. I strained to hear anything in the building, knowing that the guard was probably telling them about us. As far as he knew, we were still in the dungeon, which gave us a bit of a head start.

      I hoped it was enough.

      My heart thundered as we rushed out of the kitchen and into the dark night.

      “I’ll shift,” Cade whispered.

      His hand left mine and his magic surged briefly. I couldn’t see him, but I knew that he must have shifted.

      His big warm body pressed against my legs, and I jumped on, holding tight to his fur. I crouched low over him as he took off, sprinting around the building and across the courtyard.

      I looked behind just in time to see the Rebel Gods spilling out of the main entrance. Cade darted behind a building.

      I used Heimdall’s power, but couldn’t hear a shout of warning from the guard who could see through invisibility.

      Thank fates.

      Cade charged through the Arabic god’s world and approached the Mayan worshippers. There was no way to cut through easily, but we also didn’t have the time to sneak through.

      What if the gods had already discovered that we were gone? The dungeon hadn’t been far from the Indian god’s palace.

      “Run between them,” I said.

      We’d knock some over, no doubt, but hopefully they wouldn’t realize what was happening until we were through. We no longer needed subtlety the way we had before.

      Cade charged into the crowd, expertly darting through the masses of people. We definitely knocked some over, and fights started in our wake, but no one realized this was an escape.

      Not yet, at least.

      By the time we reached the edge, the shouts had started.

      Yep, this had been risky.

      But we were so close to the end. Cade sprinted faster, his breath heaving and his body hot as a furnace. I clung tightly, grateful for the ride. I could fly, but then we’d have to separate. Without being able to touch him to know where he was, I wouldn’t know if he’d been hurt.

      This was safest.

      The Roman Forum held far more people than it had previously—some kind of party under the moonlight. Torches gleamed, throwing golden light over the pale togas worn by the attendees.

      Cade dodged them all, sprinting through the crowd on silent feet. His breathing grew quieter, and I could only imagine the control it took when he was so out of breath. Fortunately, it worked, and no one heard us as we raced past them.

      The portal gleamed green in the distance, situated in an alcove. There were no guards, likely because most of the individuals here were trapped by the gods’ power. The rest of them wanted to be here.

      The magic pulsed as we neared, and Cade leapt in. The ether sucked us through, making my head spin, and spat us out in the darkened room deep in the earth.

      I rolled off Cade’s back, panting and sweating, and let Loki’s illusion drop. Cade stood in front of me, huge in his wolf form. His eyes were bright and his chest heaved. He turned, ready to keep running.

      We couldn’t lose our lead.

      Mayhem hurtled out of the portal behind us, giving an excited yip. She flew out of the room.

      I scrambled to my feet, following Mayhem and Cade. As soon as we entered the enormous cavern where the lions had been, I unfurled my wings and took to the sky.

      Below me, Cade galloped, his powerful strides eating up the ground. I flew as fast as I could, keeping up with ease in my Valkyrie form. Mayhem stayed close by my side, her little wings moving in a blur.

      The village loomed in the distance, and I knew we’d need to be fast. Cade seemed to be holding back some of his speed, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      I hoped I wasn’t—because he was going to need it.

      We crossed the threshold into the village, and Cade sped up, running so fast it was hard to believe. Yep—he’d held on to some energy.

      We were a third of the way down the main street before the ghosts seemed to realize we were there. I was well out of reach up here in the sky, but worry for Cade kept my gaze pinned to him on the ground.

      By the time he’d reached the halfway point, the ghosts had started to surge forward.

      I flew low, commanding, “Stop!”

      They didn’t seem to be able to hear me.

      I flew lower, level with the tops of the buildings. “Stop!”

      They halted, gazes turning to me.

      I could feel them fighting my power. I focused, pretending I was Odin, trying to muster all the command he would use so naturally. “Don’t move!”

      They scowled, dozens of faces turned up toward me. Their arms and legs twitched as they tried to break my hold. Cade was three quarters of the way.

      Sweat dripped down my temple as I pushed my magic. It weakened, feeling frail inside me. Like a wire about to snap.

      And then it did.

      The ghosts surged forward.

      “Run, Cade!”

      He sprinted forward, still a hundred yards from the edge of the village. The ghosts were fast, racing to catch him.

      Mayhem swooped low, darting for the ghosts and blowing fire. It repelled a few of them, but her blasts were small.

      I flew lower, trying again to command them. “Stop!”

      They hardly hesitated, trailing Cade far too closely.

      A flash of ghostly white caught my eye, just before pain flared through my left wing. It faltered. Panic tightened my chest.

      I looked over, catching sight of a ghost falling to the ground.

      Had he jumped off a roof and tried to grab me?

      Shit yes, because I was plummeting to the ground, my left wing frozen. Just like my arm had been when a ghost had touched me on the first trip through here.

      I slammed to the dirt, pain temporarily stunning me, then scrambled to my feet, folding my wings back into my body.

      Only my right one went. The injured one hung off my back, frozen.

      Cade was a dozen feet ahead of me, Mayhem darting around him and blazing fire. Some of the ghosts who were surging toward him turned toward me.

      Their cold eyes landed on me.

      “Don’t move!” I screamed, giving it my Odin all.

      They stopped briefly, fighting the hold of my magic.

      I started to run.

      Cade halted, ears pricked as if he could tell I was on the ground now, then spun to race back to me.

      “Go!” I yelled at him. One of us had to make it out of here alive to tell the Protectorate what we’d learned.

      If we both died….

      The Rebel Gods would get my sisters.

      I’d never let that happen.

      “Go!” I screamed at him as I ran, my wing dragging and slowing me down.

      The ghosts strained at the bonds of my magic.

      He gave me a withering look—normally, it’d be hard to tell with a wolf. But this was clearly withering.

      He was at my side a moment later, growling low in his throat.

      Commanding me to get on.

      I gave him a withering look of my own, but climbed on, my heart pounding. He spun and raced down the street as I clung on, my heavy wing making it difficult.

      The ghosts fought my magic, creating a tearing feeling inside my chest. I struggled to hold them, a strange battle of wills. But they broke through, rushing for us.

      Mayhem kept up her attack, darting back to blast her flame at them. I looked behind. She was slower, her fire smaller. She was faltering too. My magic was nearly spent.

      “I can’t hold them!” I cried.

      Cade gave one last burst of speed and lunged toward the border of the town, where the last house stood. I turned around to watch as he kept going, leaving the wailing ghosts behind. They slammed into the barrier and hammered their fists against the invisible wall, unable to follow.

      I stuck my tongue out at them, knowing it was totally immature and not caring even a little bit. Mayhem darted after us. Cade stopped and I tumbled off of him, every muscle aching.

      I landed awkwardly on my wing, pain flaring slightly. But it felt good to be lying down, so I stayed there. Just for a moment, staring at the darkness. Breath heaved through my lungs as exhaustion stole over me. I didn’t want to get up.

      Five more minutes, Mom.

      I chuckled, but the thought made me sad, too. Made me miss my mom. I swallowed hard and turned to look at Cade.

      In a swirl of golden light, he shifted back to his human form, then stepped over and held his hand out to me. I reached up and gripped it. He pulled hard, lifting me off my feet.

      My wing hung limply.

      I stared at him, both grateful and annoyed. “That was a risk. If we’d both died, no one would be able to tell the Protectorate what we’d learned.”

      His gaze hardened. “I would never leave you to die.”

      The strength of his words sent a frisson of elation through me. Elation and confusion. He really meant that.

      But could he really feel so strongly about me?

      “Is your wing all right?” he asked.

      I shoved away my messy feelings about what he meant and what he felt, and focused on my wing. In the distance, the ghosts wailed.

      Grimacing, I tried to lift it, looking over my shoulder to see if it worked. The wing rose up six inches. “It’s coming back to life. It’ll just take a bit.”

      “You can run?”

      I nodded. Every muscle ached, but we had no choice. “Let’s go.”

      We hurried to the smaller room—or tunnel, rather—and then started up the stairs.

      I looked up at the endless flight, remembering how long it had taken to get down. “Oh, man. This is going to be terrible.”

      “At least we’re on earth. It’d be a waste of their energy to follow us here.”

      He had a point. They could come to earth so infrequently that they’d only do it if they thought they could capture my sisters and me. Right now, they had no idea it’d been a Dragon God in their damned dungeon.

      I struggled upward, eventually managing to fold my wing into my back. Mayhem flew without issue, but at the halfway point, even Cade was flagging.

      By the time we stumbled out into the graveyard in Magic’s Bend, I was about to puke from exhaustion. The only thing that kept me going was the knowledge that we finally had an idea what the Rebel Gods were up to.

      And if we wanted any chance at surviving, we needed to figure out how to defeat them.

      Immediately.
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      We stumbled out of the graveyard in Magic’s Bend without seeing Janus again.

      Which was good, because I really wasn’t in the mood. Every muscle ached and exhaustion tugged at me. As we walked down the street, Cade wrapped an arm around my waist, and I leaned into him.

      “I sure wish we had a transportation charm right about now,” I muttered. “I’d transport straight to my bed.”

      Cade chuckled as we turned right at The Banshee’s Revenge pub. It was dark in Magic’s Bend now, probably near midnight. My strength was flagging as we approached the Apothecary’s Jungle. A tiny pinprick of orange light gleamed near the door. I squinted up, catching sight of Mordaca, leaning against the doorjamb and smoking a cigarette. Her long black dress blended with the dark.

      “Those’ll kill you, you know,” I said.

      Mordaca arched a perfect black brow. “Really? I had no idea.” She jerked her head toward the door. “Your guests are in our back garden.”

      Guests?

      Ah, right. The lions.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She sighed, giving me a pitying look. “You look like hell.”

      “I feel like it, too.”

      Cade’s arm tightened around me, keeping me upright.

      Mordaca stubbed out her cigarette and turned toward the door. “Come in. I’ll get you fixed up. You can even sleep in the guest bedroom.”

      I looked at Cade. “You good with that?”

      He nodded, so we followed Mordaca up the stairs. It was late enough, and we were weak enough, that sleeping before reporting back to the Protectorate wasn’t a bad idea. And we’d be safe with the Blood Sorceresses.

      “This way,” Mordaca called from down the hall.

      We followed her voice, entering a workshop that smelled like all sorts of magic. Light, dark, and everything in between. A large wooden table sat in the middle. Herbs hung from the ceiling, and the many shelves were filled with bottles and rocks and all sorts of magical instruments.

      She selected two pink vials from the shelf and handed them to us. “These will give you a bit of a pick-me-up. Did you get what you were looking for?”

      “We did.” I drank the potion, wincing at the slightly sour taste. But strength flowed through my muscles, making me feel better immediately. Exhaustion still tugged at me, but I felt a hell of a lot better. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She didn’t mention payment, which made me wonder if she’d been body snatched. “Why are you helping us?”

      “Don’t ask so many questions.” She scowled. “Do you want to sleep in the guest bedroom? You still look like hell.”

      “Only if you tell me why you’re helping us.” I trusted her, but I was still a bit suspicious.

      She sighed, so annoyed I thought her head would pop off. “The lions told me what you did for them. I like that, okay? Now do you want the room or not?”

      “Yes.” I liked curmudgeonly-but-kind Mordaca.

      “This way.” She led us up the stairs without another word, taking us through a maze of rooms and passages. This place was way bigger than it appeared from the outside. Like, massive.

      Which made sense, since she’d said they’d put the lions in the back garden. That had to be a big back garden.

      “Is this place expanded with magic?” I asked.

      “No. It’s built into the other buildings on either side. But we left the facades. Don’t mention to anyone else how big it is, though. Some secrets are meant to be kept.”

      “No problem.”

      She led us into a large bedroom with a big bed. It was done in blacks and reds, reminding me of her.

      “If you need anything, forget it,” she said. “Aerdeca and I are all the way on the other side of the house.”

      “No problem.” I smiled at her.

      “Thank you,” Cade said.

      She nodded, then turned and left.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” I said.

      “But welcome.” He gestured to the bathroom. “You first.”

      “My hero.” I went into the bathroom and made quick work of the shower, feeling much more human when I stepped out.

      I put my T-shirt and panties back on, then slipped into the complimentary robe on the back of the door. The black silk was wonderfully smooth, and the red dragon on the back was a cool touch. Mordaca’s guest suite was decked out—Elvira style.

      I stepped into the bedroom. “All yours.”

      Cade nodded, and we traded rooms. I climbed into the bed, my mind circling around the memory of Cade rushing back to save me, growling until I climbed onto his back.

      The words, “I would never leave you,” echoed in my head.

      By the time he’d gotten out of the shower, the phrase had cycled through my head about a thousand times.

      He stepped up to the bed wearing nothing but his boxer briefs, his skin looking warm and just slightly damp from the shower. I stole a quick peek—wow—then looked straight ahead as he climbed into bed and turned off the light.

      Tension raced across my shoulders. I was tired, but not that tired, and his words kept blaring in my mind.

      “You came back and saved me,” I blurted.

      “That’s not quite out of character, you know.”

      “No.” It really wasn’t. It wasn’t the first time he’d risked his life to save me, and unless I was never in danger again, it wouldn’t be the last. But it was really starting to sink in that him risking his life for me was my new normal. It’d taken a few examples, but I was catching on.

      Only family had ever done that for me.

      And Cade….

      “You said you’d never leave me.”

      Wow. I was two for two on blurting out awkward things.

      I glanced at him. His face was cast in shadow, but the street lamps from outside sent a pale glow into the room, highlighting his cheekbones and his lips.

      He turned toward me, and I mimicked the gesture so that I faced him. The strangest expression was on his face. Tenderness? Something else?

      As naturally as the sun rising, his hand came up to cup my face. “You seem confused, Bree. But it’s actually really simple. I love you.”

      “Whoa.” I blinked.

      “Aye. It came on quickly. I’m still reeling myself.” He shrugged. “But then it became obvious. I love you. Seeing you injured…in danger… It tears a hole in my chest. I’d throw myself off a cliff, if it meant saving you.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. “I—I—”

      “You don’t have to say it back. That’s not why I said it.” A wry grin tugged at his lips. “You pulled it out of me, actually.”

      I threw myself at him, pressing my lips to his. He oofed as he fell back against the headboard, wrapping strong arms around me. Warmth and joy and light shined through me as I kissed him, giving it everything I had.

      He was hot and strong beneath me, searing my skin as I tried to touch every inch of him that I could. I loved him—I was nearly certain of it.

      I definitely cared for him more than anyone other than my sisters.

      But I wanted to wait until it was my time to tell him. Right now, I was so lightheaded from his words that I could focus only on them. On him.

      So I did, kissing him with all the emotion in my heart.

      Cade groaned, a low rumble that sent heat streaking through me, and gripped my waist.

      The kiss stole every thought I had, and when I rolled off him and dragged him down onto the bed, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, sex with Cade had also been the best thing in the world. When I woke the next morning, my face pressed into his chest and the black satin sheet draped over my hip, I could hardly believe my luck.

      Then I realized that I was drooling on him.

      Oh, hell.

      Surreptitiously, I pulled away, trying to wipe him clean as a blush heated my cheeks. Last night had been incredible. And I followed it up with this.

      I sat up, unable to take my gaze off him. His eyes opened, and a grin tugged at his lips, making him handsomer than ever.

      He did not seem to notice the spit, thank fates.

      “Hey.” His voice was rough with sleep.

      “Hey.” I savored this moment—just for a second—then pulled myself back to the present. There would be time in the future for mooning over each other the morning after. I hoped.

      But if we didn’t defeat the Rebel Gods, there would be no more mornings. “Ready to go fight some bad guys?”

      He grinned and pushed himself up, the sheet dipping down to reveal his strong chest. “Aye, ready to make a plan, at least. Then, after I’ve had a cup of coffee, we can fight some bad guys.”

      “Perfect.”

      We dressed hurriedly, stealing glances at each other, then rushed from the room. It was like a maze, trying to find our way out, but we finally managed. We saw no sign of Aerdeca and Mordaca by the time we reached the foyer.

      “I guess we’ll just send them a thank-you card,” I said.

      “That will do.” Cade pushed open the door, and we went out into the early morning light.

      We made our way out of Darklane and onto the main street. Oddly enough, the same purple cab appeared. The green-haired pixie leaned out the window and grinned.

      “I was worried we’d have to walk at this hour,” I said.

      She tapped the side of her nose. “I’ve got a sense for these kinds of things.”

      That worked for me. We climbed into the pink leather seat in the back, and she zipped away from the curve, carrying us to the Historic District. She dropped us at the entrance to the appropriate alley, and we hurried inside, heading straight for the portal back to the Protectorate.

      The ether sucked me in and thrust me out in the forest. Immediately, I felt the loveliest sense of homecoming. Even in this still-recovering grove, the Protectorate felt like home.

      Cade appeared behind me, and we strode out of the forest, our steps quick. The time change meant that it was afternoon here. When we reached the castle, Ana and Rowan were hurrying out the front door.

      “Did you sense us returning?” I asked.

      “Call it intuition,” Ana said. “Did you find anything?”

      “We did. Let’s call a meeting.”

      “Arach is waiting for you, actually,” Rowan said. “That was Ana’s intuition.”

      Ana grinned and punched Rowan lightly on the shoulder. “Caught. We were with her, trying to figure out Rowan’s missing magic, when she felt you arrive.”

      “Come on.” Rowan gestured us forward. “Let’s go.”

      We followed them down the hall to Arach’s library, joining a crowd of people within. Hedy, Judy, Carol, Ali, and Haris all waited for us.

      “That was quick work,” Ana said. “You really know how to muster the troops, Arach.”

      “I’ve had some practice.” She drifted over from her place by the fire, her gaze glued to my face. “Were you successful?”

      “I think so. We did find some good information. Hopefully you can help us decipher it.”

      Arach nodded, and we all gathered around the table on the other side of the room.

      “Well?” Arach said.

      I leaned forward, spilling everything we knew. Cade filled in the gaps here and there, creating a complete picture for them.

      Arach’s gaze sharpened. “It sounds like they will find you as soon as you inherit the last of your godly powers.”

      “And I can’t stop that from happening, can I?” Not that I wanted to—but if it meant they’d never find us…. it had appeal.

      “It is inevitable,” Arach said.

      Jude’s lips pursed, concern creasing her brow. Her starry eyes met mine, worry in their depths. “Since you can’t anticipate when the powers will arrive, the last one could appear at any moment. Then they could ambush you.”

      I leaned back, slightly queasy. “We’ll never win against them if they catch us by surprise.”

      “And we can’t fight them on their turf,” Cade said. “It’s far too vast, and their advantage would be insurmountable.”

      “Agreed,” Arach said.

      “That leaves us in a serious pickle.” Caro’s platinum hair glinted in the light, and worry gleamed in her eyes.

      “Actually, it’s worse,” I said. “Somehow, my magic will lead them to my sisters as well. Maybe even if we aren’t together. So I could leave the Protectorate to protect this place, but there may be no hiding my sisters once they’ve found me.”

      “You’re not leaving.” Jude’s words cracked through the room. “You’re part of us, and you need to accept it.”

      Heat seared my cheeks while gratitude filled my chest. I’d been waffling about that, my own insecurity getting the better of me, but she made it deadly clear she wouldn’t accept that anymore.

      “Thank you.” I turned to Hedy. “Is there a concealment charm you can make?”

      She shook her head, lavender hair shining. “Not that can protect you from this.”

      “The only way you’ll be strong enough to defeat them is if you have all your powers,” Arach said. “Which will, in turn, draw them to you. Forcing the fight.”

      “A catch-22, aye?” Haris said.

      “In the truest sense,” Cade said.

      Arach leaned forward. “They will find you. There is no hiding.”

      “So we have to bring the fight to them.” I stiffened my spine. “Not on their turf. But we at least need to control the timing. A trap and an ambush.”

      “Aye.” Cade nodded. “That’ll be the only way to win.”

      “Then I need to get the rest of my powers,” I said. “Is there a way to fast-track that?”

      Arach nodded. “Perhaps. You can go to the gods and ask. They may be willing. Though I doubt the magic will come freely.”

      “Nothing good ever does,” I said.

      “We need a plan for the ambush, then,” Rowan said.

      “They’ll be coming for the three of us,” Ana said. “You especially, Bree.”

      “Yes,” I said. “They said my magic will lead them to us, and they’ll strike when our magical signatures are together. They need all three of us for them to walk the earth forever.”

      “We could be bait, but just sitting around and waiting is dangerous,” Ana said. “Not to mention—how do we know when they’ll come?”

      “I have an idea for that,” Arach said. “Korynthius crystals act as magnifiers. You could each put your magic into one. The signal would be so strong that the Rebel Gods would immediately sense it.”

      “Can we get our magic back out of the crystals?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Arach said. “If you stab them with steel, the magic will flow back into you.”

      “This is really good,” Rowan said. “It makes for the perfect ambush. It allows us to determine the time of the battle, and gives us the element of surprise and a bit more safety. They’re drawn to our magic while we are waiting in the wings, ready to attack.”

      “I like that!” Ana said. “When they arrive, we ambush them from outside. Bree can fly in and get our magic back while they’re still trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      I swallowed hard. The plan was good, but it made me nervous as hell. It was the best we had, though. “Where do we find the crystals?”

      “There are several places they might be,” Arach said. “Nepal, Germany, Japan. All rumor.”

      “I can perform the spell to transfer your magic,” Hedy said.

      “And we can go look for them,” Rowan said. “While Bree gets her magic. Once we have both, we put the ambush into action.”

      “I want in,” Caro said.

      “Of course you do.” Ali grinned. “Obviously, we would like to offer our services as well.”

      I smiled gratefully at them. “It’s scary as hell, but it’s a good plan. Gives us a bit more safety and the element of surprise.”

      Cade gave me a look that said very clearly that he didn’t like the idea of me giving up my magic—even temporarily. I agreed with him, but it was a good plan. The safest one.

      “The timing is important, though,” Jude said. “If the gods are willing to grant you the rest of your powers, see if they will hold off until we know that Ana and Rowan have retrieved the crystals. We’ll need to work fast to put the ambush into action. We don’t want the Rebel Gods surprising us before it’s set up.”

      “Agreed.” I looked at Arach. “How do I reach the gods?”

      “Go to Yggdrasil and try to find them. In this, you will know more than I. It is your pantheon.”

      My heart jumped at the idea of returning to the World Tree. We’d nearly died so many times on our first visit, but the place was so amazing that I was eager to return.

      Cade met my gaze. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t worry,” Ana said. “We’ll keep in touch using a comms charm. Once we have the crystals, you get your magic.”

      “Then we’ll meet up and destroy the Rebel Gods.” There was a bloodthirsty gleam in Rowan’s eyes.

      Hope flared in my chest. We were still a long way off, but at least we had a plan. A dangerous plan.

      But with all my friends and family at my back, this was starting to seem possible.
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        * * *

      

      Cade and I had agreed to meet in an hour, giving us both enough time to change and eat. My stomach grumbled as I walked to my tower apartment, Ana and Rowan at my side.

      I couldn’t believe how amazing it felt to finally have them both with me. Scratch that—I could believe it. And it was really freaking amazing.

      We entered my apartment. The first thing I caught sight of was a box of crackers on the counter. They were open, which I didn’t remember doing.

      Then a little black and white head popped out, whiskers twitching.

      Boris stared at me, eyes gleaming.

      “Cracker thief,” I said.

      He popped back down into the box, and I could hear the sound of crunching. First the Pugs of Destruction, now Boris. What was it about my apartment that made the animals come here to steal food? Boris hadn’t even gnawed into the side of the box like a normal rat. He’d carefully opened it from the top, then jumped in, no doubt feeling like Scrooge McDuck diving into his pool full of gold.

      “I thought he lived with Hedy?” Ana asked.

      “He does.” I went into the kitchen. “I think he just visits for snacks.”

      “It’s not like Hans wouldn’t feed him anything he wanted in the kitchen,” Rowan said.

      “True.” I peered into the box to see him lying on his back on top of the crackers, a blissful expression on his little face. “I think he likes the thievery aspect.”

      His eyes popped open, and he glared at me.

      “Perhaps you were just visiting me? Your close friend?” I asked.

      He nodded, then closed his eyes and began to snore.

      I chuckled and turned away, looking at my sisters. “I’m going to grab a PB&J. Want anything?”

      “A candy sandwich?” Rowan asked.

      My chest filled with warmth at Rowan’s memory of what I called my favorite food. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      “Me too.” She tucked her dark hair behind her ear. “I can’t tell you how much.”

      I started putting together sandwiches for everyone, assuming that they wanted them since they hadn’t said otherwise. Ana rummaged around in my fridge, pulled out some energy drinks, and tossed them around.

      Once the sandwiches were made, we piled onto the couch to eat, Rowan in between Ana and me. In sixty seconds flat, I scarfed my sandwich down, barely stopping to breathe.

      I swallowed the last bite and turned to Rowan. “How’s the magic coming along?”

      “It’s not. It’s gone.”

      “Gone gone?”

      “If you mean, do I feel like my soul has left the building?” She shook her head. “Still no, thank fates. I just can’t seem to make it work.”

      Relief loosened my muscles. I hated that she was having trouble with it, but at least all of her magic wasn’t gone. That felt like the worst kind of death.

      Back at the temple at Kart-hadasht, we’d saved some of her magic that had been in the eternal flame and Nix had put it into a rock strong enough to hold it. But Rowan had been unwilling to even look at it. Some of the Rebel Gods’ dark magic was mixed with her own inside the vessel. Whatever she’d gone through with them had been so bad she was willing to sacrifice some of her magic to avoid even revisiting it.

      “Are you adjusting okay here?” I asked.

      Rowan hesitated, and I leaned back to meet Ana’s gaze. Worry glinted in my blonde sister’s eyes.

      “I am,” Rowan said.

      “You’re lying.” I scowled at her.

      “Not entirely lying. I think I’m adjusting as well as I can. It’s not great, but I’m messed up, guys.” She rubbed at her forehead, blue eyes shining. “The last five years did a number on me, and I don’t trust anyone but you. I know I should. But I don’t.”

      Guilt streaked through me. I needed to remember that she was coming at this from a totally different perspective. If she recovered without debilitating PTSD, this would be a win.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t be. I’m going to be fine.” She gestured to the apartment, but I could tell she meant the whole Protectorate. “This place is amazing. We have a real home. I still need to find my place here, but at least we’re all together.”

      I squeezed her hand. She smiled and tugged at her dark T-shirt. She didn’t look exactly like how I remembered her. But last I’d seen her, we’d been in Death Valley, and she’d worn the same strappy leather get-ups we all had. She still had to develop her cold-weather style—just like I had.

      And she probably needed some time to find herself again. Find her footing in the real world. She’d belonged to the Rebel Gods for five years. Even her mind hadn’t been her own.

      “I don’t know what it will take to make you recover,” I said. “But I’m here for you. For whatever.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Same, obviously,” Ana said. She pressed her side into Rowan.

      I leaned over to look at Ana. “Any idea what that white light was about? Back when we were rescuing Rowan?”

      We’d explained to Rowan about being Dragon Gods and the powers that were gradually granted to us by a select pantheon, but we hadn’t had a chance to talk about Ana’s potential new power.

      Ana shook her head. “I have no idea what that was. I’ve tried to replicate it, but failed.”

      I frowned. “Did you hear a voice when the power arrived?”

      “What kind of voice?”

      “The kind that tells you to use it. Maybe gives some basic instructions.”

      Ana shook her head. “Nope. One minute we were going to die. The next I felt like a giant ball of energy, and the light started to glow.”

      I leaned back against the couch, mulling it over. “I have no idea.”

      “I definitely have no idea,” Rowan added.

      It sounded like Ana’s transition wasn’t going to be as straightforward as mine had been.

      “Eh, don’t worry about me.” Ana pulled her legs up underneath her. “I’ll be fine.”

      She sounded like she believed it. And I was sure she would be fine. Ana had the most strength of will of anyone I’d ever met. But I knew she had an iffy relationship with her magic. Defensive magic in an offensive world, she’d called it once. She’d been drunk, which was pretty much the only way you could get her to complain.

      Ever since we’d lost our mother, Ana was the poster child for Keep Calm and Carry On. She believed in the stiff upper lip so much that you’d have thought she was British.

      Basically, she was too stalwart to whine.

      Not me. I loved a good bitch session.

      I vowed that I’d help her figure out her powers. As soon as we defeated the Rebel Gods and our lives were back on track, it would be my number one goal. That, and helping Rowan get her magic back.

      But first, we had to defeat the Rebel Gods. There was nothing for us if we didn’t. Just death, if we were lucky.

      But together, we had a chance.

      “I love you guys,” I said.

      As if pulled by gravity, we leaned in and hugged each other.
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      Once I’d changed my clothes, I went to find Cade, who had agreed to meet me in the entry hall at five. Fortunately, we still had several hours of daylight. Thank fates, because I wasn’t keen on the idea of climbing down the cliff to the Seer’s Cave in the dark.

      As I stepped into the entry hall, I caught sight of Cade waiting near the door, Mayhem hovering above his head. She gripped a ham in her mouth, which was really no surprise.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Born ready.”

      He grinned, then held open the huge door. We made our way out into the warm afternoon sun, then cut across the lawn, passing the stone circle on our way to the cliffs.

      As usual, it vibrated with a strange magic. One that pulled as much as it repelled. I wanted to explore, but something told me not to. That place wasn’t for me.

      I looked away from it and eyed the cliff. The world looked like it ended up here—just dropped right off into the ocean.

      We stepped up to the edge, and I looked down. The water crashed against the beach below, blue waves topped with white foam. Light glittered on the surface, and white gulls swooped in graceful arcs.

      I shivered at the idea of climbing down, remembering nearly losing my footing and almost plummeting to a terrible death.

      “I think I’ll fly,” I said.

      “I’ll meet you at the bottom.”

      I nodded and unfurled my wings, leaping off the cliff. The sea breeze caught at my hair, and the scent of the sea filled me with joy. It reminded me of Cade. And of being free.

      I swooped on the air, following Cade down and joining the gulls in their flight.

      This was my favorite place to fly—no question. Everything felt so safe and free up here.

      I landed on the beach at the same time Cade did, pebbles crunching underfoot. The waves lapped at the shore as we walked.

      We rounded the bend and approached the massive mouth of the cave. It was cool and dark inside, the walls gleaming with water and spots of green moss covering some of the rocks within. The little pond in the center rippled softly.

      The large rock in the middle called to me, like it had the last time.

      “Come on,” I said. “We need to climb onto this rock.”

      At least, that was what I thought. It was how I’d gotten to Yggdrasil the first time, so it was worth a try this time.

      I scrambled up onto the giant stone, Cade following. We sat quietly, and magic began to buzz almost immediately. It felt like taking a bath in seltzer water. A golden light flared, and I fell to my knees. Which should have been impossible, since I’d been sitting on my ass, but that was the magic of portals.

      When I opened my eyes, I was kneeling in the grass next to Cade.

      He blinked and looked up. “That was intense.”

      “Right?” I followed his gaze, once again awed by Yggdrasil.

      The giant ash tree loomed impossibly large. There was no way I could see all the way to the top, and the breadth of it was so wide that I could barely conceive of it.

      I stood, using Heimdall’s vision to search the base of the tree for the three Norns. I spotted their long house and their well, but they were nowhere to be seen.

      Hunting them down was an option, but something was tugging at my chest. A desire to fly upward.

      I shifted, but the feeling was unmistakable.

      “Do you mind waiting here a bit?” I asked. “I feel like I need to fly upward.”

      Like I was being called home.

      “Not a problem.” Cade spun around, wonder in his eyes. “I could spend all day here.”

      “Thanks.” I leaned over and kissed him. “Be safe.”

      “Always.”

      I grinned, then unfurled my wings and took off for the sky. Joy surged through me immediately. Forget the cliffs in Scotland. This was my favorite place to fly.

      The air here was fresher, the breeze lovelier. I flew upward, angling my path toward Yggdrasil’s enormous trunk. The branches flashed by as I rose higher. A shimmering portal caught my eye, and I shuddered. If I remembered correctly, it led to Muspell, the land of the Fire Giants.

      No thank you.

      My instincts were calling me upward, anyway.

      It was incredible to fly past the branches and leaves and portals—the whole world. At one point, I saw Ratatoskr, the giant gossipy squirrel, heading toward the ground, his cheeks full of acorns. But something continued to pull me upward. So upward I flew.

      When my gut directed me toward the portal leading to the Valkyrie realm, I wasn’t surprised at all. I flew right through without pause, arriving in the same amazing valley as before.

      Mountains soared high on either side, and the green valley stretched out in front of me. Sunlight glittered on the river, and in the distance, I could just barely make out the tiny dots that were the buildings in the village.

      I headed straight for it, but didn’t need to go far. Tiny figures appeared in the air, flying toward me. As they neared, I realized that they were winged horses. Two of them, each ridden by a Valkyrie.

      A welcoming party.

      I grinned and flew toward the ground, landing mostly gracefully. Certainly not as gracefully as the horses, but it was more important to be on the ground. I didn’t fancy a conversation while trying to keep myself aloft.

      The horses approached, and the two Valkyrie smiled at me. Each wore shining chainmail, their hair gleaming in the sun. I recognized them from my first visit.

      “Bree!” said the blonde one on the black horse. Her name was Sigrún, if I recalled correctly. Which I did. Not like I was going to forget the names of the Valkyrie. “Are you here for a visit?”

      “I’d like to be, but no. I need help, and this was the best place to come.”

      “What is it?” said Gunnr, the red-haired Valkyrie, who I thought was in charge of records or something along those lines.

      “The Rebel Gods are hunting me, and I need to be granted the rest of the gods’ magic if I want to fight them on even terms. I’m here to request that from the gods.”

      Both Valkyrie frowned.

      “That’s not good,” Sigrún said. “You’ve confirmed that they want you specifically?”

      “Definitely.” I explained how they could track my magic and would find me as soon as it was all granted. And, on the flip side, I needed that same magic to have any chance at victory against them. If I couldn’t control the terms of our final battle, I’d have no chance.

      Gunnr nodded, his gaze serious. “Yes. I can see how you would need your magic for that.”

      “There’s one thing you can try,” Sigrún said. “I cannot guarantee it would work, but you can go to the Blót tjörn at the base of Yggdrasil. Make an offering in the lake. If you are lucky, the gods will take pity on you and grant you a meeting.”

      “Blót tjörn?”

      “Sacrifice pond. Ask them for a meeting, then make your sacrifice,” Gunnr said.

      Sigrún nodded. “Perhaps they will take pity on you.”

      “What is an appropriate sacrifice?” I asked.

      “That is up to you,” Gunnr said.

      Dang. That would be a hard decision. “And where do I find the Blót tjörn?”

      “Eighty miles clockwise from the Norns’ longhouse at the base of the World Tree.”

      “Thank you. Truly.” My heart tugged. I wanted to stay longer. To visit the village. But there was no time.

      “Bree?” Sigrún asked. “You’re planning an ambush of the Rebel Gods?”

      “Yes.”

      “As I thought.” She nodded. “How many are there?”

      “At least eleven. Plus any mercenaries they might have.”

      The Valkyrie frowned and looked at each other, then met my gaze.

      “When the time comes, send word to us,” Sigrún said. “We will come join you for the battle.”

      “Thank you.” Gratitude welled in my chest.

      This was huge. We needed all the help we could get—and an army of Valkyrie definitely qualified as top-notch help.

      “It’s a worthy cause,” Gunnr said. “We cannot leave our realm often, but for this, we will.”

      “Thank you, again.” I smiled at them, reluctant to leave, but knowing that I had to go. It was a bit like being with my sisters.

      But my real sisters waited back on earth, and I needed to do everything I could to keep them safe.

      The Valkyrie watched me leave, and I turned back to wave before flying through the portal again.

      The flight back down the tree was slightly odd. Miles and miles, tempting me to just close up my wings and do the job quicker by falling. But I’d never tested unfurling my wings while mid fall, and I wasn’t going to start now.

      As I neared the grass, a large brown spot caught my eye. I flew lower.

      Ratatoskr.

      The giant squirrel was sitting on the grass next to Cade. His nuts were between them, and I could pick up the lightest bit of discussion.

      I landed.

      They were deep in conversation, turning only to look at me once I’d cleared my throat.

      “Gossiping?” I asked.

      “Gambling.” Cade pointed to the dice on the ground. “Ratatoskr loves a good game, apparently.”

      “And always wins!” Ratatoskr crowed.

      “Not yet,” Cade said.

      “But I will.”

      “What did you bet him, Cade?” I asked.

      “Just a growler full of his favorite beer. It’s from Edinburgh.”

      “Thank fates it wasn’t your head or firstborn,” I said.

      Ratatoskr wrinkled his nose. “What would I do with that?”

      “Good point.” I looked between the two of them. “One more game, because we have a mission to accomplish. But if Cade wins, then Ratatoskr will give us a ride around the base of Yggdrasil.”

      Ratatoskr scowled. “I am not a ferry service.”

      “You are today, Your Rodentness.”

      “Fine! One game, but I shall beat you, puny human.”

      I thought he would shake his fist, but he just gave Cade a good glare. Cade grinned and picked up the dice. I watched anxiously as Ratatoskr covered his eyes and Cade rolled.

      Eighty miles was a long way. If Cade won this, we’d make the journey that much faster.

      “Six,” Cade said.

      I frowned. He had actually rolled an eight, but he sounded truthful. He winked at me.

      “Ah, truth,” the blinded Ratatoskr said.

      Cade swept up the dice before Ratatoskr could uncover his eyes and handed them over. The squirrel took them, his big hand closing around the tiny pieces of carved bone.

      Cade covered his eyes and Ratatoskr rolled, then lied about his toss.

      “Lie!” Cade said.

      Ratatoskr harrumphed, then picked up the dice.

      “One life down,” Cade said.

      “I’ll get you next time,” Ratatoskr said.

      And he did, calling Cade’s bluff. They told the truth on the next two turns, but it got interesting after that. My palms dampened as I watched them, worry streaking through me.

      Finally, Cade won. On a bluff this time, as well.

      Ratatoskr grumbled and picked up the dice, then shoved them into a little leather pouch tied around his waist.

      “Why don’t we meet again for another game sometime?” Cade asked. “I will bring you some beer then.”

      Ratatoskr looked at him suspiciously, then grinned toothily, his biggest front teeth gleaming in the light. “All right.” He crouched low. “Now hop on. Where are we going?”

      I scrambled up onto his furry back. “Blót tjörn.”

      “Ah, have a favor to ask, do you?” Ratatoskr said.

      “Yes.”

      Cade climbed on behind me, and Ratatoskr took off, sprinting toward the base of the World Tree and turning left. We raced by the Norns’ longhouse, and one of them peered out of a window at us.

      I waved but she didn’t return the gesture.

      Ratatoskr leapt over roots and dodged around giant rocks. The wind tore at my hair and made my eyes water. Just once, I dared a glance up at Yggdrasil, but the sheer size of it made my head spin. I looked down and clutched at Ratatoskr’s fur. He ran as fast as a car—at least sixty miles an hour, I had to guess.

      By the time we stopped in front of a sparkling blue pool pressed up against the trunk of the tree, my arms ached from holding on. I tumbled off the squirrel, barely managing to keep my footing.

      Cade slid down effortlessly, of course.

      Ratatoskr rose up on his hind legs and gave Cade a hard stare. “Be sure you come back with that beer.”

      Cade smiled. “You can count on it. And I’ll beat you again at Mia.”

      “Beginner’s luck,” Ratatoskr grumbled, then ran off, straight up the tree.

      Cade chuckled and turned to me. “What are we doing here?”

      “I have to ask the gods for a meeting and make a sacrifice in that pond.” I pointed to the sparkling blue water.

      The pond was fairly large, at least a hundred yards wide, but at the base of Yggdrasil, it looked tiny. Pale sand bordered the water, and pebbles gleamed beneath the clear surface. The water rippled and glittered in the sunlight.

      I strode up to it, inhaling deeply and enjoying the fresh taste of the air. “I wonder what kind of sacrifice I should make.”

      “Odin sacrificed his eye to drink from the well of Mímir to gain the wisdom within. But I don’t think you should go quite in that direction.”

      “No, definitely not.” I liked my eyes. That would make it a good sacrifice, of course, but it needed to be something different. I frowned, thinking of what was most valuable to me.

      The buggy, of course. I didn’t have that on hand, however.

      But I did have my sword.

      My chest ached at the thought. I’d had that sword for years.

      My mother had given it to me.

      I drew in a ragged breath. That made it perfect.

      I pulled the sword from the ether, tears pricking my eyes.

      Cade squeezed my hand briefly, and I drew strength from it. I bit my lip. “How do I ask the gods for a meeting? Will they even be able to hear me?”

      “Hmmm.” Cade studied the pond and its surroundings.

      I joined him, inspecting the pond. A few lines in the sand caught my eye, and I walked toward them.

      They were the semi-obscured marks of runes. Some Old Norse, as well. And a few drawings. It’d been disturbed, by animals maybe, but it was clear that quite a few people had made requests of the gods. And they’d used all kinds of ways to do it.

      I pointed to the marks with the sword. “I think that’s what I need to do.”

      But I had to remember how to write in Old Norse. The ability to read it had developed along with my powers. But I’d never tried writing it.

      I concentrated on my memory of reading different texts as I sought out an unmarred patch of smooth sand. The tiny grains sparkled in the sun, and the water lapped at it.

      But nothing came to me. At least, I wasn’t sure that the words were right. And I needed to be right about this.

      Perhaps a drawing would be better.

      Carefully, I used my sword to carve a drawing of myself meeting with the gods. I chose Odin and Frigg, because they were the top dogs. It looked shaky, but it wasn’t the absolute worst. They could probably tell what it was.

      “Cross your fingers.” I drew the sword back, like I was going to throw it underhand, then hurled it into the pool.

      My chest ached as I watched it hurtle end over end, finally splashing into the water and sinking deep. Cade appeared at my shoulder, wrapping his arm around me. I leaned into him, sniffing back any wayward tears, then watched the water.

      “I have no idea what’s supposed to happen,” I said.

      “I’ve no idea either.”

      “Well, I hope they come through.” I gazed around, searching for something. Nothing appeared. “Odin! Frigg!”

      Silence.

      “Loki! Freya!”

      Still nothing.

      “Heimdall!”

      Nothing.

      I kicked the sand, but as I looked up, I caught sight of a shimmering patch of air. It glowed like opals, right over the place where I’d thrown my sword.

      A portal.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have thrown it so far,” Cade said.

      I laughed, a sound of pure relief, and waded into the water. It was cool and lovely, making me want to swim laps for ages. I struck out for the portal, cutting through the clear water quickly. Cade followed, his strokes strong and sure.

      Magic pulsed from the portal as we neared. I sucked in a deep breath and swam straight through it. The ether sucked me in, throwing me across space and dimension. A rainbow of different colors flashed in my eyes, accompanied by a howling wind that dried my clothes and hair.

      The ride took longer than any other portal ride I’d ever been on, and felt like traveling the length of the universe.

      When I stumbled out into a quiet forest, my head was spinning. Cade appeared next to me a moment later, looking dry but windblown.

      I turned in a circle, marveling at the trees around me. They weren’t huge, but the white birches glowed with magic. Their leaves rustled in the breeze, and dappled sunlight shined through, sending lovely patterns across the forest floor. Nearby, a river burbled along.

      “Where are we?” Cade asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      A fluttering sounded from nearby, then the cry of a bird. I looked up just as a black raven hurtled though the leaves and landed on a nearby branch. He looked at me, his dark eyes glittering, and gave a single loud caw.

      “Huginn?” I asked.

      Huginn cawed again, a clear affirmative.

      Odin’s raven who had helped me on my last visit was remarkably smaller than he had been last time. Another raven joined him, identical save for a single white feather at his breast.

      “Muninn?” I asked.

      Muninn cawed, another affirmative.

      Huginn and Muninn, representing thought and memory respectively.

      I looked at Cade. “I think they are our guides? Maybe Odin sent them to lead us to him.”

      Huginn and Muninn slowly flew away, but making sure to keep low.

      “Aye, I believe you’re right,” Cade said.

      We followed Huginn and Muninn through the lovely forest, eventually reaching the edge. Ahead, a city gleamed. It was built entirely of gold and silver, spires reaching toward the clear blue sky.

      Awe streaked through me. “Asgard.”

      “The Viking gods aren’t subtle, aye?”

      “Not the Aesir.” There was another group of gods called the Vanir, but I wasn’t sure what their city looked like. The Aesir sure liked to flaunt their wealth though.

      Huginn cawed, a clear statement of “Quit dawdling!”

      I hurried to catch up, racing across the field that surrounded the city. Cade kept pace easily, his long strides eating up the ground.

      Huginn and Muninn led us to a fabulous gate. There was no door—the Aesir weren’t worried about attacks, clearly—but the gate was an impressive status symbol.

      My heart thundered as we passed underneath the massive golden arch. Magic vibrated around it, a statement of power that was hard to miss.

      We followed Huginn and Muninn through the city.  It was impeccably laid out, featuring fantastical architecture that was like nothing on earth. As the ravens led us along, it was quiet, with only a few people passing on side streets. Here and there, fountains shot glittering water toward the sky.

      When the birds led us up to a fabulous palace, it was pretty dang obvious who would live inside.

      “Odin.”

      “A safe bet,” Cade said.

      A huge courtyard sat in front of the castle. Wide steps led up to the massive gate. There was hardly anyone around, however.

      “Is it eerily quiet?” I asked.

      “Aye.”

      Huginn and Muninn alighted on top of a fountain in the middle of the courtyard, cawing and beckoning.

      We followed, cutting across the quiet courtyard. Nerves began to replace the wonder that had filled me.

      It was just too quiet.

      We climbed the wide steps to Odin’s palace. As we neared, magic rolled over me, stealing my breath. I braced myself, determined to provide a strong front.

      The doors were huge gold monstrosities. I stopped in front of them, swallowing my fear, and watched them swing open to permit us entrance.
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      The ravens swooped through, leading us into an enormous golden hall. The human Vikings had lived in dark wooden longhouses, but the gods favored an entirely different style.

      A woman wearing a green dress appeared through an archway to the side, her long golden hair done up in braids and her eyes shining a similar shade of green to her dress.

      She wasn’t a goddess—I was sure I would have felt it—but her magic was powerful nonetheless.

      “Odin will see you now,” she said.

      “Um, thank you.” That was quick. She’d caught me by surprise, but I was grateful that my sacrifice had clearly worked. At least, it’d gotten me this far.

      She inclined her head, then gestured for us to follow. Huginn and Muninn flew behind us, clearly determined to escort us all the way.

      The hall that we followed her into was far larger than the first. Silver and gold gleamed from every surface, but it was the massive throne on the other side of the room that caught my eye. It was more like a bench than a single seat, and two people sat upon it.

      Their magic rolled across the room toward me. I staggered, catching myself before falling. Cade kept his footing, but he stutter-stepped. The gods couldn’t have noticed, but I knew how he normally moved.

      Odin and his wife, Frigg, sat upon the throne. She was the goddess of wisdom and foreknowledge, and he was the Allfather—god of war and death. As well as king of the Aesir branch of the gods. They looked older than I expected, both white-haired and lined. Odin’s eye patch gleamed gold—covering the eye that he’d sacrificed to Mímir.

      Nervousness made my skin crawl as we approached, but I straightened my shoulders. They’d chosen me. That had to make me worthy. I had to assume that, at least, if I wanted to get through this.

      And I needed what I’d come here for. Not only for myself, but for my sisters. There was no turning back.

      The thought gave me courage, and I finished the last steps toward them, determination fueling every one. Cade stopped next to me, and we stared at Odin and Frigg, two of the most powerful figures in the universe.

      Dang, but I could feel it. Their magic was nuts.

      “Bree Blackwood,” Odin said. “You have requested an audience. A rare thing for a mortal.”

      “I need help.”

      Odin inclined his head, striking me again as much older than I’d expected. “What is it that you require?”

      “The Rebel Gods hunt me and my sisters. To defeat them, I must have all my powers. And I cannot wait for them to arrive one by one.”

      A skeptical look crossed his face. “That is a most unusual request.”

      “But she is the chosen one,” Frigg said. “She must have good reason.”

      “I do. The Rebel Gods have a spell that will find me as soon as the last godly power is bestowed upon me. But I don’t know when that will be. If I can control the timing of that—and get all the powers at once—I can manipulate the final confrontation to be in my favor. And I’ll have the strength to defeat them.”

      “So you want to control the timing of these gifts as well?” Odin’s white brows rose. “That is quite bold.”

      “I know. But I have to ask. There is so much at stake.”

      “You are correct in that,” Frigg said. “The gods gifted you with their powers for a reason. If you die before you can fulfill it, then what was the point of it all?”

      “I think defeating the Rebel Gods is the reason,” I said.

      Frigg nodded, seeming to agree. Her gaze landed on Cade. “And you travel with another god?”

      Cade stepped forward. “I am Belatucadros.”

      “Ah, Celtic god of war.” Odin looked at him appreciatively. “An earth-walking god.”

      “You must be quite strong to bear that burden,” Frigg said.

      Cade just gave a small smile and inclined his head.

      “And you accompany our Valkyrie.” Frigg looked at me. “That speaks in your favor.”

      “I think my own actions speak in my favor,” I blurted.

      Ah, crap.

      Maybe that hadn’t been wise.

      But Frigg just smiled, finally showing me something other than skepticism. My shoulders relaxed the tiniest bit.

      “I can consult the fire,” Frigg said. “Fate will determine if it is possible to give you your magic early. It will also direct how you will become worthy of that gift. I can give you no details about the outcome of your efforts, but I can guide you a bit.”

      Odin nodded, clearly his official stamp of approval.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Frigg rose, her movements graceful but slow.

      Why the heck were they so old? They looked nothing like all the images I’d seen of them. True, those were artists’ interpretations, but this was a bit weird.

      She drifted past us toward the middle of the large room, stopping there and waving her hand so her magic flared. It sparkled through my mind, like my head was full of champagne. I shivered.

      Weird.

      A large golden basin appeared in the middle of the floor in front of her. It was at least ten feet across, and gleamed in the light of the fiery chandeliers above.

      She knelt and made a complicated series of hand movements. Again, her magic filled the room, rolling across my skin and through my mind. Soft words drifted across the hall, and I realized she was talking, her lips moving hardly at all.

      A massive blue flame burst to life, reaching nearly to the ceiling. The heat seared my face, and I stumbled backward, then glanced back to Odin, who didn’t seem the least perturbed.

      Apparently he was used to his wife’s intense brand of magic.

      The flame died down, leaving curling white smoke in its place. I studied it, squinting into the depths to try to make out an image.

      Was that a figure? A woman, perhaps? And maybe some small spheres? I blinked, and it was gone.

      “Any ideas?” I whispered at Cade.

      “Shhhh!” Odin’s loud hush made me wince.

      Sorry! I didn’t dare say it out loud.

      The smoke died as quickly as it had appeared, and Frigg stepped around the basin and approached us.

      Her eyes sparkled with something unrecognizable. “I cannot say I am entirely surprised by what I have seen.”

      “And what is that, wife?” Odin boomed.

      She scowled at him, as if she thought little of the moniker, and said. “Idun.”

      “Ah.” Odin clapped his hands. “Yes. This could very well be just what we have waited for.”

      “Idun?” I asked. “With the apples?”

      “The very same.” Frigg sat on the throne next to Odin. She looked at Cade, clearly attempting to clarify for him. “The goddess Idun tends the apples that keep us young. Without them, we will grow old and die.”

      Ah, and that explained their age. Something must have happened to Idun.

      “She was kidnapped,” Odin said. “We know not by whom, and all attempts to find her have been fruitless. Normally, I can see all from my great throne, Hliðskjálf. But I’ve seen nothing of her abduction.”

      “To prove that you are worthy of all the powers of the gods—to become the Master of Magic—you must do what the gods have failed to do. Rescue Idun.”

      Oh boy. “So you’re saying I have a chance?”

      “Yes,” Frigg said. “Perhaps not a great one. It will be a trial in itself. A Viking hero’s task that will test your mettle and determine if you are worthy. But if you succeed in saving Idun, Fate reveals that the rest of your powers will be delivered to you.”

      “When will I get my powers, exactly?”

      “You forget yourself!” Odin bellowed.

      I winced. He ran hot and cold, this one.

      “I have good reason,” I said. “I must—”

      “I know, I know,” he grumbled. He looked at Frigg. “What did the smoke say about this?”

      “She will receive her powers when she returns Idun to our halls.”

      All right. That gave me some time. Not that I would delay in rescuing Idun—I didn’t want her stuck with a kidnapper forever—but it would take me time to find her. In that time, hopefully Ana and Rowan could come up with a plan for ambushing the Rebel Gods. And it wasn’t like they would attack me while I was in the realm of the Viking gods. They were too smart for that.

      “I accept the challenge,” I said.

      Odin and Frigg nodded, each looking equally regal.

      “Do you have any clues about where she is?” I asked.

      “There is a rumor that she was taken by the son of a suitor of Greip.”

      “Greip?”

      “A Jötunn,” Odin said.

      One of the giants. Though they weren’t always giants in the traditional huge sense, from what I’d read. They were similar to gods, but with power over the natural elements rather than people. Many were large, but not all.

      “Do you know anything else about her?” I asked.

      “We do not,” Odin said. “We can find no trace of her. It is like she never existed. I would consult the head of Mímir, but he has gone.”

      “Mímir was the wise man who lost his head in the Vanir-Aesir war?” I asked.

      “The Aesir-Vanir war,” Odin corrected. “And yes. He has been missing for over a year.”

      From the stories I’d read, Mímir had lost his head in the war, but he hadn’t died. Odin had enchanted the head not to rot, and it provided wisdom to him. Without it, no wonder they had no leads on Idun’s capture.

      I bowed low, feeling a bit silly but it definitely seemed like an appropriate gesture. “I will find Idun.”

      “See that you do,” Odin said. “For if you fail and we gods die of old age, you may never receive all your powers.”

      That would ensure the Rebel Gods wouldn’t be able to use their spell to find me, but I needed my powers to defeat them. I didn’t want to be hunted for the rest of my life.

      And the last thing I wanted to be responsible for was the death of all the Viking gods. Talk about failure.

      So, yeah. We’d have to find Idun.

      The golden-haired woman reappeared and escorted us from the room. Odin and Frigg’s enormous magic faded as we departed the building, feeling like a weight lifting off my shoulders.

      As the great golden doors shut behind us, Huginn and Muninn landed on the ground in front of us.

      I looked at Cade. “Right. So we have to figure this out.”

      “We’re looking for the son of a suitor of Greip.”

      “Except that as far as Odin is concerned, she doesn’t exist.” I frowned. “What if she isn’t real? What if it’s a kenning?”

      “A kenning?”

      “I read about it in my research. It’s a poetic way of saying things for the Norse. A famous one is wound-hoe, which is a sword. A ‘son of a suitor of Greip’ could be just an obscure way to say a Jötunn. Since two Jötunn would make another Jötunn.”

      “Aye, I see. So it’s not meant to point to a specific person.”

      “That’s my best guess.”

      “Aye. So we should go to Jötunheimr, where most of them live?”

      “You read my mind.” I turned to the ravens. “Could one of you give us a ride to the entrance of Jötunheimr?”

      The birds cawed, then grew twice their size. Three times. Soon, they were large enough to climb upon. I scrambled onto Huginn, and Cade climbed onto Muninn.

      They took off into the air, rising high on the wind. Exhilaration filled me as the ravens flew over the city, then skimmed the treetops. They dived low and darted through a portal, appearing at the edge of Yggdrasil, high in the sky. The flight down made my stomach pitch. They flew for the roots of the tree like they were missiles plummeting downward.

      I clung to them, desperate not to fall, as the wind tore at my hair and made my eyes water.

      By the time we reached the bottom, I was panting, my arms aching. I tumbled off Huginn, then turned to thank him.

      He cawed, pointing his beak toward a well set against the trunk of the tree. Huge boulders had tumbled around it.

      The base of Yggdrasil was so wide that it was more like a cliff wall than a tree, large enough to support the formation of different mini ecosystems around it.

      Like the pond where I’d sacrificed my sword, or this area of tumbled rocks.

      When I looked at the well, a word flashed in my mind—Mímisbrunnr.

      Huginn and Muninn took off toward the sky, flying out of sight. Their black feathers glinted in the light, and then they were gone.

      I met Cade’s gaze, then pointed to the well. “They wanted us to go over there, don’t you think?”

      “Aye.”

      I turned and started toward it, rolling the name Mímisbrunnr around in my head.

      “Any reason this well is special?” Cade asked.

      It was large and ancient, the stones worn smooth with time and set close to the trunk of Yggdrasil. Huge boulders towered around it. We stopped next to the well, and I peered into the depths to see nothing but blackness.

      “A name flashed in my mind earlier,” I said. “Mímisbrunnr. I think it means Mímir's well. Which would make this his well of wisdom.”

      “The one where Odin gave up his eye to drink from the waters.”

      “Ah, crap. Not the eye again.” It’d been hard enough to let go of my sword. My eye would be too much.

      I searched around the well, hoping for a clue of some kind. The ravens had been quite clear that we should come here. Did it have something to do with entering Jötunheimr?

      Footprints in the dust caught my eye. They looked fairly fresh. But strange. One was a human footprint, the other a hoof. But they looked like they were standing together, both belonging to the same figure.

      I stood up and searched the area around. The tumbled rocks around the well were large enough to hide someone.

      “Hello?” I called.

      No one responded, other than Cade. “Who are you calling for?”

      I pointed to the footprints as I leaned against the well. “Someone was recently here.” Mímir had gone missing from Odin recently. He was supposed to be just a head, but maybe… “Mímir? Is that you?”

      Silence again.

      Mímir would respect wisdom and cleverness. Therefore, if it was he who was hiding, I had to be clever. How would he have gotten here?

      “Mímir, I think it is you who is hiding. This is your well, is it not? And there is a strange set of footprints.”

      “He has no feet,” Cade said. “Do you think he got some more?”

      “No one would want to live eternally, their head carried around by a grumpy old god. So I think that Mímir found some kind of magic to give himself a body. But it went a bit awry. He has a human leg and a goat’s leg. There’s no creature in Norse myth that has that. So I think it was created. Maybe by Mímir, since we are here at his well. And he mysteriously disappeared from Odin’s grasp.” I shrugged. “Or maybe he got someone to carry him.”

      “I can carry myself, thank you.” A figure stepped out from behind a rock.

      As expected, he had one human leg and one goat leg. The rest of him was human, save for the left arm that was actually a wing. His face looked pasty and strained.

      “You are Mímir?” I asked. “I guessed correctly?”

      He inclined his head. “I cannot say I am unimpressed.”

      Wow. It’d really felt like a shot in the dark, but I wasn’t about to turn down a victory. “So you did run away from Odin.”

      “Of course. It took me centuries to find a way to build myself a body, but I am not called the wisest man for nothing.”

      “Yet Odin hasn’t searched for you here?” Cade asked.

      I had to agree.  It seemed pretty obvious.

      “He has, but I avoid him. He doesn’t own me. No one does. But he kept me prisoner for years, using my knowledge for his own. He may have drunk from the well of knowledge, but I am the expert.”

      Odin might be called the Allfather, but he wasn’t always paternalistic, from what I’d read. He could be quite ruthless. And this just went to prove it.

      “So you’ve returned here to drink from the well,” I said. “To regain your knowledge.”

      A splash sounded from inside the well, and I turned. Though I peered hard into the blackness, I saw nothing.

      I turned back to Mímir to find him watching me closely. “Fish?”

      “Yes.” He gave us a hard look. “Now, why are you here?”

      “We are looking for Idun, and the ravens pointed us in this direction.”

      “Huginn and Muninn?” he asked.

      “The same. Why did they help me?”

      “They are wise as well. Perhaps they saw that you are worthy. You are the Valkyrie Dragon God, are you not?”

      “I am. Can you tell us anything about Idun? Have you heard about her abduction?”

      “Perhaps. But you must answer a riddle first.”

      I stifled a groan. “Does it have to be a riddle?”

      “I’m bored. Riddles entertain me. But perhaps you can have a historical riddle. If you know your history, it will be easy to answer.”

      I kind of knew my history. At least, I’d been reading up on the Vikings in every spare moment. “Fine. What is it?”

      “Logi and Loki once held an eating contest. Which one was the victor?”

      I definitely knew who Loki was. But Logi?

      Mímir watched us with a crafty gleam in his eyes as I leaned toward Cade.

      “Ever heard of Logi?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I looked at Mímir. “One hint. Who is Logi?”

      “I can tell you, but you’ll have to tell me why your chosen one was the winner.”

      “Fine.”

      Mímir smiled. “Logi is a fire spirit.”

      Hmmm. I looked at Cade, head spinning. “It can’t be that Logi burned all the food. That’s not eating it.”

      “Loki has many tricks up his sleeve. Always. He could turn himself into a giant to eat as much as he wanted.”

      “True.” But something was tugging me toward Logi. Then it clicked. “Fire consumes everything. That’s it! Loki can eat endlessly, but fire consumes everything. Logi probably ate the plate and even the table as well.”

      Mímir smiled. “Well done, indeed.”

      “So we succeeded? You’ll tell me what you know about the abduction of Idun and her apples?”

      “I have heard that she was taken by a Jötunn. Likely to Jötunheimr. More specifically, in Utgard. The Jötunn Thjazi once took her. They have done so again, I believe.”

      It confirmed what we’d interpreted from Odin’s gossip. One more thing pointing us in the direction of Jötunheimr.

      “How do we get to Jötunheimr? It must be near here, because we asked the ravens to bring us to the entrance.”

      “You are correct.” He pointed to the massive root that wound around the great rocks. “That root connects this plane to Jötunheimr. Step upon it, and it will carry you up.”

      Well, that was weird. But I was talking to a guy who was part human, part goat, and part bird, so nothing was very normal today.

      “Is there anything we should be aware of in Jötunheimr?” Cade asked.

      “Everything.” The expression on Mímir's face made me shiver. “But in particular, the cold and the ire of the giants. You should seek the palace at Utgard, but avoid the giants.”

      “Utgard?” I frowned. “Does that have anything to do with the concept of utangard?”

      “Indeed it does. You will be well outside of the realm of inangard. Utgard and Jötunheimr are centers of utangard.”

      I grimaced. Of course this wouldn’t be easy.

      Mímir gestured to the root. “Go on now. I have things to be doing.” With that, he turned and walked off.

      “What’s this about utangard and inangard?” Cade asked.

      “They’re the Norse concepts for safe and unsafe, essentially. Asgard is a place of inangard—so are villages and homes. They are places within the bounds of law and rightness. Utangard is the opposite. Lawless and dangerous.”

      “Just our kind of place, then.”

      “Exactly.” I walked up to the root that grew out of the ground. It was massive, I realized.  A large flat platform that burst out of the earth and then dived back into it.

      I scrambled onto it, Cade at my side. As soon as we reached the top, magic fizzled around us. Then the root burst from the earth, plunging upward.

      Fear froze my skin, but I didn’t fall off the root and plummet to my death like I expected. The magic had gotten ahold of me and carried me along. Faster and faster we shot through the sky, heading for the leaves high above.

      When we plunged into darkness, my head spun. I gasped, trying to get my bearings, but it was impossible when riding a magical tree root up to the top of the universe.

      The ride stopped abruptly, and I tumbled off the platform. Cade rolled off along with me.

      I scrambled to my feet, cold slicing through my bones, and looked upon a barren hellscape of icy misery.
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      “Ah, excellent. Just what I was hoping for.” I shivered, making a mockery of my statement.

      The landscape stretching out before us was barren and gray. Snow flurried though the air, whipping past huge trees that put the giant redwoods to shame. These were the trees of giants. Not Yggdrasil—nothing was like that tree—but these were the size of New York City skyscrapers. The river to our left was massively wide, tumbling gray and icy over boulders and downed tree limbs.

      “Given your explanation of utangard, it’s roughly what I would expect,” Cade said.

      “Yes, though looking at the place, I wish that Mímir had recommended we go another direction to find Idun.”

      “Aye, he was an odd sort.”

      “Wasn’t he though?” I huddled farther into my jacket, studying the terrain. Which way to go?

      A massive collection of icy boulders caught my eye. They were a couple hundred yards in the distance, but there was something strange about them.

      It was as good a lead as any. “Come on.”

      We hurried through the cold, keeping our strides long and our heads bowed against the wind. As we neared the boulders that towered forty feet overhead, I realized that they were mostly ice rather than rock. And they were a vaguely familiar shape.

      When the icy mass moved, I stumbled backward, heart jumping. Cade went on high alert, drawing his sword. I started to, realizing too late that I’d sacrificed my sword. I drew my daggers instead, feeling woefully underprepared.

      The massive creature that rose to four feet made my muscles turn to jelly.

      “Oh, this is bad,” I muttered.

      It was a fox. Or a wolf. Hard to tell, considering that it was made of ice and stone. Cold eyes peered at us.

      I glanced at Cade and whispered, “Get ready to shift and run if you have to.”

      “You’ll fly?”

      I nodded, keeping one eye on the fox.

      Yep—it was definitely a fox. It’d be cute, if it weren’t massive and fangy. Long icicle-like fangs extended from its mouth. Being impaled on one had to be the absolute worst way to go.

      It lowered its head to sniff us, going first for me, then for Cade. Though my flight or fight reflex begged to do either of those very fine options, I held perfectly still.

      The fox’s eyes might be cold, but I didn’t immediately sense danger from him. And the fight option was actually terrible. Poking this enormous ice fox with my dagger would definitely get me chomped in half.

      “Who are you?” The fox’s voice was deep and strong.

      So that’s what the fox says.

      Except I couldn’t even laugh at my own inane joke. “I’m Bree Blackwood, the Valkyrie Dragon God.”

      “I am Belatucadros,” Cade said.

      The fox’s icy gaze landed on me.  “You, I know.” His gaze drifted to Cade, and he sniffed him again. “You are a god. A wolf.”

      “Sometimes.”

      The fox huffed, his back legs shifting, and little ice chips fell off him.

      “What are you doing here, tiny food?” he asked.

      Ah, shit. Tiny food. That was us.

      “We’re here to find Idun, the goddess with the apples of youth,” I said. “Have you seen her?”

      Interest gleamed in the fox’s eyes. “I see all in this realm, and no, I have not seen her.”

      Dang. “We’re trying to get to the fortress city of Utgard. We were told that she may have been abducted to that place.”

      “Told by whom?” The fox licked his lips with an icy tongue.

      I swallowed hard. “Mímir, the wise man.”

      “Do not trust all wise men. Not all wisdom is truth.”

      I didn’t know what to make of that, but it did sound smart. “Could you tell us where Utgard is?”

      “Perhaps I would prefer to eat you,” the fox said. “You are tiny and bony, but would make a good snack.”

      “I can see how it would seem that way.” I got ready to call upon my wings, hoping that Cade would be prepared to run. “But we’re actually very tough. Our muscles make us stringy.”

      The fox looked thoughtful. “I don’t like stringy meat.”

      “Who does?”

      Next to me, Cade huffed a laugh so quiet I might have imagined it.

      “So maybe you could tell us where to go?” I asked.

      The fox sighed. “Perhaps I could. But what would you do for me in exchange?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I have a few things in mind.” He sat on his haunches. “But the most important one is that I would like an apple from Idun's basket.”

      “You’re ice and stone though. Could the apple really work on you?”

      “Not for immortality. But it would make me stronger. The apples are immensely valuable.” Greed shined in his eyes, and suddenly, I realized that he’d been leading into this. He’d wanted the apple all along—not a tiny bony snack, as he’d said.

      I had to wonder if Odin even cared about Idun for her own sake. It was probably just the apples. And this fox really wanted one, too.

      “I can promise to ask Idun for you,” I said. “But I can’t promise that she will deliver.”

      “I want a promise,” the fox bellowed.

      I winced as his icy breath flew over me. “I’ll tell her how much you helped us save her. I’ll even make it sound like it was impossible without you.”

      “It will be impossible if I decide to eat you.”

      I blanched. “That’s a fair point. But I promise, I will do everything in my power to get you an apple.”

      The fox looked toward Cade.

      Cade nodded his head once. “On my honor.”

      “Good.” The fox turned to point his nose toward the roaring river. “If you follow the water downstream, it will lead you to a clearing. Continue to follow, and eventually you will come across Utgard.”

      “How will we know it is the proper place?” Cade asked.

      The fox laughed, a strange, rusty sound. “Oh, you will know. There is no fortress like it. But breaking in may be nearly impossible.”

      “We’ll manage,” I said. “And we’ll make sure you receive an apple.”

      “Beware of Utgard-Loki’s games. He is smart and powerful, and you will not win.”

      “Utgard-Loki?” Cade asked.

      “The trickster of the Jötunn. Beware of him.”

      I thought I recognized the name from my research, but I didn’t recall much else.

      “We’ll be wary,” I said.

      The fox settled back down and stared at us. ”You should go now.”

      I saluted. “Thank you for the help.”

      Cade duplicated my thanks, and we both spun and hurried away toward the river.

      I could feel the fox’s gaze burning into my back as we strode away. It might have been made of ice, but it sure was hot.

      “I think this realm is going to be trouble,” Cade said.

      “Agreed.” I reached the edge of the river and turned to head downstream.

      The water smelled fresh and icy, and it splashed and swirled as it traveled over the rocks dotted through the river. It had to be ten miles across, at least. Silver fish jumped within, each the size of a whale, but with gleaming white fangs. It was nearly impossible to keep my eyes off of them.

      We walked as quickly as we could, as much to keep warm as for the sake of speed.

      As we walked, I touched my comms charm to ignite the magic. It was a cool and handy device, courtesy of the Protectorate, and I could get used to it.

      “Ana? Rowan?” I asked.

      “Hey!” Ana’s voice crackled through. “Where are you? Have any luck?”

      “I’m in Jötunheimr, and no luck yet, but we’re on the trail. What about you? Have you found the crystals?”

      “Not yet, but we’re close,” Ana said.

      “Is Rowan there? Is she okay?”

      “She’s in the other room. She’s fine. But her magic is still broken. She’s… having a slightly hard time.”

      “To be expected.” But it still made my heart ache. “Well, good luck with it. I’m going to go and focus on not getting killed.”

      “I should do some of that myself. Good luck. Love you.”

      “Love you back.” I glanced at Cade.

      I loved him, too. No question.

      But now was not the time to share that tidbit.

      A harsh screech rent the air, sending ice through my veins. I flinched and looked up, searching the sky. The leafless canopy was far above, the skeletal branches of the trees shrouded in clouds.

      “Can you see it?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He squinted upward. “I think it’s far ahead of us and above the clouds.”

      “So, in the same direction that we’re headed?”

      “Aye.”

      “Perfect. The giant fox wasn’t scary enough.”

      He chuckled.

      We trooped along in silence, our footsteps crunching on the icy ground. My jacket wasn’t doing much to keep me warm, and Cade’s sweater didn’t look much better. But as long as we kept moving, we’d be okay.

      “Fates, I hope Idun is still alive,” I said. “Being trapped in this realm would be awful.”

      “They need her for her apples. They wouldn’t kill her.”

      He was likely right, and I clung to his words.

      The screeching noise continued intermittently as we ran.

      “My guess is giant bird.” I panted.

      “If he’s anything like that fox, I’d prefer not to meet him.”

      I grinned.

      By the time we reached the edge of the forest, my feet were pretty numb. I’d have to do some serious healing soon, but I’d save my energy for now.

      The field in front of us was barren. Maybe once it had grown crops, but now, it was a flat expanse of nothing.

      I shivered. “We’ll be exposed out there.”

      “Too exposed.”

      I reached for his hand. When his warm fingers closed around mine, heat shot up my arm. In this chill weather, I could use a lot more than that.

      As I used Loki’s power to make us invisible, I wondered what Utgard-Loki would be like. I did not want to meet the trickster Jötunn if I could help it. No thanks.

      We started across the field at a slow jog, following the massive river that cut through the middle. When a large shape swooped down from the clouds, my steps faltered.

      Holy fates, that was a big eagle.

      “Cade.”

      “I see it.”

      The thing had to be the size of a 747. Every time it flapped its wings, a massive burst of wind blew my hair back and stung my cheeks. Worse, the eagle began to circle us. Like a vulture.

      “I don’t like what he’s doing,” I said.

      The eagle dived low, right in front of us. My heart jumped into my throat.

      “I like this even less,” Cade said.

      The eagle landed ten feet away, his massive claws pounding onto the earth and shaking the ground all the way up to my teeth.

      “Who goes there?” the eagle demanded. His voice was a terrifying screech that sent shudders across my skin. He was so tall that I had to crane my head back to see him, and his beady eyes watched me with interest.

      I looked at Cade, but he was still invisible.

      “I can smell you, invisible ones.”

      Whelp, the jig was up. And no way we could outrun him. The fox, maybe. A giant wind-creating eagle? Nope.

      “Birds can smell?” I asked.

      “I can! I’m no ordinary bird. I am Corpse Swallower.”

      Shit. That rang a bell. Corpse Swallower was a giant eagle that ate corpses and made the wind with its wings.

      “You are the great and mighty Hraesvelgr?” I asked, deciding that flattery was my safest bet.

      “Of course I am. And what are you?”

      I squeezed Cade’s hand, then dropped the illusion, leaving him hidden but revealing myself. “I am Bree Blackwood, the Valkyrie Dragon God.”

      The eagle whistled through its beak. “Are you really? And who is your invisible friend?”

      So much for protecting Cade. I dropped the illusion from him.

      “I am Belatucadros,” he said.

      “Ah, the War Wolf. I have seen you from the sky. You fight well, War Wolf.”

      Cade inclined his head. “Thank you, Great Hraesvelgr.”

      His pronunciation was a little off, but the eagle ruffled his feathers, clearly liking the term “Great”.

      “I hope you’re not going to eat us,” I said.

      “If you die, perhaps. I don’t do the killing—just the eating. Though you look tiny and bony. What are you doing here, tiny bony ones?”

      “You aren’t the first one to call us tiny and bony.”

      “The fox?” Hraesvelgr said. “That interloping, no-good, egg-sucking son of a rat.”

      I didn’t think the fox was quite that bad, but I didn’t want to get in the middle of a Norse monster grudge-fest. I’d leave that to Ratatoskr.

      “We are seeking Idun,” I said. “You must see everything from up there in the sky. Have you seen her?”

      “I have not. But would that I had.” The eagle’s gaze took on a faraway cast. “Her apples are the most coveted in the land.”

      Everyone wanted a piece of those apples.

      “We’ve been told that she may have been abducted to Utgard,” Cade said. “Is it near here?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the eagle said. “Even if she were there, and it were near, you couldn’t get in. You cannot fly.”

      “I can,” I said.

      He huffed. “Well, of course you can, Valkyrie. But the wolf cannot.”

      “He can run up walls and jump higher than you’ve ever seen.”

      The eagle screeched a laugh. “Not over the walls of Utgard!” I thought he would roll over with laughter. “What an idea!”

      “Can you tell us how to get in, then? Or perhaps give us a ride?”

      His laughter died abruptly. “A ride?!”

      “Um, I mean. Of course not! But perhaps there is a way in? Or some advice you can give us?”

      He frowned at me—it should have been impossible, given that he had a beak and not lips, but he definitely made a thoughtful frowny face. “Perhaps I could. But only if you swear to me to bring me one of Idun’s apples.”

      “Really?” Man, these apples were popular. “Do you need more strength? I know you’re not dead.”

      “Of course not. Do I look like I need more strength?” He stretched his wings wide, and they cast us in shadow. He was wider than a city block, and sent ice through my veins. This eagle could chomp me down in one gulp.

      “Of course you don’t need more strength!” I said. “But I assumed, since you also don’t need more life, correct?”

      “Correct. But I have a friend whose health is flagging. It will help him.”

      Well, that was reasonable. “I promise that I will beg Idun on your behalf. I cannot make any promises, as her apples are not my own, but I will try.”

      The eagle gave me a keen look. “I like your answer. It’s honest. What of you, War Wolf?”

      “I vow to help her.”

      The eagle nodded. “See to it that you uphold your end of the bargain. I will come after you if you fail to convince Idun.” He snapped his beak. “You will not like it.”

      I winced, getting the feeling that he would bend his corpses-only rule. “I swear, we will.”

      Actually, I wasn’t even sure we could convince Idun. But that was a problem for another time.

      The eagle stared at us, turning his head so he could pin us with one beady eye. It was like he was trying to put all of his creep factor into that one single glare. He was laser focusing it on us by shooting it through one eye.

      It worked, because I shivered. Finally, though, I had to say something. “We can’t get you an apple until you tell us how to get into Utgard.”

      He stared for a few seconds more. “Just making sure I put the fear of Hraesvelgr into you.”

      “Don’t worry. I feel it.” The words felt silly, but the shaking in my legs didn’t. I was going to have to work hard to convince Idun, because I did not want this eagle on my tail.

      “I heard the funeral song today,” Hraesvelgr said. “They bury their dead outside Utgard’s walls—to the east.”

      I didn’t need to ask how he knew that, given his choice of food.

      “If you hurry, you can find the Jötunn at the graveside. Use your invisibility and follow them back into Utgard.”

      “Which way is east?” This wasn’t earth, and I could see no sun to guide us.

      The eagle jerked his beak over his right shoulder. “That way. You are currently heading north.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I warn you!” he said. “Do not play the trickster’s games. Do not let him even see you.”

      “Utgard-Loki?” Cade asked.

      “The very same.” Hraesvelgr turned his head again. “Now, do not forget your end of the bargain! Or I will hunt you to the ends of Yggdrasil.”

      I gulped and nodded, believing everything he said.

      Then he took off, powerful wings carrying him high into the sky. The blast of wind blew me off my feet, sending me slamming onto the ground. Cade crashed down next to me.

      Pain flared through my tailbone, and I flopped down onto my back, watching the enormous eagle fly into the clouds.

      “There sure are a lot of giant animals in this realm,” I muttered.

      Cade groaned. “I think I prefer Ratatoskr.”

      “At least he’s just a moody gossip.” Aching, I climbed to my feet.

      Cade joined me, and we set off, running northeast, toward Utgard. I used Loki’s power to conceal us from any other watchers—though I doubted its power if our enemy had a good sense of smell—and we held hands to keep track of each other.

      After a while, dread began to curl in my stomach. There was nothing but white mist ahead of us, and we’d been running for ages. Had we missed it? Was it impossibly far?

      Then my eyes focused on it.

      The mist was not mist at all. It was solid ice. I squinted, using Heimdall’s power, and the ice began to reveal details.

      It was a wall.

      I tilted my head back, trying to see to the top.

      And I couldn’t.

      “Crap, Cade. Do you see that?”

      “The castle that is as big as a planet? Because aye, I do.”

      “I don’t think it’s a castle, exactly.” I craned my neck to take in either side of the thing. “It’s a walled city.”

      “We could run through the corridors like mice. If the Jötunn are truly large enough to make that their home, we won’t have a chance against them. Not in a fight.”

      “The mouse plan is a good one.” I’d pretend to be a rodent to avoid meeting a hostile being who was that big. “Come on.”

      We turned right, heading toward the east and keeping at least two miles between the city walls and us. As we ran, I began to pick up the faint sound of wailing. It had a melodic quality—some kind of funeral dirge.

      I picked up the pace. “We’re getting closer.”

      “I hear it.”

      By the time we’d skirted around part of the city and caught sight of the funeral, I had no breath left to spare. I managed a gasp, however, at the sight of the Jötunn.

      Most of them were, in fact, giants. There were blue ones made of ice, and others who looked more like huge humans. A few smaller individuals milled around their feet, but they only went up to the giants’ ankles. All of them wore ancient Norse clothing—cloaks and furs, accented with gold and silver.

      Cade and I slowed to a halt, taking it in. There were at least fifty of them, all gathered around a mound of earth. Who had been strong enough to dig a grave in this frozen ground?

      I supposed that was the least of my worries.

      I watched as they finished the funeral, my interest piqued but my heart thundering. I caught snippets of words, but didn’t understand much. The songs sounded depressing as hell, though. Perfect for a funeral.

      As they turned to go back to the castle, I squeezed Cade’s hand.

      This was our moment.

      We followed them closely, keeping our footsteps silent as we approached a huge gate set into the wall. Up close, I realized that the icy castle wall was mixed with stone—almost like a weird concrete. The enormous gate creaked open, and the Jötunn filed through. We followed, hurrying to keep ahead of the last giant.

      It took some fancy footwork to avoid being squished beneath a huge boot, but we managed. As we crossed under the gate, a frisson of magic streaked across my skin.

      Oh, shit.

      It was some kind of protective charm.

      Cade’s hand tightened on mine, his own version of cursing.

      Before I had a chance to decide if we should lunge into the city or back out, the Jötunn turned to look at us, their massive faces peering down.

      Only then did I realize that our invisibility was gone.

      The protective charm.

      Just our luck. Their city gates were fortified against invisibility.

      The massive gate slammed down behind us, trapping us within the city of giants.

      We were screwed.
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      I stared up at the giants, panicky ideas racing through my head.

      I could fly away, but that would leave Cade unable to escape. I could….

      Yeah, that was my only idea. And it was crap.

      “Go,” he hissed, dropping my hand.

      As if.

      “Not going anywhere.”

      “We’re screwed if we’re both captured.”

      “We’ve broken out of plenty of places before. And I’m not leaving you.” Not when I’d just realized I loved him. And also because it would be freaking cowardly and miserable.

      One of the giants stepped forward, glaring down at us with an angry face that looked like a cross between a pug and a human. But cleverness lurked in his dark eyes. He wore rough clothing made of animal skins—but what animal was big enough to clothe a giant?

      I really didn’t want to find out.

      “Why do you invade during our time of grief?” he demanded.

      Oh, shit. How the heck was I supposed to answer that?

      None of my answers sounded good, and did I really want to reveal our motives? No.

      We needed to buy time until we could sneak away and find Idun.

      “I wanted to see the greatness of Utgard-Loki.” I almost winced. That sounded totally ridiculous. Who would buy that? But the giant straightened, reminding me of Boris when I’d complimented him. Play to his pride. “I see that you are even more impressive than I expected.”

      “Of course I am.” He frowned. “Now tell me why you are really here.”

      Dang. But at least I now knew he was Utgard-Loki. The one we were supposed to avoid at all costs.

      “We seek answers.” My mind raced. “Someone—um, not you—has abducted Idun. The goddess with the apples of immortality.”

      “Not us?” His brow lowered. “You sound like you are, in fact, accusing us.”

      “No!” I held up my hands, placating. “Of course not! But we were advised to come here to seek our answers. That you might have…someone to help us find her. Or direct us toward her.”

      A murmur went through the crowd of giants. Clearly annoyed. Offended, even.

      “You think to impose upon our hospitality?” Utgard-Loki said. “You sneak in here and think to steal information from us?”

      “Of course not!”

      He scowled, his heavy brow drawing low over his eyes. He snapped a finger at someone behind us.

      I turned and looked up, just in time to see a massive hand come down. I nearly peed my pants, but the hand just pinched the back of my jacket and lifted me up. I swung in the air, rising higher and higher. A hundred feet up.

      Holy fates!

      I froze. Don’t drop me!

      I wouldn’t be able to unfurl my wings before I hit the ground. The giant dipped his other hand down, snatching up Cade. He appeared at my side as we both dangled in front of the giant’s chest.

      “Well, this is undignified,” Cade said.

      Terrified laughter collided inside me. “This is not how I expected to go.”

      “You’re not going anywhere yet.” Utgard-Loki flicked his fingers. “Come. Bring them to the great hall.”

      My jacket cut into my armpits as the giant carried us through the massive courtyard and into a huge entry hall. If I lived to tell the tale of this, I was going to run out of words to describe a place this huge. I needed to read Gulliver’s Travels, but from the Lilliputian perspective.

      “If you break free, can you use your wings to save yourself?” Cade whispered.

      “No. And I’m not leaving you.” I knew we would find answers here. Maybe even Idun.

      And I wasn’t going to ditch him. Not now, not ever.

      We rode along with the procession of giants, entering a banquet hall with a fireplace as big as the whole Protectorate castle. The flames flickered high and huge, looking like the gates to hell.

      I averted my gaze, following Utgard-Loki to the main table. He sat in an enormous throne carved of wood—no doubt from the huge trees we’d seen in the forest. How was Odin the famous one when these guys existed?

      The giant who carried us dropped us on the table in front of Utgard-Loki, and my skin chilled.

      “I really feel like dinner down here,” I said.

      “At least we’re not on plates.” Cade gave me a hard look. “Fly out of here.”

      “No.” I swallowed hard and looked up at Utgard-Loki.

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      The giants who had seated themselves around him turned their heads to stare at us.

      “I am Bree Blackwood, the Valkyrie Dragon god.”

      “I am Belatucadros,” Cade said.

      We’d really spent way too much time today introducing ourselves to massive creatures that could destroy us.

      Utgard-Loki stared hard at us, then turned and bellowed. ”Syn!”

      I waited, breathless, until finally, I could hear someone enter the room. Her footsteps sounded light. Like she was human. Or human-sized, at least. I tilted my head to hear better. Sounded like she was nearing the table. Then there was a crackle of magic, and a person grew up from the floor.

      I saw her head first, appearing at the edge of the table. She continued to grow until she was the size of one of the giants, but it was magic rather than nature.

      She had long blonde hair and blue eyes, and her magic was that of a god’s. It rolled over me, strong and fierce, feeling like clarity of mind and hard steel pressed against my throat.

      I swallowed hard and met her gaze.

      Syn, he’d called her. That would make her the goddess of truth.

      I could definitely make use of a power like hers.

      “Why do you call me, Utgard-Loki?” Her voice resonated with power.

      He pointed to us. “Are they who they say they are?”

      She stared hard at us, blue eyes glinting. “And who are you?”

      We repeated the introductions.

      “Truth,” she said.

      “Humph.” Utgard-Loki crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you here?”

      “We seek to right a wrong, not cause any harm to you.” It was true, but would it satisfy them?

      “Truth,” Syn said. “But which wrong?”

      “The abduction of Idun.”

      Syn frowned. “Hmm.”

      Utgard-Loki dipped down until his head was level with mine. “Interesting.” He sniffed, trying to get a sense of my magic. “If you aren’t here to cause us harm, but require our help”—I wasn’t sure I’d go that far—“then I think this calls for a challenge.”

      “A challenge?”

      “Yes. Traditional.” He grinned. “Also entertaining.”

      “What is the challenge?”

      “It will be a traditional hero’s challenge. If you accomplish the tasks laid out for you, we will allow you to ask three questions of Syn to help you in your task.” He looked at her for confirmation, and she nodded. “If you fail, however, you become dinner.”

      Shit.

      Right, so we didn’t want to fail.

      But succeeding could help us find Idun. Syn’s guidance could come in very handy. If only she’d give me some of her power. Since I didn’t think that would happen anytime soon, this was our best option.

      Our only option, since they could squish us like bugs in a heartbeat.

      I glanced at Cade, who nodded.

      Hero’s challenge it was, then.

      Which wasn’t dissimilar to what Frigg had said we would face.

      “What is our challenge to be?” I asked.

      Utgard-Loki leaned back in his chair, a delighted expression on his face. “It will be for someone your size, of course, and begin with a race. Then a strength challenge, then a fight.”

      Cade and I could do all of those things. “All right. Let’s start.”

      Someone grabbed the back of my jacket again, hoisting me into the air. My stomach plummeted as I swung two hundred feet above the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I could spot Cade, swinging just like I was.

      They carried us out of the great hall and into the courtyard. We rode along for what felt like ages, never leaving the walls of the city.

      I took the opportunity to use my healing magic to fix my frozen toes. They were probably a bit frostbitten, which would do me no favors in a race. Then I pressed my fingertips to my comms charm, whispering into it, “Ana, Rowan. Any luck with the crystals?”

      “Almost,” Ana whispered back, mimicking my tone.

      “Good. Keep going.”

      “Good luck there.”

      “Thanks.” I would need it.

      When we neared a tiny forest, I frowned.

      They had human-sized places here?

      I caught sight of a cabin in the woods—a creepy old cottage that looked haunted as hell. Then the giants put us on the ground at the edge of the forest, and I lost sight of it.

      From above, Utgard-Loki’s voice boomed. “You will race to the cottage, where you will pick up the cat. Be careful to choose the correct cat, or you will forfeit your life. Pick up the cat, then the fight will begin.”

      What the heck? I leaned toward Cade and whispered, “Talk about some properly weird mythological challenges.”

      “That’s the truth, and you don’t need Syn to confirm it.”

      Many of the old stories I’d read had been similarly strange. But pick up the cat?

      What the heck?

      A man appeared at our side, small and slight. “Ready to run?”

      I looked at him, taking in his short stature and even shorter legs. “Are you our competition?”

      “That I am.” He grinned and shook his blond hair off his forehead.

      We had a shot against a guy of his stature, definitely. I sucked in a deep breath, glancing at Cade. He nodded.

      “Yes, we’re ready.”

      The man pointed down the path. “That will lead to the cottage. First one there, wins.”

      I could do that. “Can I fly?”

      He grinned. “Sure. It won’t help you, but sure.”

      We’d see about that. I hiked a thumb at Cade. “Can he shift into a wolf?”

      “All right.” The man chuckled.

      Competitive fire rose in my chest. I wasn’t going to let this chuckling lunatic beat me. Hell no. Not just for Idun. For my honor—what there was of it, at least.

      I stretched, looking up at Utgard-Loki, who loomed so far overhead that he could have been a mountain. “Will you call it?”

      He nodded. The giants around him rustled, clearly getting excited.

      Cade and I got into a running stance. I wouldn’t fly unless I had to, and he seemed to be of the same mind about shifting.

      Utgard-Loki cleared his throat. “Three, two, one.”

      At one, I sprinted ahead, Cade at my side.

      Our competitor raced forward.

      We ran, side by side. Air heaved in my lungs as I pushed myself, muscles aching. But the man pulled ahead. His short legs seemed to do him no harm at all.

      “Damn it,” Cade growled. Magic swirled around him, golden and bright, and he shifted into his wolf form.

      I called on my wings, feeling them unfurl from my back, and took to the sky. I pushed myself upward, but not so high that I lost any time on vertical gains.

      My new speed was faster, and I shot forward, zipping down the path. Below, Cade raced in his wolf form. His huge paws ate up the ground, and he gained on the man.

      Then the man stopped, and turned. He ran back toward Cade. Did a circle around him.

      What the heck!

      He was just showing off.

      I flew faster, and he didn’t seem to notice me as I passed overhead. He was busy running circles around Cade, who was clearly pissed, his muzzle drawn back from his fangs as he sprinted along.

      Though I’d been able to see the cottage from above when I’d been held in the giant’s grip, I was too low and far away right now.

      But I kept flying, trying to put as much distance as possible between the man and me.

      A shout sounded from behind me.

      He’d seen me!

      I pushed myself faster, but soon, he was sprinting along underneath me, taking the lead.

      Frustration burned in my chest as my head pounded. Oxygen was in short supply in my body, and everything ached.

      Without warning, the path cut off, running into a wall of water that appeared out of nowhere. It rose hundreds of feet high, clear and blue, sparkling in the sun. I could see straight through it, making out trees and rocks and even the path.

      It was not a true body of water, else it’d be full of seaweed and fish. Instead, it was just plopped down on land.

      I’d have thought that it was trickery on the Jötunn's part, meant to slow me, but my opponent had to deal with it, too.

      He plowed right into the sparkling liquid, slowing as he became surrounded, but he continued to run on the path.

      Not swim—run.

      That should’ve been impossible.

      I looked up. Could I fly over?

      Eventually, maybe. But it’d take time, and it would leave Cade behind. We were strongest as a pair. I wouldn’t be the one to break that.

      I called on my water magic, feeling the heavy liquid deep in my body, like it was part of me. Maybe this was part of the challenge—to use the magic the gods had gifted me.

      It only made sense, for a hero’s challenge.

      That way, I could become the Master of my Magic and earn my victory.

      It took every bit of magic I had to part the water. For some reason, it was more difficult than normal. My breath heaved as I gave it everything I had, eventually splitting the water to reveal the sodden path.

      I made sure not to clear the way for our opponent, who was still ahead of us, and flew between the walls of water.

      Below, Cade caught up, racing on the muddy path, flinging dark droplets up behind him. I panted as I flew, trying to keep the water away from us. It pressed in on me, as if the goddess Rán herself was fighting me.

      Every muscle in my body ached as I fought my way through, holding back the water.

      Twenty feet ahead of us, our opponent burst out of the water and onto the cleared path. My magic split the rest of the water.

      Almost there.

      I raced toward it, Cade putting on a blast of extra speed.

      I was shaking by the time I flew out of my water tunnel and dropped my control immediately. Nothing happened—nothing but dead silence.

      I glanced backward to see the water hadn’t crashed back together—it’d just disappeared.

      Oh, I don’t like that.

      I turned back and flew harder, trying to keep up with the man who was now leaving us in the dust without the water to slow his way.

      When the first lightning bolt struck, I nearly jumped out of my skin, faltering on the air. It pierced a tree to my left, sending smoke rising into the sky.

      Another bolt struck the path in front of us—only feet from Cade’s muzzle.

      Shit!

      Another challenge.

      Another one that related to my magic.

      I called on Thor’s power, trying to feel the lightning in the sky. Soon, there was a crackle and burn in my chest. It connected me to the clouds, helping me feel where the lightning was forming.

      A bolt plowed out of the sky and struck our competitor in the head.

      He shook and stumbled, going briefly to his knees, but didn’t seem overly bothered. What the hell? We used the few seconds advantage to catch up, but he was on his feet soon, still racing ahead of us.

      I focused on the crackle of energy in the air and in my chest, feeling where the lightning would strike next. When it plunged from the sky, headed right for me, I darted left, trying to grab the lightning’s electrical energy and divert it away.

      It worked—kind of—striking a nearby branch instead of me. The light was so close and so bright that it temporarily blinded me, and my eardrums were probably bleeding from the crack of thunder.

      Oh, shit.

      I shook my head and blinked, vision coming back in flashes. A tree appeared in front of me, and I swerved just in time.

      Lightning crackled in my chest again, right before it struck. It nearly plowed into Cade, but I caught it just in time, reaching out with my magic like it was an extension of me. A third hand able to grab the lightning and hurl it away from Cade.

      Power flowed through me as I heaved the lightning away, forcing it to strike a tree instead of the man I loved.

      Wow.

      Was this what Thor felt? True control over the lightning?

      It was amazing.

      The rest of the bolts were easier—I could sense them sooner each time and grab them quicker. Soon, I quit sending the bolts at the trees. Instead, I directed them toward the path in front of our opponent, forcing him to dodge and dive.

      I never sent them straight at him—there was no way to tell if he was a prisoner like us. Even with so much at stake, I couldn’t just light up an innocent man, electrocuting him. That was no way to win.

      Anyway, this was working well. He had to dodge so many bolts that we were catching up, gaining on him with every step.

      By the time I spotted the cottage up ahead, we were nearly to him.

      Then, the lightning stopped coming.

      The man sprinted ahead.

      Oh, hell no.

      I called on the lightning, trying to conjure more to distract him, but he was so fast that he reached the house in seconds, leaving us in the dust.

      He was so fast I could hardly see him.

      Holy crap, had he been holding back all this time?

      Frustrated rage welled in my chest.

      We’d lost.

      And something felt totally off about it. Maybe I was a sore loser—it was possible—but I still didn’t like it. This felt like a trick.

      Cade loped up to the house, joining the man just as I landed.

      The man turned and grinned at me, looking as refreshed as he had the moment we’d started the race. In contrast, I heaved like an old car trying to make it up a hill, sweat pouring down my face and my muscles aching.

      “That was nice!” the man said.

      “Nice?” I wanted to punch him.

      In a swirl of gold, Cade shifted back to human. He was red-faced, too, and his scowl was just as strong as mine. Neither of us was used to losing, and we definitely didn’t like it.

      “Who are you?” I panted.

      “Hugi.” He smiled again.

      The name was familiar, but I couldn’t grasp it. “What is your magic?”

      “Enough!” Utgard-Loki bellowed. “Be gone, Hugi.”

      Hugi nodded and scampered off, zipping back down the path like he’d never run it in the first place.

      Panting, I turned to Cade. “That was weird, right? Like he was holding back the whole time, then bam! So fast it hardly seems possible.”

      He nodded, opening his mouth to answer, but Utgard-Loki cut him off. “Enter! And choose wisely.”

      I looked up, wanting to ask if he meant pick up the cat in the literal sense, but the door to the cottage swung open and a massive finger poked me in the back, shoving me through.

      My wings barely fit, and I lost some feathers on the way. I retracted them into my body, studying the house I’d entered.

      Cats sat on every surface, each with gleaming fur and bright eyes. Orange, black, yellow, white, brown. Even a blue one.

      “Holy shite,” Cade muttered.

      He’d been pushed in, too, and stood next to me, jaw hanging open.

      The room was large, and I could see bits of other rooms as well, doorways leading to more spacious areas cluttered with furniture and cats.

      So many cats.
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      “They really meant I have to pick up a cat,” I said.

      “Aye.” Bewilderment filled Cade’s voice.

      “Myths are weird.”

      “Aye. And this is the weirdest.”

      “That’s how we know it’s legit, at least.”

      I studied the room and the cats. The space was entirely done up for their pleasure. Cat beds rested on every surface, and fancy wooden towers reached for the ceiling, giving the animals a place to climb. Windows were open so the cats could go outside, but most seemed content to stay within the house.

      Fortunately, there was no scent of cat litter. They must make use of the great outdoors.

      “If I was ever going to become a cat lady, I’d want to do it like this,” I said.

      “They do look happy.”

      A hundred pairs of eyes stared at me, all different colors. “How do I choose? It can’t be just any cat. That’s too easy.”

      “Aye, that’ll be part of the challenge. Pick up the proper cat.”

      “The proper cat,” I muttered, strolling through the entry room and into a living room.

      There were more cats. Still more in the dining room and library. The house was a labyrinth inside, far larger than it had appeared from the exterior.

      There had to be a thousand cats. Each one different, but none distinct.

      Mayhem appeared in the middle of the room, looking around with interest. She fluttered out of reach, sniffing the air, but didn’t seem interested in any particular cat.

      “If this is supposed to be a challenge, maybe it’s the biggest cat?” I asked.

      “Like a lion?”

      I shrugged. “There’s every other breed in here.”

      “Every other breed of house cat.”

      “Fine.” But he was right. This was some kind of trick. Or test. I’d used my lightning and water magic during the race. Maybe this required one of my gifts.

      I had healing, illusion, and acute senses. Since I couldn’t figure out how healing and illusion would help me, I perked my ears and tried to hear something unique.

      Heimdall’s magic flowed through me as my hearing focused. Suddenly, I could pick up a thousand different heartbeats. Light and fast. Then two others—slower, louder. Me and Cade.

      And a third.

      “Holy crap,” I whispered. “There’s another heartbeat here. It’s different than ours and the cats’.”

      “Could that be the one you’re looking for?”

      “Maybe.” I followed my hearing, moving slowly through the rooms and passing by hundreds of cats. Some of them looked curious, some looked pissed, and most just slept.

      Mayhem followed along, staying out of reach of the cats’ claws.

      The heartbeat that I sought grew louder and louder as I neared. Finally, we reached a sitting room that looked no different than the rest. Lots of furniture, lots of cats.

      And one cat, sleeping in the middle of the room, which had a heartbeat as loud as a drum.

      I pointed to him. “That’s him, but he’s not any different than the rest.”

      “Even I can hear his heartbeat,” Cade said. “Just barely, but it’s louder than the rest.”

      The cat was gray and small, stretched out on a little bed that was shaped like a heart. Mayhem fluttered over to the cat, looking at it with suspicion. It was the first one she’d shown interest in, which only went to prove my theory.

      I approached slowly. “This is weird. It’s too easy.”

      Would he turn into a tiger when I touched him? What the heck was this?

      “How can I help?” Cade said. “Normally I’d have an idea of what’s needed but this…this is strange.”

      “No kidding.” I stopped a few feet from the cat and stretched out my hand, gently touching his back. His fur was soft, and he stretched, his little toes pointing outward.

      Then he started purring.

      “What the crap?” I shifted closer, petting him again.

      He stretched and purred louder.

      This was going too well.

      Tension thrummed through my muscles as I got closer, stopping when I stood over the cat. I scooped one hand under his side and wrapped my other around his middle, pulling him upright. I got him up on his feet and tried to pick him up, but he stopped solid.

      He kept purring.

      I pulled, but it was like he was nailed to the heart bed. Except the cat didn’t seem to mind a bit. As hard as I pulled, he stayed right where he was, standing like he was waiting for his food bowl to be filled.

      “What’s wrong?” Cade asked.

      “I can’t pick him up.” I panted, pulling on the cat’s middle like I was trying to heave a thousand-pound block off the floor.

      Mayhem fluttered by my head, confused and wary.

      “What the hell kind of magic is this?” I demanded.

      “Want me to try?”

      “Sure.” We were technically allowed to complete the challenge together, after all.

      Cade bent over the cat, wrapping his big hands around the creature’s middle. He tried picking him up, but jerked to a stop.

      “Aye, that’s weird.” He pulled harder, face turning red.

      The cat didn’t move. His fur didn’t even rustle, and he never stopped purring.

      Finally, Cade stepped back, sweat dripping down his brow. “He’s not moving an inch.”

      “Let me try again.” I moved toward the cat, wrapping my hands around his waist and pulling.

      Nothing.

      I pulled harder, mind racing. There was something weird about this cat. I could hear its insanely loud heartbeat. And its fur felt weird under my hands all of a sudden.

      Almost scaly. But smooth. And rough.

      What was going on?

      A sense that something was wrong filled me.

      Not true.

      The words filtered through my mind.

      Not true.

      I shook my head, but the words continued to echo. It was vaguely similar to what happened when a new power came online. But this one was telling me that something was false about this situation.

      I strained, trying to pick up the cat, as visions flashed in my mind. They clouded my head, fuzzing my thoughts.

      A giant serpent appeared in my mind—thousands of miles long and hundreds wide. Fear raced through me, freezing in my veins as I struggled with the cat.

      On the outside, the situation was ridiculous. I was struggling to pick up a ten-pound cat.

      But in my mind, I was underneath a massive serpent, fighting a battle to keep it from crushing me. It was a creature so large that my mind couldn’t conceive of it. Green scales covered the beast—like the ones I swore I could feel on the cat.

      Its weight pressed me down. My chest tightened, breath rushing from my lungs. Panic filled me like acid. I pushed at the serpent, whose belly was crushing me into the dirt. I had become trapped under the beast somehow, and its great weight would kill me.

      I gasped, straining, giving it everything I had. Blackness clouded the edges of my vision.

      Not true.

      The voice echoed again, fainter this time.

      I shook my head, my brain and my body in two separate places. One fought the weight of the serpent, the other tried to pick up the cat.

      I had to do something different. It was nearly impossible to breathe now, my mind convincing me that the scene playing out in my head was real.

      But it couldn’t be, could it?

      I gasped, yanking my hands away from the cat’s belly.

      Pick up the cat.

      Utgard-Loki’s words echoed in my head. I had to pick up this damn cat. Somehow.

      I reached for its front paw, wrapping my hands around the little leg. The tiny creature kept purring—I’d have felt ridiculous if my mind weren’t convinced I was fighting a giant serpent’s weight.

      I yanked as hard as I could, pulling the leg with everything I had.

      Finally, the weight on my chest decreased. The serpent that was crushing me in my mind lifted. The paw rose off the ground. Just an inch.

      But it was enough for me to roll out from underneath the body of the serpent.

      In the real world—the one not inside my own crazy mind—I let go of the cat’s paw and flung myself away from it, landing on the rug.

      Panting, I stared at the ceiling. I rubbed my chest, still feeling the ache of the serpent’s weight.

      “Are you all right?” Cade appeared above me, leaning down, a look of concern on his face.

      “Yeah.” I struggled to catch my breath. “I have no idea what just happened. It was like I was trying not to be crushed by a giant snake.”

      “All I saw was a slightly annoyed cat.”

      I scowled at him.

      “Not that you’re wrong.” He held up his hands, placating.

      I rubbed my head. “I think it was all in my mind, but I can’t quite figure it out.”

      “What are you doing here!?” The screech made Cade fly backward and me jump up.

      I was on my feet a half second later, heart thundering. Cade had turned to face an old woman. She was skinny and small, with a lined face and gray hair. Her dark clothes looked like a strange, ragged cloak.

      “I’m sorry. We were told to come here.”

      “And pester my cats?!” She was so irate that I thought her head might turn purple.

      We’d met the ultimate cat lady. Not that I liked to play off stereotypes. But she was a lady and she had a lot of cats.

      “I’m sorry. Utgard-Loki told me to come here.” And he’d also told me to fight someone.

      When the old lady flew at me, fast as a rocket, my brain stutter-stepped. He couldn’t possibly mean her?

      The confusion cost me.

      She delivered a jump-kick to my chest that sent me crashing into the wall. Pain flared in my whole body, and through cloudy eyes, I caught sight of her whirl like a tornado and hit Cade with another kick. He flew into the opposite wall, scattering cats that hissed and yowled with rage.

      The little gray cat had lain back down on the heart bed in the middle of the floor, completely unconcerned, as the rest of the cats fled.

      Yep, something was weird about that cat.

      I scrambled to my feet and approached the old woman, my hands raised. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Well, I do.” She cackled and raced for me, raising her fist.

      I dodged, and she hit the air. Then she came at me with her other hand, landing a blow to my cheek that sent me spinning like a top.

      She shrieked her glee and jumped on me. I thrashed as she wrapped her arms around me, squeezing my middle so tight that a rib cracked.

      I could freaking hear it.

      The pain nearly made me vomit.

      Her hold broke suddenly, and I spun to see Cade yank her off me. He hesitated, a mistake I’d never seen him make, and she used it to her advantage, turning and swinging for him with her mean right hook.

      Like me, he was fast enough to dodge the first, but not the second. She nailed him in the cheek, having to strike upward in an awkward position since he was so tall.

      The power was there, however, because Cade spun around, blood flying from his mouth.

      Holy fates, this was no normal old woman.

      Truth.

      Okay, weird. I had a new power that didn’t know when to assert itself. I didn’t need it to tell me this old lady wasn’t normal, that was for sure.

      She lunged for Cade, her arms outstretched in a maneuver I knew would allow her to break his ribs. I lunged for her, grabbing her around the waist and swinging her away from him. I let go, sending her flying across the room.

      Fast as a snake, she got her balance and turned on me, lunging and throwing me to the ground. She went down with me, straddling my waist. Her grip dug into my shoulders, crushing.

      Pain flared and tears burned my eyes. I punched, nailing her in the cheek. She barely twitched.

      For a second, a vision flashed in my mind, making it look like a black cloak covered her. Pain flared again, driving the image from my head.

      I pushed her shoulders, trying to heave her off of me.

      She didn’t budge. Now that I wasn’t catching her by surprise, she couldn’t be moved. She was just too damned strong. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds, but she stayed stuck to me, her hands moving toward my throat to strangle me.

      Crap!

      I needed to be stronger.

      I pushed, giving it everything I had. Suddenly, strength flowed through my muscles. Energy and power.

      Use it.

      The voice echoed in my head.

      Use it.

      Oh fates! This was another new gift. I pushed harder, and she budged a few inches. Cade appeared behind her, grabbing her shoulders and pulling hard.

      But she was ready for him this time—or ready for me, maybe. Either way, she didn’t move.

      So I pushed harder, using the new magic that flowed through me. It was physical strength—like a freaking Olympian’s. I shoved, finally heaving her off me, then leapt onto her.

      We wrestled, rolling over each other on the ground as we tried to land our hits. She seemed to deliver more, though maybe it seemed that way because every one hurt like the devil. My whole body felt bruised as we fought our way across the floor.

      Any guilt I’d had over beating up an old person was long gone.

      No matter how hard we fought, neither of us could get the upper hand. And Cade couldn’t get a move in edgewise. She’d move out of his way like a snake, or lash out with a quick fist.

      Even Mayhem tried, but the woman dodged her flame easily.

      I didn’t know how long we fought, but eventually, we both lay side by side, panting. Every inch of me ached like it’d been run over by a train. Like a billion trains had run over me, each one squishing a single cell.

      Through bleary eyes, I saw Cade on the other side of the room, collapsed like us. Somehow, she’d managed to beat him up, too, laying out both of us like we were rookies in a major league fighting ring. Or whatever it was called, where super fighters fought. My brain was mush and no longer working.

      Noise sounded from beside me, and I looked over. The old woman heaved herself to her feet and turned to me.

      I stared death in the eyes.

      She would kill me. There was no way I could win this. Every bone felt broken. Every muscle torn.

      “Enough!” The voice boomed down from above.

      Utgard-Loki.

      Please be calling it quits.

      The old woman glared at me, then turned and left.

      I groaned, gratitude welling up inside me.

      “You okay?” I asked Cade.

      He groaned. “Just had my arse kicked by an old woman.”

      I laughed. A cat appeared, looking down at me. Then it bit my nose.

      “Hey!” I tried to swat at it, but my arm was too injured to move.

      I lay still, calling upon my healing power as the cat stared down at me, green eyes flashing. It was a calico, and really pretty despite the annoyance in its eyes. Something poked under my back, soft and squishy.

      Once my muscles and bones had mended—bringing with it sweet relief—I rolled over, praying I wasn’t crushing a cat.

      I looked behind me, spotting a crumpled blue fluffy thing.

      A cat bed.

      Whew.

      The calico curled up in the bed, glaring at me.

      “Sorry. Sorry.” I struggled to my feet, finally able to move.

      Cade limped to me. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Amen.” I leaned against him, and we stumbled through the house. Mayhem disappeared. “I sure hope we won.”

      “It’s not looking great.”

      “I don’t know.” Memories flashed in my mind. “It wasn’t as simple as it appeared.”

      “That old lady certainly wasn’t simple.”

      “They never are.” I limped out the front door and looked up at Utgard-Loki.

      He scowled down at me.

      Before I could say anything, a hand picked me up by the back of my jacket. I swung limply. “I’m getting sick of this shit!”

      Utgard-Loki laughed. If I’d been big enough to punch him, I’d have given him the Old Lady Special.

      I healed the rest of my injuries as they carried us back to the main hall. The place was just as huge as ever, and with my depleted strength and magic, it was even scarier. Especially since we failed the contests.

      Or had we?

      Something kept bugging me about what had happened. Actually, many somethings. The cat’s scaly body, the visions of the serpent, the way the old woman’s image had flickered to reveal someone wearing a cloak. Someone like death. The man who raced us.

      Hugi.

      The name…

      So familiar.

      I’d read it somewhere. And it was similar to Huginn’s name. Huginn, the raven whose name meant thought.

      That was it! Hugi was thought. No one could be as fast as a thought.

      Annoyance streaked through me.

      We’d been had.

      My captor set me on the table. I couldn’t help but notice it had been set with enormous silver plates.

      Because we were to be dinner? We’d hardly be a snack. We were what got stuck in a giant’s teeth.

      “Well?” I shouted up. “Did we win?”

      Cade chuckled.

      I glanced at him and whispered, “Can you tell I’m fed up?”

      “Just a little.” He grinned, but the smile faded. “Though we might be about to become giant chow.”

      I looked up at Utgard-Loki. Syn had come to stand beside him. She was in her larger giant form, though as a god, she should be roughly my size.

      Had she given me her magic back in the cottage so I could see that something wasn’t truthful about the cat?

      She inclined her head to me.

      She had!

      “You did not win,” Utgard-Loki said. “And now you will become dinner.”

      “Not true!” I shouted it. I felt it. He was lying. Syn’s power raced through me. I could feel that he was lying. “The contest was rigged.”

      “Oh, how so?”

      “Hugi! You tried to make us race thought. No one can outrun their thoughts.”

      Utgard-Loki grumbled.

      “And something was weird about that cat.” That was when Syn’s powers had come into play. “It was a giant snake. Jörmungandr?”

      I guessed the name of the world snake, the serpent that was wrapped around the earth. I just threw the name out there, having no idea if it was true, but it was the only snake I could think of besides Níðhöggr, and that snake had looked different than the one in my vision.

      Utgard-Loki grumbled, but Syn said, “Truth.”

      “Thank you!” I glared at Utgard-Loki. “You’re the trickster Jötunn, and you’re trying to pull a trick on us. What was the deal with that damned snake?”

      “Magic, of course,” he said. “The cat was actually Jörmungandr, as you guessed. And you lifted him up. Just a little.”

      I wanted to fist pump my victory. “When I lifted his paw?”

      “Yes. How did you do it?”

      “I am the Valkyrie Dragon God. Of course I could do it.” Because a god had given me power. A god of strength. Had to be Magni, son of Thor. I looked at Syn, who seemed to understand me. “Magni?”

      She nodded.

      “Did you give me the power of discerning the truth?” I asked.

      “I did, but you are weak with it. Unable to interpret. That will take practice.”

      “You what?” Utgard-Loki bellowed.

      She smacked him on the arm, a dismissive gesture more than a violent one. “I am a guest, Utgard-Loki, and I do as I see fit. The gods support Bree—most of us, at least. We assisted her with that challenge—though some of us made it more difficult for her as well.”

      I remembered the water pressing in on me. And the lightning striking. “The water and lightning?”

      She nodded. “You need to prove that you’re worthy of your gifts. By now, word has gotten out about your request for the rest of your powers. Some of the gods are testing you, seeing if you are the master of your magic.”

      I guessed that was fair, but I didn’t like it.

      At least I’d passed. Or felt like I’d passed, anyway.

      I turned my face up toward Utgard-Loki. “Who was the old woman? Death?”

      “Old age. It gets everyone in the end.”

      “She hasn’t gotten me yet.”

      “No, she hasn’t.”

      “So, I’m not dinner, then. I did well enough that I didn’t lose.”

      “You could still be dinner,” he grumbled.

      “We made a deal,” I insisted. “You have to live up to it.”

      “The other gods and immortals would not look kindly on you betraying your word,” Cade said. “I know how important your honor is to you.”

      He sounded so damned reasonable. Persuasive.

      Utgard-Loki seemed mollified. “Fine. You didn’t win, but you didn’t lose. So you can ask Syn one question. Not three.”

      She looked at him with an arched brow. “You tell me what to do?”

      He sighed. “I ask.”

      She nodded imperiously. “Good.” She looked down at us. “We will meet in my quarters.”

      “Thank you.”

      She picked me up by the back of my jacket and I scowled. This sucked.

      But since I was hoping to sweet-talk some more answers out of her, I kept my mouth shut as she carried Cade and me from the room. I waved to Utgard-Loki as we passed through the huge doors.

      Syn set us down. Magic swirled around her, and she shrank down until she was our size.

      “This way.” She gestured for us to follow, and we did.

      A few minutes later, we stopped in a beautifully decorated room that had probably been a broom closet for the giants but made a massive suite for a human-sized person. Windows had been carved out of the wall, but because the stone wall was so thick—properly done, for a giant’s castle—there appeared to be a tunnel between the glass and the actual room.

      “You seek Idun?” Syn turned, her glittering blue dress matching the blue decor in the room. The whole space was done in blue silks and pale white wood, suiting her.

      “We do. Odin and Frigg are growing old. The other gods must be, too.”

      She touched her face, and I realized that she’d expertly applied makeup to cover the wrinkles and age spots. I hated that she was suffering, but that meant she had something at stake here, too.

      “I need to find her so that the gods will grant me the rest of my powers. Without them, I’ll never defeat the Rebel Gods.”

      “Evildoers,” she scolded.

      I wanted to ask what she knew about them, but didn’t want to waste my question.

      “I am not a seer,” she said. “So I cannot see into the future. There may not be much I can do for you. But I can tell you if something is true or false. So don’t waste your question.”

      “Okay.” I looked at Cade. “Any ideas?”

      He shook his head.

      The thing that we most wanted to know was whether or not she was here like Mímir said—and that was all that Syn could truly answer. “Is Idun here now or has she been in the past?”

      “She is not, and never has been.”

      “Damn. Why did Mímir send us here, then?”

      Her eyes sharpened. “Mímir?”

      “Yes. Do you know him?”

      “Know him, but don’t trust him.”

      Exactly what the fox and the eagle had said. Don’t trust the wise man. But we had trusted him, and he’d sent us here. To a place where we’d nearly died and Idun had never been. Why would he have done that?

      A thought tugged at my mind.

      “What is Mímir?” I asked. “He’s not god of wisdom, is he?”

      “He is not. He is a Jötunn.”

      “But he doesn’t live in Jötunheimr.”

      “They do not want him here. He’s of the smaller variety, so this place isn’t built for him. And he has never been fond of his own kind.”

      Oh, fates. I looked at Cade. Interest gleamed in his eyes. And suspicion.

      “Mímir sent us here to die.” An idea flared to life. “Which he would do because he stole Idun. He can’t fight us with his current body, so he had to get rid of us.”

      Syn’s sharp gaze met my own. “A body? Really?”

      “He’s built himself a body using magic.” My mind whirled.

      “The apples are giving his new body strength,” Cade said. “Like the fox said. The apples aren’t only for immortality. They’re for strength as well. They’re keeping his borrowed body alive.”

      A memory tugged. “The splash in the well. Maybe that’s where Idun is. Maybe that’s why Odin can’t see her from his throne.”

      “It seems that you don’t need me,” Syn said. “Because that sounds very likely.”

      I turned to her. “Wait. I do need you, though. This power you gave me… How do I use it?”

      “It’s not like other gods’ powers. Not as straightforward as creating lightning or using your strength. It will allow you to interpret the truthfulness of someone’s statement. And in times of great need, it may allow you to see that illusions are not true.”

      “Like Jörmungandr the house cat?”

      “Exactly.” She smiled. “The more you use it, the stronger it may become. Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve never given my power to anyone before.”

      “Thank you for giving it to me.”

      “I believe in you, Bree Blackwood. I think that you will become the master of your magic. And with it, you will defeat the Rebel Gods.”

      Oh fates, I hoped she was right. Because I had a long way to go before either of those things happened.
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      Fortunately, Syn gave us a ride back to the portal that would escort us from Jötunheimr back to Mímir's well. It was vastly superior to ride on her shoulders. If I was never carried by the scruff of my neck again, it would be too soon.

      The view from up there was fabulous, too. In the distance, I could see Hraesvelgr, the giant eagle, soaring high in the air. Every time he flapped his wings, a breeze rustled my hair. I also spotted the giant fox, asleep where he had been earlier.

      “This way, they can’t pester me for their apples,” I said.

      “Aye, this is the way to travel.” Cade looked up at Syn’s face. “Thank you for the ride!”

      “I don’t mind.” She strode through the forest, her size more at scale with the huge trees.

      When she dropped us off, she leaned down. “Remember—Mímir is tricky. He has to be, to survive. So keep your wits about you.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “No—thank you. We need Idun and her apples.” She touched her cheek, and like before, I could see the makeup if I looked closely. “I’m glad that you were clever enough to determine who abducted her.”

      “Mímir was clever, trying to drive us away. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was the one who planted the story that a Jötunn abducted her.”

      “Likely, he did. He doesn’t look like one, after all. No one would suspect him.”

      “Well, I do.” I grinned. “And now we’re going to go rescue Idun.”

      “Safe travels.” She turned and left.

      I pressed my fingertips to the comms charm at my throat, and the magic ignited. “Ana? Rowan?”

      “Bree!” Ana’s voice echoed through. “We found the crystals!”

      “Oh, excellent.”

      “Have you got all your power yet?”

      “No, but hopefully soon.”

      “We’ll be ready when you do. Hedy is preparing the spell that will help us feed our magic into the crystals, then we should be ready to set up the ambush.”

      “Perfect.” All I had to do was rescue Idun. “I’ll be back soon, I hope. Just wish me luck.”

      “Good luck. We’re all rooting for you.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned, and removed my fingertips. The magic faded. I held out my hand to Cade. “Ready to go get Idun?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We stepped onto the wide, flat root that was the strange portal leading down to Mímir's well. The ether sucked us in immediately, sending us on a whirlwind ride down the side of the tree. The wind whipped at my hair, and my stomach leapt into my throat.

      By the time we reached the bottom, my head was spinning. I clutched at Cade, catching my breath. He was looking a bit green about the gills as well.

      “The magic here is intense,” he said.

      “Understatement.” I stepped off the root, surveying our surroundings.

      The massive boulders loomed on all sides, tumbling around the base of Yggdrasil and providing many places to hide. Shadows stretched long against the ground, though I had no idea where they were coming from, since I couldn’t see a sun. I wasn’t even sure if there was a sun around Yggdrasil.

      Cade joined me, his head cocked as he listened. “Where do you think he’ll be?”

      “No idea.” I engaged Heimdall’s power of hearing, creeping toward a boulder and trying to stay in the shadows. “He may have been alerted to our arrival. That portal may give off some magic when it’s in operation.”

      Cade joined me, crouched low against the stone. He was in hunter mode, and I could almost see the wolf through his skin.

      I tried to envision where the well had been. About fifty yards from here, hidden amongst the boulders, if I was remembering properly.

      Something flashed out of the corner of my eye. A green potion bomb exploded against the boulder at my side.

      I ducked as Cade drew his shield from the ether, concealing us. I’d been too slow. The green liquid had flecked my face and neck. It burned like acid—hell, it probably was acid—and I winced, wiping it away.

      “To the right!” Cade said.

      I turned to look, peering over the edge of his shield and searching the shadows in the direction that the potion bomb had flown from. Mímir didn’t have a lot of magic, so the potion bombs made sense.

      My hearing picked up the faintest trace of his heartbeat—irregular and inhuman. Who knew what kind of heart he had in his pieced-together body?

      I drew my own shield and crept forward hurriedly, following the beat of the heart. It moved away from us, and I quickened my pace, adrenaline racing through my veins. Cat and mouse—except the mouse was armed with some mean-ass potion bombs.

      When a rope tugged at my ankle, my mind blanked in shock.

      It jerked me upward, tugging me upside down until I dangled ten feet above the ground. A scream strangled in my throat, but I bit it back—no need to let Mímir know that his trap had worked.

      “Hang on!” Cade whispered.

      Blood rushed to my head as I hung upside down with my heart thundering in my ears. The rope cut into my ankle. I kept my shield up, frantically trying to figure out where Mímir was.

      Cade scaled a huge boulder, then drew his sword and leapt. He flew through the air gracefully and sliced his blade through the rope that kept me aloft.

      I flailed in midair, managing to land on my hands and knees instead of my head.

      Cade landed next to me.

      “Good work,” I whispered, scrambling to my feet and brushing the dirt off my hands.

      Something exploded against my back and panic flared. Fast as I could, I stripped my jacket off. Cade helped, yanking it from my hands and flinging the acid-covered leather away from us. My back burned like hell where it had soaked through, but the damage was minimal.

      We darted away, shields raised, and found cover in a crevice between two rocks. We crouched low, raising our shields to protect us from his acid bombs.

      Mímir's heartbeat sounded in the distance. Maybe ten yards away. Twenty? It was hard to say without knowing how loud it should actually be. Since it wasn’t human, I couldn’t tell.

      A splash sounded.

      “Hear that?” I whispered.

      “Aye. Just like before.”

      “She’s in the well. And he’s trying to distract us.” I peered over my shield, but could only make out boulders and a huge tree root twisting around them. “Can you distract him while I search for Idun?”

      “Aye.”

      I kissed him, my heart thundering with a strange combo of fight anxiety and attraction. I liked Cade in fight mode—but that was not what I should be focusing on right now. I darted away, keeping my footsteps silent.

      Behind me, Cade shouted, “Hey, Mímir! Is that the best you’ve got?”

      I sprinted silently, listening for Mímir's heartbeat or footsteps. They sounded softly in the distance. He was running toward Cade.

      Worry crept into my mind, but I shoved it away. I’d always worry for Cade—hard not to, when I loved him—but he could handle this.

      And I had a job to do.

      I reached the stone well, which was larger than I remembered. Twenty feet across, at least. Wide enough for me to fly out of, thank fates. But the descent would be trickier. I hadn’t mastered that.

      I leaned over the edge and caught sight of stone blocks protruding from the walls. Bingo. They’d make great handholds.

      Quick as I could, I stowed my shield in the ether, scrambled onto the well wall, and climbed in, grabbing onto the stone handholds that had seen a lot of action over the years. This had to be how Mímir got in, too.

      I scrambled down the wall, deeper into the cool dark. It smelled of water and moss. Magic swirled on the air as I climbed down. Strange, since Mímir didn’t have much to speak of.

      But his wisdom came from this well, didn’t it?

      A splash sounded below.

      Idun?

      I looked down, just in time to see an enormous sea serpent shoot out of the water, headed straight for me. Its fangs glinted in the light, and its breath reeked of dead bodies.

      Oh shit!

      My heart jumped.

      All I had was a puny dagger. I didn’t bother drawing it. Didn’t have time, anyway. I just pressed myself against the stone and squeezed my eyes closed.

      The beast’s head slammed into me, but his fangs didn’t puncture. The blow crushed me against the stone wall, and I tightened my grip, trying desperately not to fall off.

      One of the monster’s fangs caught in the waistband of my pants, scraping against my skin. As gravity dragged the creature backward, it pulled me with it. I lost my grip on the wall and plummeted, still attached to the serpent.

      We crashed into the water. It closed over my head, cold and sharp. Panic tightened in my chest. I flailed and kicked, beating at the serpent until its fang released my waistband. I kicked away, smacking the creature in the face, and pushed up through the water.

      My head broke the surface, and I gasped, my heart thundering a wild cadence.

      Holy fates.

      I kicked, my head spinning from the fall and the lack of oxygen.

      The creature was under me. I could feel it in the water, my magic sensing how it slithered down below. It was about to strike, to burst upward and devour me in one bite.

      Icy fear pierced me.

      Think.

      I looked around, frantic, and caught sight of an open door located partway up the well’s shaft. I must have missed it as I was plummeting with the serpent.

      Quickly, I called on my magic, forcing the water to carry me upward. I tried to use it to push the serpent down, but I had no idea if it worked. The water rose quickly, forcing me toward the entrance to the well.

      Right as I passed the doorway, I grabbed it and scrambled in. A loud hiss sounded from behind me, and I looked back, spotting the serpent’s bright eyes staring right at me.

      Down!

      I commanded the water to rush downward. It did, dragging the serpent along with it. The beast’s fangs caught on the edge of the stone wall, scraping against the rock as it tried to cling on. I scrambled over and kicked it in the nose, shoving it off the ledge.

      Then I fell backward, panting.

      Holy fates.

      I struggled to catch my breath. That had been a wild ride. Shaking, I climbed to my feet.

      The passage was short and unlit, but the room beyond glowed with golden light. I drew my dagger and shield for good measure, and crept quietly down the hall. Shouts echoed from above. Cade must be harassing Mímir, trying to distract him.

      Keep it up.

      The magic smelled dark down here, evil in a way that I hadn’t smelled from up above.

      As soon as I stepped into the main room of Mímir's house, smoke flashed. It exploded from all angles, clogging my lungs and blinding me. Coughing, I staggered backward.

      Right into the grip of a huge person. Massive arms wrapped around me, and my heart jumped into my throat. The arms were covered with scales, the fingers tipped with claws. They dug into my side, pain flaring as blood welled.

      Shit!

      I dropped my weight heavily, surprising the creature so that it loosened its grip. It growled, a low sound that sent fear streaking through me.

      “Go for the stomach!” a feminine voice cried.

      I spun and struck out with my dagger, following the advice and plunging my blade into the monster’s middle. My attacker wore armor, but it was damaged right in the stomach. I diverted my blade a half-inch, and stabbed right through the hole in the armor, sinking into skin.

      The creature roared, and I looked up, catching sight of burning red eyes and long black horns.

      Demon.

      Here to guard Idun.

      I yanked my blade free, shoving the demon in the chest. He stumbled backward, clutching his stomach. I shoved him again, determined to get him into the well. That would keep the serpent distracted.

      We were only halfway down the hall when he rallied, yanking his arms away and drawing a huge sword from the sheath at his side. He swung out, and I raised my shield. The blade clanged against it, sending vibrations up my arm.

      I grunted. “You’re going to have to do better than that.”

      He growled again, the scent of rotten fish washing over me.

      “Your magic is rank.” I kicked him in the stomach, and he hissed in pain, stumbling backward. I kicked again, aiming for the same place.

      Without my sword, it was my best bet.

      Finally, he stumbled off the back ledge, not realizing that he’d already reached it. His shocked eyes met mine as he tumbled into the darkness.

      A splash sounded below.

      I didn’t hang around to watch. So not my style.

      Instead, I spun and raced back into the house. The smoke had dissipated some, but it was still hard to see.

      “Idun!” I called.

      “Back here!”

      I hurried through the cluttered room, dodging furniture and other bits and bobs. The decor was ornate for such a weird place, but all of it looked to be old and in disrepair. Near the back, chained to a wall, I found a beautiful blonde woman. Her white dress was dirty and her hair knotted. A basket of shining red apples sat next to her.

      “Idun!” I fell to my knees at her side, inspecting the chain around her ankle. “Is there anyone else here?”

      “Not if you killed the guard and Mímir. Who are you?”

      “Bree Blackwood.” I picked up the heavy chain. “Valkyrie Dragon God.”

      “Oh.” Interest sounded in her voice. “Isn’t this my lucky day?”

      “I hope so.” I gripped the chain in both hands and yanked, praying my new strength would do the job.

      The chain rattled and clanked, straining, but didn’t break.

      “Shit.”

      “You really think you can break that?”

      “I have Magni’s strength.”

      “Oh. Well, try again, then!”

      I didn’t have a shot at breaking the metal, but it was sunk into the stone wall. That had potential.

      “Move over,” I said.

      She shifted left, and I braced my feet against the wall, gripping the chain and yanking with all my might. Magic flowed through my muscles, giving them an unnatural, godly strength. The chain strained, and the stone seemed to creak. Finally, the stone cracked, the chain’s anchor pulling out.

      I flew backward, slamming my head onto the ground.

      Pain flared as my vision doubled.

      Fates, I need to practice.

      “Well done!” Idun said.

      Aching, I scrambled up. “Thanks.”

      She grabbed her basket of apples and handed one to me. “Here. This will give you strength.”

      “It won’t make me live extra long, right?” I wanted a nice, normal-length life, ideally departing the world at the same time as my sisters and Cade. I didn’t want to hang around after they were gone, twiddling my thumbs and lonely.

      “No. Just greater strength and better health for the next few days.”

      I could definitely use some of that. I took the apple she handed me and bit in, chomping down as I bent to pick up her chain. I chewed and spoke at the same time. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I carried the chain that dangled from her ankle, polishing off the sweet fruit as we hurried down the tunnel. At the exit into the well’s shaft, I stopped and peered down. All was quiet and calm.

      Which meant that the serpent had eaten the demon and was waiting once again.

      “I don’t know if I can climb that,” Idun said. “I tried before and failed.”

      “That’s okay.” The apple really had made me feel strong. Combined with Magni’s strength, I could probably fly us out of here. “I think I can carry you.”

      “Really?” She gave me a skeptical look.

      I flared my wings out, and her brows rose. “I’m willing to try.”

      “Then so am I.”

      “Great. Hold on to your apples.” I held out my arms and picked her up, damsel-in-distress style. “I feel like a knight in shining armor.”

      “What is that?”

      Right. They’d come about five hundred years after the Vikings. “I’ll explain later.”

      I walked to the very edge of the tunnel. Idun felt light in my arms, which was really freaking strange. I sucked in a deep breath and jumped off the ledge, flaring my wings wide.

      We fell for half a second, then my moving wings caught the air, and I hurtled upward. Below, a splash sounded. I looked down.

      The serpent shot out of the water, headed straight for us.

      Shit!

      I gave it my all, flying as hard as I could, and shot from the well, high into the sky. The serpent breached the mouth of the well, its fangs snapping the air right below us. Idun's arms tightened around my neck.

      Then the serpent fell, missing its target. I laughed and shot higher, searching the ground for Cade. He and Mímir were having a standoff. Mímir on one boulder, Cade on another. Mímir hurled potion bombs at Cade, who dodged them. Mostly.

      What should we do with Mímir?

      It wasn’t my place to kill him, even though he was evil. We didn’t have time, anyway.

      “We’re not going to take out Mímir,” I said. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      “Agreed.” Idun’s voice was eager.

      “Cade!” I shouted. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He looked up and grinned. A swirl of golden light flashed around him, and he shifted. The giant wolf leapt off the boulder and raced for the portal that led out of Mímir's realm.

      I flew over his head, following Cade. The wise man looked up, his crazed eyes meeting mine.

      “Thief!” he screamed, spit flying from his lips. I’d never seen anyone so enraged.

      “Kidnapping psychopath!” I yelled.

      For good measure, I sent a bolt of lightning at him. He dodged, but it kept him busy.

      As quickly as I could, I flew after Cade, Idun in my arms. It was surprisingly easy to carry her now that I had Magni’s strength and had eaten the apple.

      When we were far enough away that Mímir was no longer pursuing us, I landed next to Cade, who shifted back to human. Carefully, I set Idun on the ground.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Do you know how to get us back to Asgard?” I asked.

      “Yes. There’s a portal just a couple miles away from here.”

      “You can ride on my back,” Cade said.

      She eyed him appreciatively, and I kind of wanted to step on her foot. But I was bigger than that. And it was a good idea.

      Cade shifted back to his wolf form, and Idun climbed on. I took to the air, and we hurried toward the portal, Idun directing the way. It didn’t take long to reach it, and as we stepped in, I was certain I heard Mímir's angry cursing following us back to Asgard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we arrived in Asgard, I was ready to get the hell out of there and get a shower. The stink of the well water clung to me, and I felt like I was covered by a thin layer of slime.

      Idun had a definite pep in her step, however.

      “Thank you so much for rescuing me,” she said as we climbed the stairs to Odin’s palace. “I was so stupid, walking alone near Mímir's well. He hasn’t lived there for years.”

      “He escaped Odin, though I don’t know how.”

      Idun frowned and shook her head. “I always thought it was a bad idea, keeping his head like that.”

      “Will he survive without your apples?”

      “I don’t know. His head probably will, because Odin enchanted it. As for the rest of him…”

      “It’s Odin’s problem,” Cade said.

      I liked the sound of that, because I didn’t want to see creepy birdgoatman again if I could help it.

      Before we stepped through the great doors, I turned to Idun. “I wouldn’t have been able to rescue you without the help from Hraesvelgr the eagle or the ice fox in Jötunheimr. They requested an apple, though. Will you give them one?”

      She smiled and nodded. “I know the fox and the eagle. I’ll see it done.”

      “Good.” I smiled, relieved. “Because I really don’t want either one coming after me for failing to fulfill my end of the bargain.”

      “No, you certainly do not.” She stepped through the great door, and I followed.

      Odin and Frigg were waiting for us when we were shown into their throne room. They both rose off their throne as we entered, grins splitting their faces.

      “Well done, Valkyrie!” Odin boomed.

      “Idun!” Frigg swept off the dais. “Are you well?”

      “I am, thanks to Bree.”

      Frigg turned appraising eyes to me. “You truly are worthy of your magic.”

      Odin strode toward us, inspecting me. “You did well. I witnessed your heroics from my throne. Some of the gods even gave you challenges, and you passed.” He looked at Idun. “As for you, it was wise for Mímir to hide you in his well. You were hidden by knowledge I did not have. I sought him there a few months ago, but found neither hide nor hair of him.”

      “He’s stronger than we thought,” Idun said.

      Odin tsked and shook his head. “My mistake.”

      “It was.” Frigg gave him a stern look, then turned to me. “As for you—the gods will grant you what you request. And I will be able to give you a shielding charm that will protect you for twenty-four hours. I’m afraid it’s the longest that any charm can hold up against the powerful magic flowing through you.”

      “Thank you.” Twenty-four hours would be hugely helpful.

      “Wait here.” She drifted away.

      Odin reached out, touching Idun’s chain, which I still gripped in my hands like a weird leash. It disintegrated, and she grinned, handing him an apple.

      Odin just grunted and turned, walking back to his throne and chomping on the fruit.

      A man of few words.

      Idun turned to Cade and me. “Thank you again.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      She left the room, her basket of apples clutched in her hand. She passed Frigg on the way, handing her an apple. The goddess took a bite, seeming to glow with health as soon as she swallowed.  By the time she reached us, she looked vastly younger. Twenty-five, at most.

      Frigg handed me a little vial of potion. “Drink.”

      I did as she commanded, swallowing the sweet liquid. Magic shivered over me, and I felt insubstantial for just a moment.

      “Now the Rebel Gods can’t find me?”

      “For twenty-four hours,” she said. “Ready for the rest of your magic?”

      “I am.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but I didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter. This was happening no matter what.

      “Odin!” Frigg called. “Make the circle.”

      Odin got off his throne and ambled toward the center of the room. He drew a golden sword from the ether and pressed the tip to the stone floor. Light glowed brightly, shooting out from the sword and creating a circle. Magic pricked on the air, dozens of different signatures.

      “He’s calling the gods,” Frigg said.

      “They’ll come here?” Cade asked.

      “Not physically, no. But they’ll be here.” She gestured for me to enter the circle.

      I did, the magic sparkling over my skin as I stepped into the middle. It felt like being submerged in a bath of champagne.

      Odin and Frigg met my gaze.

      “It will take everything you have to succeed against the Rebel Gods,” Frigg said.

      “And succeed, you must.” Odin’s voice was heavy with seriousness.

      “But you are the champion of the Vikings,” Frigg said. “You have proved that here today. You are capable, Bree. And we believe in you.”

      It was the last thing I heard before the lightning struck me. Pain shot through me, followed by the electric pulse of magic. So many signatures, so much power. I could hardly bear it.

      I staggered, going to my knees.

      All around, shadows appeared. They were human shaped, but indistinct. The gods?

      One by one, powers flowed into me. Magic that I didn’t recognize, but would hopefully learn. I tried to stay conscious, but the pain was too much. Overwhelming.

      Cade’s shout was the last thing I heard.
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      I woke up in Cade’s arms. The air was chilly and smelled of Scotland. He was carrying me across the Protectorate lawn, but he was the only thing I could see.

      “Hey.” The words were scratchy in my throat.

      He looked down, so handsome it was hard to believe. “Hey.”

      “I love you.”

      His brows rose, a look of surprised happiness on his face. “You do?”

      “Of course.” I felt it like the warmth of the sun, radiating out from me. Or maybe radiating out from him. Whatever it was, it was warm and wonderful. And it was definitely love.

      “You’re hardly conscious. Are you sure you want to stick by that?” he asked.

      “I’ve known for a while. And I wanted to tell you when it was the right time. Not when I was just repeating your words back to you.”

      “That’s now?”

      “Definitely.” Maybe the timing was kind of weird, but I couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      I leaned up and pressed a kiss to his lips, falling into the joy of him. I didn’t add that now was the time because I wasn’t sure if I would survive the fight to come.

      Instead, I focused on the feel of him. It was impossible not to. He clouded all of my thoughts.

      He stopped walking, giving the kiss everything he had. My head swam and my heart expanded. The new magic inside me ricocheted around, bouncing through my body like fireworks.

      By the time he drew away, my head was spinning.

      The sound of running footsteps caught my ear, and I looked toward the castle. Rowan and Ana raced toward us, Mayhem flying behind. Chaos and Ruckus trotted alongside, their fangs and horns glinting in the sun.

      “I’ll take a rain check on that kiss, if you don’t mind,” I said.

      “Aye.”

      “I can walk.”

      Slowly, he put me down. My legs wobbled a bit, and flashes of memory burst in my mind—different powers flowing through me, magic tearing me apart and putting me back together. I didn’t know how much new power I had, but I seemed to have a lot of it.

      Rowan and Ana stopped in front of us, panting.

      “Well?” Rowan asked.

      “I got it,” I said.

      “I feel it.” Ana’s eyes widened. “You are packing some serious heat.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      “It’s a good thing,” Rowan said. “We’ll need it to defeat them.”

      “Come on.” Ana gestured for us to follow. “We need to come up with a plan. And you look like you need some dinner.”

      My stomach grumbled like it could speak English.

      We followed them into the castle, heading straight down to Hans’s lair, where the air smelled like baking bread and was warm from the oven.

      As if they’d known to expect us, Jude and Hedy were sitting at the table. Ali and Haris were already halfway through bowls of stew, which was no surprise. Thundering footsteps sounded behind us, racing down the stairs.

      Caro spilled into the room, platinum hair glinting. “I’m not late, am I?”

      “Nope.” I took a seat next to Ali, my stomach grumbling at the sight of his stew. The savory scent made my mouth water.

      Hans bustled over, a big bowl in his hands. I almost teared up when he put it in front of me.

      I looked at him. “You’re the most amazing person alive.”

      He grinned and withdrew his hand from behind his back, presenting me with a tall cup filled with purple liquid. “And your juice!”

      I smiled and took it. “Thank you, Hans.”

      He watched me expectantly, and I sipped the juice. He nodded, satisfied, and turned. Hans really had a thing for juice.

      Cade sat next to me, gratefully accepting his own bowl, and everyone else gathered around the table.

      “Is it just me, or are we using the kitchen more than the round room these days?” I asked.

      “It’s not just you,” Jude said. “But that’s how you know you’re onto something big. There’s only enough time to eat and talk if you do both at the same time.”

      Speaking of… I dug into my bowl of stew.

      Beef and vegetables, I determined. And it was amazing.

      I scarfed it down while Ana and Rowan told an adventurous tale of hiking through the mountains in Nepal to retrieve the three crystals we would use to set our trap and store our power.

      Ana finished it by saying, “The crystals are in Hedy’s office now.”

      “I’ve found a way to transfer your magic to them,” Hedy said. “We can perform the spell right before the ambush.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “I have twenty-three and a half hours before Frigg’s concealment charm wears off. At that point, I think the Rebel Gods will come for me.”

      “That gives us time to rally our allies,” Ana said.

      “We have allies?” I asked.

      “The FireSouls, obviously,” Ana said.

      “Aerdeca and Mordaca,” Cade said. “Maybe even the lions that you saved. They like a good fight.”

      They had a point. We really did have allies. “The Valkyries agreed to fight on our side. I’ll have to go get them.”

      “I can get Oya and her mercenaries,” Cade said.

      “That’ll cost a pretty penny,” Haris said.

      “They’ll give me a discount.”

      “The Protectorate will help, of course,” Jude said. “And I think the ambush should take place in the grove where you hunted Nessie. There’s a section there that prohibits transporting. If we can get the gods in there, they can’t transport out to escape.”

      I recalled the section of forest that she was talking about. A clearing about the size of a football field, with thick tree cover all around. “It’s perfect.”

      “Then we have a plan.” Rowan smiled. It was thoroughly bloodthirsty. “In twenty-three hours, we’ll destroy the Rebel Gods.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I returned to Yggdrasil. I wouldn’t have expected to be back so soon—especially not when I needed a nap so badly—but I needed to give the Valkyrie the time and location of the final battle. At least this time, I knew exactly how to get here.

      It didn’t take long to deliver my message, and the Valkyrie promised to come at the appointed time, bringing with them twenty winged warriors.

      It would help immensely.

      On the way back down the tree, I got even luckier and ran into Ratatoskr. He sat at the base, chomping on acorns and staring at the sky.

      His eyes widened as I flew down to him.

      “What’s that in your hand?” he demanded.

      I held out the growler of beer that Cade had sent me with—for just this scenario. I hadn’t known if I’d run into Ratatoskr, but if I was going to keep visiting Yggdrasil, it’d be good to have the giant squirrel on my side. At the very least, so he didn’t gossip about me.

      “Oh this?” I wiggled the jug so he would take it. “It’s just your favorite beer.”

      He gasped and raised a hand to his chest. “For me?”

      “Of course, silly.”

      He took it. “Thank you. But what are you doing here?”

      “I needed to ask the Valkyrie for help with fighting the Rebel Gods.”

      He scowled. “No-good toad’s bollocks.”

      “You don’t like the Rebel Gods?”

      “Of course not. Where is this fight taking place?”

      “In a forest in Scotland, twenty hours from now.”

      His eyes brightened. “Can I come?”

      He sounded like he was asking to join me at the fair and he really wanted to ride the Ferris wheel. “It’ll be dangerous.”

      He flexed his arms, which were quite puny compared to the rest of him. Then he bared his fangs, which were not. “I like a good fight. And ever since the eagle and Níðhöggr started to get along, there’s a lot less to keep me entertained here.”

      “All right. We’d love to have you. There’s a pair of giant lions you’d probably like to meet.”

      Interest gleamed in his eyes. “Never met lions before.”

      “You can start tomorrow. And thank you for coming.”

      He nodded. “I’ll follow the Valkyrie and see you there.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I returned to the Protectorate castle.
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      Nineteen and a half hours later, I flew over the clearing in the woods, watching as my friends and allies arrived to fight. Tension pulled my muscles tight, and nerves kept me moving.

      The Protectorate was already here, members stationed in the trees while Hedy prepared the center of the clearing for the spell that would put our magic into the crystals.

      Cade’s mercenaries had arrived first, led by the African war goddess, Oya. She’d been dressed in fabulous golden armor, and had led her warriors into the woods. They’d melted into the trees and disappeared entirely. I could hear their heartbeats if I really tried, but otherwise, there was neither sight nor sound of them.

      Good thing they were on our side.

      Aker arrived next, the dual lion god, along with Aerdeca and Mordaca. He prowled the perimeter of the clearing, and I flew down to greet him.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      He inclined his head. “You did me a great favor by releasing me. And I’m going to enjoy my vengeance against those who imprisoned me.”

      I shivered, the viciousness in his voice making me glad I wasn’t his enemy.

      Aerdeca and Mordaca were dressed in their usual white and black, respectively, and each wore a tight-fitting jumpsuit and flat-heeled boots, which I had to assume were their fight clothes.

      “When does the fun start?” Mordaca grinned, her red lips glinting in the light.

      “In thirty minutes, once we’ve put our magic in the crystals,” I said.

      Aerdeca whistled. “You are brave.”

      “No kidding,” Mordaca said. “I wouldn’t part with my magic for all the money in the world.”

      “It gives us the advantage we need to win. This way, we determine the timing of the battle and can attack while they’re confused. Anyway, if we lose, the Rebel Gods will catch me and kill me. So I’m motivated.”

      They both nodded, seeming to understand.

      Aerdeca hoisted her bow and turned toward the trees. “Well, I’m going to go find a good spot. Best of luck.”

      Mordaca saluted and followed her.

      Cass, Del, and Nix were the next to arrive, along with their significant others, the shifter Aidan, the half demon Roarke, and the vampire Ares. They’d even brought Connor and Claire, their friends and the siblings who ran the coffee shop Potions & Pastilles in Magic’s Bend.

      I hadn’t seen them in ages, but it would be good to have the mercenary, Claire, and the potions master, Connor, on our side.

      “We’ve got your back,” Cass said.

      “Don’t worry,” Del added. “You’ve got this.”

      I wasn’t that confident, but I thanked her anyway. I gave them each a quick hug, thanked Connor and Claire, and then off they went into the woods, finding their positions to wait.

      The Valkyrie were the last to arrive, Ratatoskr in tow. I could hear him complaining about the puny trees, but I only had eyes for Gunnr, the red-haired Valkyrie who gripped a very familiar sword in her hand.

      I flew down to greet them, and she held it out. “A gift from Odin.”

      “My sword?” My heart leapt as I reached for it. The familiar hilt felt like heaven in my hand.

      “He felt you might need it.”

      “I do. I borrowed one, but it’s not nearly as good.” My mother had given me this sword, and now I would have her with me. She always was, but this was better. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      “What is the plan?” Sigrún asked.

      I explained about putting my magic into the crystals as bait, and they all whistled. “You are brave.”

      That seemed to be the consensus, but I wasn’t sure I agreed. “Once the Rebel Gods arrive, the attack begins. The three of us—you and me, I mean—will fly down and steal the crystals back before they can grab them. By that time, they’ll be trapped within the clearing because it’s impossible to transport out. We’ll take the crystals to my sisters so that we have our magic back, and we’ll join the fight.”

      Gunnr nodded. “I like this plan. Our horses will make us much faster, as well.”

      After a few more minutes of discussion, the Valkyrie disappeared into the trees.

      Hedy approached. “Everything is ready.”

      I looked toward the center of the clearing, where my sisters waited. “All right.”

      I walked toward them, my heart pounding. This was it. In fifteen minutes, Frigg’s concealment charm would fade and the Rebel Gods would come.

      “Ready?” Ana asked.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      I reached for her hand and Rowan’s, squeezing. “I’m sorry about this.”

      “Don’t be,” Ana said. “They’re hunting all of us. Just because you transitioned first and they’re stalking your magic doesn’t make this your fault.”

      “Anyway, I want to take the bastards down,” Rowan said.

      I nodded. “At least we’re together.”

      “We can do this,” Ana said.

      “It’s now or never,” Jude said.

      “The magic will take a few minutes.” Hedy pointed to the triangle that she’d burned into the earth. “Each of you stand at one of the corners.”

      We took up our positions, and I stole one last glance at my sisters before focusing on Hedy. My heart thundered as she handed us each a crystal.

      They were hollow, each shaped roughly like an egg, and gleamed as if they were made from opal.

      “Your magic will go into there,” Hedy said. “Be sure to keep a tiny bit for yourself, so that you don’t feel the effects of losing your soul. But put most of it into the crystal, which will enhance the signature. That will draw the Rebel Gods, but keep you safe from their attack.”

      We’d only be without our power for a short while—just long enough for our magic to attract the gods before we could steal it back. Still, the idea was freaking terrifying.

      I could see the feeling reflected in Ana and Rowan’s faces as well.

      I drew in a ragged breath, steadying my breathing. Fear had no place here. I had to be rock solid for this.

      In the distance, I caught sight of Cade. He stood next to a tree, his hiding place for the ambush. His eyes were glued to me. I tried to smile at him, drawing strength from his support.

      Other than Cade, the forest looked empty. It was silent, save for Hedy’s footsteps as she began to pace around us.

      “Hold the crystal in both hands,” she said. “Envision it as part of yourself.”

      I did as instructed, but the crystal just felt like a delicate, hollow rock. Not like it was part of me.

      Then Hedy raised her wand and magic swelled on the air. She walked behind me and touched it to each of my shoulders, then sprinkled some kind of dust over my head. It smelled of flowers and felt like an electric shock of magic.

      Suddenly, the crystal did feel like it was part of me. Hedy repeated the ritual to both Ana and Rowan, and their expressions changed as well. Understanding dawned as their gazes dropped to the crystals in their hands.

      Hedy’s voice buzzed around me, murmuring indistinct words as the crystal vibrated with power. It flowed up my arms, becoming part of me.

      “Feed your power into the crystal, saving only a bit for yourself,” Hedy said.

      It was the most natural thing in the world to follow her orders, so easy to funnel the power from my body into the rock. The magic within me felt like mist, and I pushed it toward the crystal.

      Slowly, my limbs weakened and my body felt foggier. Darker. Heavier. It was the strangest feeling, but I kept going, feeding my magic into the crystal.

      It began to glow, the opalescent sheen brightening. Rowan and Ana’s crystals glowed just as bright.

      My head buzzed. Despite the ease of the transformation, panic threatened at the edges of my mind. It’d been terrible to lose my power months ago. Now, I was willingly giving it away.

      The plan. Remember the plan.

      It was a good one.

      I kept going, feeding the last of my magic into the crystal. I saved just a bit of my healing power and my ability to fly. That way, I could help my friends during the battle.

      When the transfer was done, I nearly staggered. Losing my magic felt like hell, but the crystal had become enormously heavy. Rowan and Ana looked pale, and I was sure I looked no better.

      Magic radiated out from the crystals, our signatures on steroids. The Norse god Hod had said they had a spell that tracked our signatures—well, they were going to find us fast if the signatures were this strong.

      “Two minutes left until Frigg’s concealment charm fades,” Hedy said. “Place the crystals in the center of the triangle.”

      We did as she commanded, nearly dropping the heavy rocks. As soon as I let go of mine, I went to my knees, gasping.

      Ana and Rowan did the same.

      “Holy shit, this sucks,” Rowan said.

      “I feel like I’m going to puke.” Ana looked green.

      I drew in a ragged breath. Slowly, the illness faded. I staggered to my feet, Ana and Rowan following.

      Hedy stepped forward. “When you want to retrieve your magic, put the stone on the ground and stab it with a steel blade to break the crystal.”

      “Thank you, Hedy,” I said.

      She nodded. “Now go.”

      Ana wiped a hand over her brow. “Let’s do this.”

      “Wait.” I gave them each a hug. “I love you guys.”

      “Love you back,” they both said.

      We drew apart. They both looked better—no longer quite so pale.

      We thanked Hedy, then headed off into the forest. They went to the trees, while I flew up to the highest branches, joining Sigrún and Gunnr. They both rode their winged mounts, who’d been enchanted to blend in with the forest. I could still see them, but only because I knew to look.

      “Ready?” Sigrún said.

      “As I’ll ever be.” I took a seat on a high tree limb. “Be aware—the crystals are heavy.”

      “Understood,” Gunnr said.

      Tension suffused the valley. Endless minutes passed as we waited for the Rebel Gods to arrive. I’d felt Frigg’s charm dissipate, so the magic was out there, free as a bird. Ready for the Rebel Gods to find with their spell.

      They’d probably found us already and were mustering their troops.

      Hopefully, the plan would confuse them enough that we’d have the upper hand. Ana and Rowan weren’t sitting ducks. The Rebel Gods would be drawn to their magic, not to them. As long as they didn’t catch us all, they wouldn’t succeed.

      But they didn’t show. Not immediately, at least.

      Minute after minute passed. I crouched on the tree limb, ready to dart down toward the crystals as soon as they appeared.

      When the Rebel Gods arrived, adrenaline shot through my veins. Eleven gods appeared all at once, their power rolling through the clearing. A half second later, demons followed—at least four dozen.

      I leapt off the branch, wings flaring, and darted toward the crystals in the middle of the clearing. One of the gods shouted and pointed, confusion in his voice.

      Behind me, I heard the Valkyrie on their horses.

      The rest of my friends and allies launched their attack, bursting from the trees and providing us with cover as we flew for the crystals.

      In the chaos, it took the gods a moment to figure out what was going on. Most didn’t notice the crystals. But Eris did. She pointed and shouted, and the rest charged.

      Once it became clear where they were headed, flame burst up around the crystals. Claire, Cass’s friend, had used her fire magic to create the barrier as we’d planned. It flared tall and bright, a barrier that I prayed would work.

      Eris was twenty feet away from the crystals. The others were fighting. We would make it in time.

      The Valkyrie’s mounts shrieked in fear. I glanced back, seeing them wheeling away from the gods below. Something had frightened them!

      They were supposed to be okay with fire. One of the Rebel Gods?

      Sigrún and Gunnr’s panicked eyes met mine as they tried to control their mounts.

      Shit!

      It was up to me to save the crystals.

      I flew toward them as fast as I could, my lungs and muscles burning. Eris was nearly to the fire barrier, only ten feet away. The fire flamed high, but the gods were crazy.

      The crystals were so heavy. Could I carry them all?

      I had to try.

      I swept down and grabbed the three crystals, heaving them off the ground. I darted away.

      A bolt of fire blasted toward me and I dived, moving slowly because of the weight of my cargo. The flames plowed into my left wing, making me spin in the air.

      I fumbled the rocks, dropping one.

      Mine.

      It plunged to the ground, right in the middle of the triangle of flame. Shit!

      But I was close to Rowan and Ana. They needed their magic. I prayed that the flame would protect my crystal as I dived into the trees.

      Behind me, the sound of battle raged. The lions’ roars tore through the air, and Ratatoskr’s battle cry of “To victory and acorns!” followed.

      I spotted Rowan and Ana right where they said they’d be, at the base of an oak tree with two trunks. They looked up to me, relief and horror painted on their faces in equal measure.

      I hurled their crystals at them, and they caught them handily, threw them to the ground, and smashed them with their swords.

      Purple smoke rose up from the broken rocks, flowing into Ana and Rowan, returning their magic to them.

      I gave them one last look, then whirled, racing back toward the clearing. I caught sight of Ratatoskr tearing demons apart left and right. He looked like a kid on Christmas morning, tearing open presents. Except he was tearing open demons, and blood was spraying like wrapping paper and ribbon.

      Connor, the potion master, hurled potion bombs from his perch in one of the trees, hitting the demon mercenaries with deadly aim. His sister, Claire, joined Cass in an attack against a blue god who seemed to control ice. Both women fought ice with fire, hurling their flame with deadly accuracy.

      Caro, Ali, and Haris fought alongside Jude against the god in the brown robe, while Aker, the dual lion god, fought a god shaped like a massive snake. Was that what had scared the Valkyrie’s horses?

      Sigrún and Gunnr had abandoned their mounts, likely letting them return to Yggdrasil, and flew toward Hod, the Norse god. He battled the other Valkyrie, who seemed determined to take down the traitor. He might be blind, but he was so fast I could hardly see him move. Oya’s mercenaries picked off the demons.

      The rest of my friends fought demons and gods, while Cade squared off against Hum Hau, the Mayan god of death. He fought in wolf form, tearing at Hum Hau, who flickered with a light that made him look like a skeleton.

      My gaze went unerringly toward the flame that still surrounded my crystal, praying to anyone who would listen. Let me find it before they get it.

      I spotted it just in time to see Eris—inside the ring of flame. She was so crazy that she’d run through the three-foot thick wall of fire. All her hair was gone and her dress flaming.

      She laughed maniacally as she smashed my crystal on the ground and inhaled the purple smoke.

      No!

      My wings faltered, and I nearly fell from the sky.

      Eris had taken my magic.

      Her laugh was a crazed sound that shot through me like ice. Lightning began to strike, thunder cracking through the air and making my eardrums feel like they were bleeding.

      Shit. She was using my magic.

      I had to kill her. She couldn’t escape with it. Even if I never got it back—grief tore through me at the idea—I couldn’t let her have it. The damage she could do…

      Maybe I’d played this all wrong. I shouldn’t have left my magic behind, but I hadn’t been able to abandon my sisters like that.

      The fight raged around me as Eris’s lightning crashed all around. It lit up trees and fried bushes. Fortunately, her aim wasn’t any good. Not yet, at least. All she needed was a little practice.

      I drew my mother’s sword and charged her, knowing that I was dreadfully outmatched. But at least I had my wings.

      Wind tore at my hair as I hurtled downward, approaching her from behind. She seemed to sense me, turning just as I struck out with my blade.

      I pierced her in the shoulder, and she shrieked, her eyes widening. The blood that poured from her new wound matched the stuff streaking down her face.

      Mayhem appeared, blasting her with fire, then whirled away and flew into the trees. Smart dog.

      She hissed and threw out her hand, hitting me with a sonic boom that sent me hurtling through the air and slamming into a tree.

      Pain flared as my mind scrambled to process.

      How the hell did she get that power?

      I thought it was gone.

      Talk about insult to injury.

      Rage shot through me, overcoming the ache in my middle. It felt like my insides had been liquefied, but I ignored it. I staggered to my feet, catching sight of the torn-apart body of the Mayan god.

      Cade had really done a number on him.

      My gaze darted through the clearing. In his wolf form, he charged Eris, dodging one of her lightning bolts and leaping toward her with his mouth open, fangs glinting in the light. He bit her arm and spun her around, but she hit him with a sonic boom, sending him flying.

      I leapt into the air, aching wings carrying me toward Eris.

      As if she’d heard me—hell, she probably did, with Heimdall’s power—she turned and thrust out her hand.

      Thunder cracked, and I looked up. Lightning flashed in the sky, and I dived, barely avoiding it. I raced toward her, slicing out with my blade and hitting her in the arm.

      She shrieked, and I flew up, racing away.

      In the distance, Cade fought another god who had ambushed him right after Eris had hit him with the sonic boom. I could see the desperation in his movements, the desire to get back to Eris and take her out.

      Adrenaline raced through me as I whirled to head back down to Eris. The clearing was a madhouse, with enemies and allies going at it full tilt.

      I raised my sword, determined to make this the kill shot.

      Then light and pain flared through me, accompanied by the crack of thunder. I never saw the lightning coming. It hurtled from the sky, crashing into the ground with a thud that was sickening.

      Every muscle and bone in my body ached like hell. The trees above me spun like I was on a carnival ride.

      I turned my head, catching sight of Cass sprawled out next to me. Blood seeped from a wound at her neck, mixing with her red hair.

      Panic flared.

      Aching, I dragged myself to my hands and knees and crawled to her.

      “Cass!” I cried.

      She blinked, eyes cloudy with pain. The wound at her neck was atrocious—I’d never seen anything so terrible. How was she even alive?

      Fear doused me in ice water. She was dying.

      “Bree,” she croaked.

      Oh god, this had been a terrible plan.

      A roar of fear and pain sounded in the distance, but I ignored it, thrusting my hands onto Cass’s chest and giving her every bit of healing power I had in me.

      Thank fates this was the power I’d saved.

      My arms shook as I forced the magic into her. The wound at her neck began to close, but it was too slow. I was stopping the flow of blood and mending the skin, but it might not be enough.

      Tears pricked at my eyes.

      I kept giving her my magic, but it was flagging. My healing gift wasn’t strong enough. Not with a wound this grievous.

      This cost was too great.

      I’d screwed this up so bad.

      A huge man fell to his knees on the other side of Cass, grief and fear all over his face. His auburn hair was flecked with blood, as was his face.

      Aidan. Her boyfriend.

      “Cass!”

      I’d never heard such pain in a sound.

      He touched the side of her neck on the only undamaged spot.

      Immediately, she glowed with light. The wound began to close, faster than I had managed.

      Aidan had healing powers!

      Relief surged through me.

      Within seconds, the wound was gone. Cass sat up, her color returned. Aidan sagged, weakened from the effort. He must have given her everything.

      “Go!” Cass yelled. She kissed him quickly, then pushed him away.

      He grabbed her and kissed her back, hard and fast, then sprinted back to the battle, transforming into a griffon as he ran. He was massive, a terrifying beast with golden feathers and fur and a beak that could crush cows. He launched himself into the air, then whirled around to return to the fight.

      Cass looked at me, fully healed. “Eris took your magic.”

      “Yeah. We have to kill her.”

      “We’ll do more than that.” Cass staggered to her feet. “We’ll get your magic back for you.”

      “How?”

      She raised a hand and wiggled her fingers. “FireSoul. I’ve never given magic to another, but we’re going to try. I’ll take it from her and give it to you.”

      Hope flared in my chest. “How?”

      “You deliver the killing blow. Then I’ll get to work.”

      “I can do that.”

      We turned, searching for Eris.

      Horror streaked through me as I caught sight of Rowan and Ana racing for her, anger and determination on their faces.

      Ana was supposed to be gone.

      “Come on!” I launched myself into the air and flew for Eris.

      All around, the battle raged, but I only had eyes for her. She was getting better with her lightning bolts, but I dodged every one, determination fueling me.

      I might get my power back.

      From the far side of the clearing, Del shot an enormous icicle right at Eris. It flew through the air, sparkling and bright, but Eris didn’t notice it.

      The spear pierced her through the thigh, throwing her to the ground. She shrieked, pure rage and agony in the sound.

      I dived low, just as Rowan and Ana neared. I struck out with my blade, slicing at Eris’s neck. Ana threw a dagger, hitting Eris in the eye. Rowan went for the heart, plunging her blade deep.

      The goddess thrashed, and the sight turned my stomach.

      But it had to be done. What she would do with my magic was too terrible to contemplate.

      Cass joined us, falling to her knees by Eris’s body. “She won’t stay down long.”

      I had to agree. Eris was too strong to allow a little thing like three mortal wounds to keep her down.

      “Guard us!” Cass said. “I’ll need a minute, at least.”

      Ana turned, throwing out her hands and creating a massive white dome over our heads. Her magic crackled and popped, the white shield growing more opaque as she gave it everything she had.

      Cass reached for my hand, and I grabbed hers. “Focus on the magic.”

      I did as she commanded while she put her other hand on Eris’s chest.

      The goddess twitched, trying to get up, but Cass pushed her down.

      White flame flickered around Cass’s arm, reaching down to Eris’s body. Cass winced, her face twisting with pain, but kept the flame going.

      Eris hissed, and her magic flared. It felt like acid against my skin and smelled like putrid wounds. She was as dark as they came.

      Cass’s magic competed with hers, a much purer signature that smelled like fresh water and sounded like rustling leaves.

      When the flame crept from Cass’s arm across her body and into me, the burning began. I gritted my teeth and ignored it, praying that Cass’s magic would work.

      The burning grew worse, making sweat drip down my temples, but magic came with it.

      My magic.

      It flowed into me, strong and fierce. Filling me like a well. Strength flowed through my muscles as the power returned to its rightful home.

      Beside me, Cass sagged, her strength clearly waning. Eris looked worse, though. Blood poured from her wounds, and her skin turned gray.

      Finally, the last of the magic flowed from her into me. Cass dropped her hands and sagged, panting. Eris’s body shriveled into dust.

      I sucked in a deep breath, feeling like a million bucks. “Are you okay, Cass?”

      “Fine.” Her voice sounded weak, though.

      I touched her shoulder, feeding some healing energy into her. Now that I had the rest of my magic—including a bit of the healing power I’d put into the crystal—it was stronger. Soon, she looked good as new.

      She grinned. “Thanks.”

      “No, thank you.” What she’d done for me was enormous. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on it. The fight wasn’t over yet. I looked at Ana, who still had her back to us. “Drop the shield, Ana!”

      She did it immediately, turning, her gaze searching for me.

      “I’m okay!” I shouted.

      She nodded, then sprinted for the trees, no doubt to recoup and restart the fight from a position of power. She’d always fought smart.

      I shot toward the sky, the magic filling me to bursting.

      A quick survey of the clearing showed many of my friends wounded. But many more of the enemies were down. There were still five gods standing, and Cocidius was one of them.

      He hurled a dagger at me, and I dived, barely avoiding the gleaming silver spike that sped toward me. I didn’t see the second blade, however, and it pierced me in the shoulder. I spun backward, my wings faltering.

      Agony flared as I managed to right myself and yank the blade from my shoulder. Each beat of my wing tore through me, but I dragged my mind away from the pain.

      I needed to end this. If it kept going, we’d lose our advantage. We already might have, given how weak my friends were looking. Magic was depleted and wounds were fierce.

      I flew high, reaching inside myself for my new magic. But I had to be smart. I might have a dozen different powers, but I only had so much juice. I couldn’t waste it.

      I didn’t even know what all I had, but I needed to find a way to give my friends the advantage, at least.

      The hot crackle of lightning burned in my chest.

      I could work with that.

      I reached for the lightning that was becoming so familiar, building five massive lightning bolts. It took everything I had in me to create the five bolts, and I knew the bolts would only stun the Rebel Gods for a moment.

      But if I could weaken them…

      They cracked from the sky in unison, the thunder shaking my bones. Each bolt hit a god, sending them flying to their backs.

      My friends took advantage, racing toward the weakened gods, who were already rising to their feet. If the other gods and mercenaries hadn’t been killed already, I never would have managed.

      As a wolf, Cade lunged toward Cocidius, his jaws open. He tore at the god’s throat. Aker went for another god, while Mordaca and Aerdeca joined the FireSouls in their attack. Ratatoskr lunged toward another, Jude at his side.

      Ana and Rowan went for the god in the brown robes, Caro at their side. They fell on him like berserkers, their blades flying. I hurtled down to join them, not wanting to leave my sisters without help.

      I stabbed my blade through the god’s throat, but there was every chance he was already dead. For good measure, Mayhem appeared, blasting him with fire.

      We stumbled back from the body.

      All around, the sound of heaving breaths filled the air.

      The Rebel Gods were dead.

      Relief rushed through me, and I sagged, my wings drooped.

      Was it really over?

      In a swirl of golden light, Cade shifted into his human form. He raced for me, his clothes and skin covered in blood. I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I mumbled against him. Every ounce of magic had drained from me, leaving me exhausted and aching.

      “You have your magic back?” he asked.

      “I do.” I pulled away, turning to inspect the rest of the clearing. I needed to know if anyone had died.

      My friends staggered around, clutching wounds and looking pretty damned bad. Aerdeca’s white suit was covered in blood, and the FireSouls looked like hell. But no one was dead, at least. Even the mercenaries all looked fine.

      Every body on the ground belonged to a demon.  Mayhem flew through the clearing, inspecting every charred and dead demon.

      Anyone with transport powers was evacuating the seriously wounded, but there were no tears of grief in the group. What a miracle that was.

      Thank fates we were all okay.

      I staggered finally, going to my knees.

      Apparently, adrenaline had kept me going. And now that the threat had passed and no one appeared to be dead, standing was above my pay grade.

      “Are you okay?” Cade asked.

      “I’ll be fine. Just let me sit a moment.”

      Ana and Rowan joined me, collapsing next to me and panting.

      “We did it,” Ana said.

      “They’re dead.” The vicious joy in Rowan’s voice made me smile. Sure, it was a bit weird. But so were our lives. And if anyone had reason to be happy that the Rebel Gods were gone, it was Rowan.

      “Thank fates for that,” I said. “We’re safe.”

      And together. Finally, after five years apart and fifteen years of running and hiding, we’d defeated our hunters. We’d avenged our mother.

      And we were safe.
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      Three days later

      

      The party at the Whisky and Warlock was heaving. The Protectorate had booked the whole place for the night, which was apparently normal when a person advanced from trainee to full member.

      I stood with my sisters, pressed in with the rest of the crowd. Jude stood on a chair in the corner, the fireplace flickering to her left. She raised her glass. We all followed suit, except me. I kept my pink cocktail—the Destroyer of Rebel Gods, it’d been named—lowered. I was pretty sure this toast was for me, and while I wasn’t up to date on my etiquette, even I knew it was bad taste to toast yourself.

      “To Bree!” Jude said. “Who advanced through the training program in record time, largely due to the fact that she fought the most fearsome enemy on earth and won.”

      “Which should have been impossible!” Hedy grinned. “And those words came directly from Arach.”

      Jude turned to me. “Welcome to the PITs.”

      I grinned and laughed. I’d chosen to join Caro, Ali, and Haris on the Paranormal Investigative Team. The three of them cheered wildly, and the rest of the crowd joined in. My friends clinked their glasses together and shouted congratulations.

      I sipped my drink, lowering it in time for Caro, Ali, and Haris to rush me and give me a hug.

      “Welcome to the team!” Caro said.

      “It’ll be a blast,” Ali added.

      Haris grinned. “I can’t wait for you to show us up.”

      I laughed. “I can’t wait for the first day of work.”

      They grinned and stayed to chat for a few minutes, then left to refill their drinks.

      Ana leaned against my side. “Not bad, sis.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rowan hugged me from the side. She still hadn’t figured out what was wrong with her magic, but she was adjusting better to life here. Though she was still jumpy and slightly obsessed with becoming a weapons master to make up for her magical shortcomings, she wasn’t nearly as haunted looking as she had been before we’d defeated the Rebel Gods three days ago. It was like a weight had lifted off her shoulders.

      Music blasted through the crowded room, and Mayhem shot into the air, doing loop-de-loops to “I Would Walk 500 Miles.” She loved The Proclaimers, apparently.

      On the bar, Boris ate a bowl of peanuts. He sat with Ratatoskr, who’d magically shrunk down for the occasion. He didn’t necessarily like being smaller—very grumpy, that rodent—but he’d wanted to attend the party and this was the only way he’d fit in the building. He’d wanted to be human size at least, but we’d explained that he couldn’t walk through Edinburgh like that. It wasn’t true, but we were afraid we couldn’t afford his bar bill if he wasn’t tiny. The Valkyrie said he could drink them all under the table. And that was when they were drinking as a team.  This way, he got to drink all the beer he wanted, and it was dirt cheap.

      He hadn’t said no to that, at least.

      Cass, Del, and Nix pushed their way through the crowd to join us. They’d come to celebrate, and their boyfriends leaned against the wall near the windows, drinking Scotch and chatting with Cade. It was all very manly looking, and I vastly preferred my own pink drink. Destroyer of Rebel Gods. Scotch couldn’t boast a name like that.

      “Thanks for coming!” I said.

      “We wanted to congratulate you.” Cass thrust a package into my hand. It was wrapped in brown paper and looked like a five-year-old had done it. She grinned. “Wrapped it myself!”

      “Thanks!” I pulled off the paper to reveal three rings set with large white stones.

      “They’re lightstone rings,” Nix said. “One for each of you, actually.”

      “They’ll light up whenever you need them to,” Del added. “Really handy.”

      “And really hard to find,” I said. “I’ve heard of them. They’re rare. Thank you.”

      Ana and Rowan took their rings, then hugged the FireSouls.

      I did the same. “Thank you again for your help with the Rebel Gods.”

      “Anytime.” Cass grinned. “We always like a good fight.”

      “You almost died.”

      “It was a really good fight,” she said. “And you saved me.”

      “Aidan did.”

      “Only because of you. I wouldn’t have made it long enough for him to find me.”

      Thank fates I’d held on to my healing power, then. “We couldn’t have done it without you. Truly.”

      “You helped us once,” Nix said. “We’re glad to do the same.”

      We talked for a few more minutes, but I caught sight of Cade coming toward me from the bar. He’d left the other men, and if the pink-filled glass in his hand was any indication, he’d made a detour on his way over here to get me another drink.

      The others seemed to notice my distraction, and made their goodbyes.

      Whoops.

      Rowan and Ana melted into the crowd, smiling at me and shooting me a thumbs-up. Mayhem hovered over their heads.

      Cade stopped at my side, handing me the drink.

      “Thanks.” I set my empty on the table, took the glass, and sipped appreciatively.

      I leaned against him, enjoying the sight of the crowd. It was as natural as breathing to lean against him, and I knew I’d found something good. Really good. And permanent.

      He reached for my hand and gripped it.

      I smiled. “I’m glad we found each other.”

      “Aye, me too.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “And I’m glad the Protectorate found you.”

      “Me too.” I could already tell I was going to be happy here. With the Rebel Gods gone and my sisters at my side, we had a real life ahead of us. We just had to figure out what kind of Dragon Gods Rowan and Ana were. No doubt that would come with its own set of challenges, but we were ready for them.

      No question.

      
        
        ~~~

      

      

      

      Thank you for reading! You can continue the adventure with Ana’s series, which is out now. Click here for Institute of Magic, or turn the page for an excerpt.

      

      Want to know how Bree & company got started driving across Death Valley? Click here to join my mailing list and get a free copy of Death Valley Magic, an exclusive novella that stars the Dragon Gods in their early days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Reviews are so helpful to authors and their books. I really appreciate all reviews, and if you’d like, you can leave on on Amazon or GoodReads.

      To find out what happens to Ana in her story, turn the page for an excerpt of Institute Magic.
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      The Edinburgh alley stank of dark magic and pee. Which made it perfect for one of the Academy’s obstacle courses. The Undercover Protectorate really liked to chuck its trainees into the deep end, after all.

      For a magical mess like me, this was whoa deep.

      I crouched lower in the alley as I waited for the race to start and searched the darkened street ahead. Rain pattered on the cobblestones that gleamed beneath the streetlamp. My competitors were hiding in other alleys, but we’d all begin as soon as the clock tolled midnight.

      “How’s it going, Ana?” Bree’s voice whispered out of the comms charm around my neck.

      “Oh, fab.” I grinned. “About to run into a death trap. My favorite way to spend a Friday night.”

      “It’s the only way we spend Friday nights.”

      “True.” If I wasn’t training to join the Protectorate, I was helping my sister Bree with one of her assignments. They were always deadly, of course. She’d finished the Academy in record time and had graduated to taking on investigative cases.

      I, on the other hand, was taking my own sweet time.

      Some might call me overly cautious. I called it smart.

      The reality was that I had almost no magic. Which you kind of needed to get through a magical academy that fed into a prestigious institute dedicated to helping supernaturals in need.

      I squinted into the street ahead, but nothing moved. No clues about what was to come but also no cars. Then the clock chimed midnight, the bells tolling through the city. My heart jumped.

      “Gotta go, Bree,” I said. “Time to run.”

      Literally. Whatever the Protectorate might throw at me on this course, I knew I’d be running for my life.

      “I’ll be here,” Bree said.

      I grinned and touched my fingertips to the charm, glad to have my sister at my side. Bree was a Valkyrie, with wings and everything. She hovered high above, keeping track of the contestants’ progress. She couldn’t help me, but she could update me a bit.

      My heart thundered as I sprinted into the street. It was dead silent. I glanced left and right, spotting the three other trainees as they darted out from their alleys. We’d all take different routes through the city as we raced to capture the flags at the other side.

      Last one loses; incompetent ones might die.

      A deadly supernatural game of capture the flag.

      As I raced across the street, a rumbling underfoot made my skin chill. A second later, the cobblestones dropped away as the ground beneath me disappeared. I leapt and barely landed on solid ground, then sprinted ahead. All around me, portions of the street dropped away.

      A scream sounded from one of my competitors, but I didn’t look. I couldn’t. Not if I wanted to keep my eye on the ground and save myself from falling into the earth.

      Yep. That was goal number one.

      I might not have enough magic, but I had a lot of practice trying to stay alive.

      I jumped from cobblestone to cobblestone as the street fell away around me. Sweat dripped down my back as I ran. Man, a bit of levitation magic would come in handy right now.

      At the Academy, the more magic you had, the easier it was to pass. Not good news for me. My only magic was the ability to create an invisible shield to protect me from threats.

      I made the last jump to the other side of the street and kept running, sprinting toward another alley. Like my competitors, I’d memorized the map of the city and had already chosen my route—I just had to hope there weren’t too many obstacles.

      The Undercover Protectorate was an institute dedicated to helping supernaturals with problems that were so dangerous the magical government didn’t want to handle them. A lot of those folks lived here, in the Grassmarket, the supernatural district of Edinburgh. This area was hidden from humans by a spell called the Great Peace, and it was a haven for our kind.

      In return for our help, the residents of the Grassmarket kindly loaned out their neighborhood for the Protectorate Academy’s training runs. They even helped with the obstacles.

      Lucky me.

      I ducked down an alley to the left. It was dark and narrow. Glowing green eyes peered out at me from a hole in the wall. I sprinted by, panting.

      Please don’t jump on me, creature.

      The little beast hissed, but didn’t lash out.

      A cat?

      I didn’t take the time to look closely.

      “How’s it going?” Bree asked from my comms charm.

      “Fab. Most fun ever.” I panted, darting right, down a wider street. Shops and restaurants lined both sides, but they were closed at this hour.

      Light glowed from one up ahead. Shit.

      I crossed to the opposite side of the street and raced down the sidewalk, hoping I was making good time. A shadow filled the lighted doorway of the shop up ahead.

      Ah, crap.

      The figure hurled something at me. A small flash of blue caught my eye.

      Potion bomb!

      Shit, who knew what was in that?

      I flung out my arm, calling upon my magic to create a shield. It swelled inside me, bursting forth to create a barrier of white light.

      The potion bomb smashed into the shield, shattering. The scent of dirty socks filled the air, a clear sign of magic meant to harm. Dark magic always smelled bad—just depended on what kind of bad.

      I sprinted faster, nearing the figure in the door. It was an older woman, a grin stretching across her face. She threw another potion bomb—a green one this time.

      Acid, if I had to bet.

      I kept my shield in place, and the bomb smashed against it, reeking like week-old tuna fish. I gagged and scowled at her.

      It was all I could do, since she was one of the residents who’d agreed to help with the course. I couldn’t exactly nail her with one of my favorite daggers.

      Bad form and all that.

      “How am I doing on time?” I asked Bree.

      “Pretty good. Lavender looks like she’s in the lead, though.”

      Damn.

      I sprinted past the woman, who hurled one last potion bomb. It shattered against my shield, the scent of decaying flowers filling my nose.

      A block later, I stumbled out into a courtyard. Six demons lingered there, lounging on benches around a fountain. Large oak trees dotted the space, their autumn leaves orange and bright. Moonlight gleamed on the demons’ large horns and the weapons hanging from their clothing.

      Crap.

      The real challenge.

      Demons were the Protectorate’s most common magical foe. There were hundreds of species, all originating from the different underworlds, and they usually worked as mercenaries. Occasionally, the Protectorate hired them as part of the obstacle courses.

      Bad news for me.

      These guys would shoot to kill, no holds barred.

      No one ever said making it through the Academy was easy.

      A small demon with gleaming red eyes caught sight of me. He stood on spindly legs, pointing a long claw at me. “She’s here!”

      His voice sounded like it filtered through gravel in his throat.

      I drew a dagger from the ether, the magical substance that filled the air, invisible and soundless. They were my weapons of choice, and the magic that allowed me to store them in the ether had been expensive.

      Worth it, though, for someone like me. When all you had was defensive magic in an offensive world, you had to get good with steel.

      I hurled the dagger. It glinted in the moonlight as it spun end over end and then sank into a big green demon’s neck. Blood spurted and he fell, crashing onto his back.

      His compatriots roared.

      The little demon flung out his hands, sending a bolt of lightning toward me. Thunder cracked as the light nearly blinded me. I lunged behind a dumpster, skidding on some slimy stuff that reeked of garbage, then scrambled to my feet, peering around the edge of the dumpster.

      The demons were advancing on me, five different species with five different types of magic. The red one looked like a fire demon, and the gray a smoke demon.

      Damn.

      My heart thundered. I was way outnumbered.

      When the red demon hurled a massive fireball at the dumpster, my stomach dropped. It collided with the huge metal canister just as I lunged out from my hiding space. The dumpster flew backward against the wall, crashing into the bricks.

      The trash ignited as I sprinted along the side of the courtyard, drawing a dagger from the ether.

      I threw it, aiming for the fire demon’s neck. He dodged, and my blade sank into his chest. He stumbled, going to his knees.

      Damn it!

      Not a kill shot. It was always so hard to tell with demons where their heart would be.

      I drew another dagger as I sprinted for cover. My magical shield worked both ways—nothing could come in, but nothing could go out, either. Meaning no weapons.

      If my options were cowering behind my magic or running and fighting, I’d take the latter any day.

      I pulled a dagger from the ether, aiming it at the smoke demon. Before I had a chance to throw, a blast of gray smoke shot from his hands, hurtling toward me. I dived out of the way, but not before a third demon threw a huge icicle.

      The frozen spear shot through the air and sliced across my thigh like a blade. Pain flared as I crashed to the ground. The ball of smoke hit a tree behind me, blasting away the leaves and many of the branches.

      I scrambled upright and drew a dagger from the ether, calling on the muscle memory of thousands of hours of practice. I hurled it, taking out the smoke demon with a precise blow to the neck. It was really the only way to go—chests were too iffy and skulls were too hard.

      He gurgled, blood spurting, as he fell to his knees.

      The remaining three demons roared. The little lightning demon’s hands crackled with light around the claws—he was charged up and ready to hurl another bolt. A creepy white demon unhinged his jaw, opening it wide to reveal six-inch fangs.

      Please, don’t be super fast.

      I didn’t want him sinking those chompers into me.

      The ice demon’s skin glowed blue and pale, looking cold even from this distance, and the wounded fire demon was staggering to his feet. Flames blazed around his hands, and vengeance burned in his eyes.

      Oh boy. I was in big freaking trouble and way outnumbered.

      I sprinted for cover behind another dumpster as I hurled my dagger at him, aiming for the neck. It sank into his flesh, sending him flying backward.

      Points for me!

      Except then the white demon with the long fangs split himself in two and became two separate demons. Then three.

      Oh crap.

      “Hurry up, Ana!” Bree said. “Lavender is getting close to the finish line. Angus isn’t far behind.”

      Shit. I was losing and I was about to be killed by demons.  The lightning demon raised his hands and shot a bolt at me. I called on my magic, throwing out my shield just in time. The lightning plowed into the shield, making the barrier flare white as it took the damage. My arms shook with the force of it, and sweat popped out on my brow. I squinted, trying to see through my whitened shield.

      What the hell?

      It looked like tiny figures were flying through the air.

      I dropped my shield, darting right as I pulled a dagger from the ether. My vision narrowed in on a small creature leaping from the top of a tree onto the lightning demon. It landed on the demon’s chest and tore out its throat.

      The little monster was hairless with a long tail and big ears.

      A hairless cat?

      I hurled my dagger at the blue ice demon. It hit the mark and blood sprayed, but not before he fired one last icicle at me. I dived out of the way, my wounded leg singing with pain.

      As I crashed to the ground, I caught sight of a fluffy white ball of fur leaping out of a tall tree. It landed on one of the white demons, sending him crashing back into the fountain. Blood sprayed as the white fluff-ball tore out the demon’s throat.

      Holy crap, that was a cat!

      There were now only two of the white fangy demons left. One of them raced for me, unnaturally fast. I drew a dagger and nailed him in the throat just as a third cat streaked across the cobblestone courtyard and leapt onto the last demon.

      The tiny orange cat mauled the monster, fangs and claws flying. A creature that small shouldn’t be able to cause so much damage!

      The white Persian was streaked with blood, and the black hairless cat looked like it was having a grand time surveying the carnage all around.

      Eight demon bodies were disappearing back to their underworlds, where they’d wake up eventually and try to get back to earth.

      “Ana! You gotta get going!” Bree’s voice rang through the comms charm.

      I gave the cats one last look. “Thanks, guys.”

      They stared at me silently, and I sprinted away, determined to make up for lost time. I didn’t know who my feline helpers were, but I didn’t have time to find out.

      No way I wanted to be last in a challenge again.

      Eventually the Protectorate might just kick me out.

      I didn’t stop to retrieve my weapons. The expensive spell that stored them in the ether would do that for me. It wouldn’t clean them, unfortunately, so I’d have to take care of the demon blood myself, but I’d deal with that later.

      “I’m going through the graveyard,” I said.

      “No!” Bree shouted. “Too dangerous.”

      She was right. And sure, it wasn’t part of my original route since the shortcut went through one of the most deadly parts of Edinburgh, but I wasn’t willing to come in last. Normally I was a Plan B and C kinda girl—and this was Plan B.

      Risky, but worth it.

      I raced toward the wrought iron fence that surrounded the ancient burial site. The gate was locked so I went to the left and scrambled up and over the iron fence.

      As soon as I hit the ground on the other side, a chill of fear raced over me. Mist hovered just above the ground, twining around the headstones that glowed pale gray in the moonlight. It was unnaturally cold here, even for Scotland in the fall.

      I sucked in a ragged breath and ran, cutting through the headstones and praying that no ghosts waited for me.

      When the temperature dropped to an unnatural chill, my heart thundered wildly.

      Oh no.

      The silvery blue glow rising up from the ground filled me with fear, acidic and sharp.

      Phantoms.

      

      ~~~

      

      Click here for Institute of Magic, which is available now on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited.
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      Thanks for reading Undercover Magic! If you’ve read any of my previous books, you may have noticed that I have a fondness for including historical places and mythological elements. I did the same with Undercover Magic. Sometimes the history of these things is so interesting that I want to share more, so I like to do it in the Author’s Note instead of the story itself.

      On of the biggest historical elements of the book is Cade—otherwise known as Belatucadros, the Celtic god of war. The Celts were not actually a single kingdom or religion—rather, they were a people who shared cultural similarities during the Iron Age. Between 800 BC and 500 AD, they lived in a vast territory stretching from Ireland all the way to Eastern Europe and down into Spain, Portugal, and parts of Italy. Though we think of Celtic as being traditionally Irish and Scottish, it originated in what is now Austria. Celtic culture then spread outward, covering most of Europe. Because of the Roman Conquest, Ireland and the British Isles were the last places to have Celtic-speaking communities (all the way up to the 6th century AD), which is why we initially think of them when we hear the word Celtic.

      Because of the massive spread of Celtic culture and the many different kinds of Celts, there were multiple Celtic gods of war. Belatucadros was worshiped in northern Britain around the time of the Roman Conquest at the beginning of the first millennium AD. Evidence of his existence (in the minds of the ancient Celts and Romans) exists from 28 inscriptions on Hadrian’s Wall, which was built to keep the Romans from conquering what is now Scotland. Roman soldiers actually worshiped Belatucadros, who is associated with their war god, Mars. His name is often translated as ‘fair slayer’ or ‘fair shining one’. So I suppose he was handsome, which works for Cade.

      As for the rest of the history in Undercover Magic, the scene in Venice was really fun to write, because Venice is full of great historical places. Poveglia Island really is a plague quarantine island used in 1776 to house plague victims who came in on ships destined for Venice. There was an asylum for the mentally ill built on the island in the early 20th century, and the island is now mostly abandoned.

      The Vampire of Venice is based on a body discovered on the plague island of Lazzaretto Nuovo, which is located close to Poveglia Island. The skeleton of a woman was dated to the Venetian plague of 1576 and was found with a brick jammed between her jaws. This was a medieval practice meant to prevent vampires from continuing to feed after they’d been put into the ground.

      San Zaccaria is a real church in Venice with a flooded crypt. But even more interesting than that —the room of skulls and bones is based on a real place. It is based on the Capuchin Crypt in Rome (though there is a similar one in Paris). The Capuchin crypt is decorated with the skeletal remains of 3,700 bodies that are believed to be the Capuchin friars who served the order between 1528 and 1870.

      The first bodies used to decorate the crypt in 1631 came from the friar’s old monastery—they brought 300 wagons full of the bones of deceased friars. The new additions to the crypt were allowed to decompose for roughly 30 years in the soil before being exhumed and placed in the crypt. There are six rooms in the crypt—the Crypt of the Skulls, the Crypt of the Pelvises, the Crpyt of the Leg Bones and Thigh Bones, the Crypt of Three Skeletons, the Crypt of the Resurrection, and the Mass Chapel. This place is meant to be a reminder of our mortality and short time on earth.

      The fist fight bridge that Cade and Bree drive under in their boat is based on Ponte dei Pugni, the Bridge of Fists. The tradition of fighting atop the bridge began in the early 17th century, and they were hugely popular. They were held in neighborhoods all over Venice (on more than one bridge) and the fighters were often sponsored by the wealthy elite. Four fighters would stand on the bridge—one in each corner—and fight to throw the others off into the water. The last remaining fighter won. In 1705, the fight devolved into a riot and they were outlawed for good.

      As for some of the history in the rest of the book—Arach is Gaelic for dragon. The Bad Water is a real place in Death Valley—an ancient dried out salt lake—but I don’t think there are any salt monsters there. The final scene at the Aztec city is based on Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital (1321-1525 AD). It was once surrounded by a marshy lake, though it now is in the middle of Mexico city. The giant frog, called the Cueyatle, is one of their mythical beasts. And the winged snake that attacks Bree on the pyramid is Quetzacoatle, a god who contributed to the creation of mankind. He was protecting the sacrifice, which hadn’t happened there in a long time.

      I mention that Cass, Del, and Nix are treasure hunters who return the artifact to its original resting place. They do this because its morally and legally the right thing to do, and I am an archaeologist as well as a writer, so it is important to me.

      Well, I think that’s it for the history and mythology in Undercover Magic. I hope you enjoyed the book and will come back for more of Bree, Ana, and Cade!
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      Thank you, Ben, for everything. There would be no books without you.

      Thank you to Jena O’Connor, Lindsey Loucks, and Donna Rich for your excellent editing. The book is immensely better because of you! Thank you to Eleonora, Crystal, Richard, and Aisha for finding errors and improving the book!

      Thank you to Orina Kafe for the beautiful cover art. Thank you to Collette Markwardt for allowing me to borrow the Pugs of Destruction, who are real dogs named Chaos, Havoc, and Ruckus. They were all adopted from rescue agencies.
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      Thanks for reading Academy of Magic! Because the Fae world took up a large part of this book, there were fewer historical elements. However, the biggest one—The Vaults—are one of my favorites.

      Edinburgh actually has several underground places, including the Vaults. They are also called the South Bridge Vaults and they are a series of chambers built in 1788 underneath the South Bridge in Edinburgh. Initially, they were used as workshops and taverns, but later they were a hotbed of criminal activity. As the vaults fell into disrepair, Edinburgh’s poorest members of society moved in. By 1860, they were in such terrible shape that they were empty. Mary Kings Close is another one of Edinburgh’s underground districts. It is an alley that was closed off overtime until it was underground (and under buildings). It was occupied between the 16th and 19th centuries and in the 17th century was named for Mary King, the daughter of a wealthy advocate.

      The Vaults as they appear in this book are a combination of these two places, set right under the castle in Edinburgh, which is located on a rock outcropping about three hundred meters high. The Grassmarket, the supernatural center of Edinburgh, is a real district in the Old Town (which, you guessed it, is the oldest part of Edinburgh). The Whisky and Warlock is located next to the current White Hart Inn, which is supposed to be the oldest pub in Edinburgh. But the Whisky and Warlock is based on an old Devon pub called the Lydford Inn. It’s bigger, with more little rooms and snugs.

      One thing you might have noticed in the book—all of the characters who called Bree by her godly names are species that share powers with that god. The Selkie, a seal who can turn into a human, called her by the name of the Njord, the god of water. The Daughters of Ægir called her Rán, who is a water goddess. And the healer in the Fae town called her Eir. In Bree, they recognized power like their own.

      Well, I think that’s it for the history and mythology in Academy of Magic. I hope you enjoyed the book and will come back for more of Bree, Ana, and Cade!
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      Thank you, Ben, for everything. There would be no books without you.

      Thank you to Lindsey Loucks, Adam at Fine Point Publishing, and Donna Rich for your excellent editing. The book is immensely better because of you! Thank you to Eleonora for your help with the Norse mythology. And thank you to Aisha and Richard for your keen error spotting.

      Thank you to Orina Kafe for the beautiful cover art. Thank you to Collette Markwardt for allowing me to borrow the Pugs of Destruction, who are real dogs named Chaos, Havoc, and Ruckus. They were all adopted from rescue agencies.
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      Thanks for reading Pursuit of Magic! The author’s note is where I normally talk about the history and mythology in the book, and boy, was Pursuit of Magic full of it. I’ve wanted to write a book featuring Viking mythology for ages and this was so much fun. The addition of Phoenician history was icing on the cake, as the excavation of a Phoenician shipwreck was one of my favorite experiences as an archaeologist.

      To start—Veronica and Doug are real archaeologists who make 3D models of archaeological sites and artifacts. They use cameras and drones, as well as some fancy software, and were kind enough to agree to appear in Pursuit of Magic. Click here to check out some of their 3D models of artifacts on their Interactive Heritage website. If you check back regularly, there will be more cool stuff to see. The goal of their work is to make history and archaeology more accessible to people all over the world, and I think they do an amazing job.

      Next, the Cave of Seers was based on Smoo Cave, which is a sea cave located on the north coast of Scotland. Give it a google and check out the pictures—they are amazing. The cave goes back deep into the cliff and you could take a little boat on the underground river. The most interesting part of the cave, however, is the fact that Vikings really did use it as a stopping point on their journeys to raid and colonize the British Isles. They often repaired their boats in the cave, and Viking tools and ship pieces have been found there.

      When the Viking ship built itself using magic, I was a bit vague with the terms. I didn’t want to overload the story with technical stuff that would slow it down. However, I was a nautical archaeologist before I was a writer, and this was one of my favorite parts. Vikings were some of the greatest sea-farers in history. Their ships were open vessels featuring lapstrake construction—meaning that the side planks overlapped each other. They were beautiful, amazing ships—but they were basically giant, open rowboats. There was no interior cabin where a Viking sailor could go to sleep or get out of the weather—and they sailed these boats across the North Atlantic! That blows my mind every time I think about it.

      The Norse realm that Bree enters is based on mythology, which for the Vikings was an oral history recorded by poets during the Viking age. The most famous of these was Snorri Sturluson, who I believe I’ve mentioned in other books. He lived in Iceland in the 12th and 13th centuries AD and recorded much of their history. I borrowed a bit from mythology and history and also put my own spin on it.

      Yggdrasil is indeed called the World Tree and the nine realms of the Norse gods are held within the tree’s roots and branches. There’s a bit of scholarly disagreement about which of the realms were truly part of the nine. Muspell, the land of the Fire Giants, may or may not have been officially included—but I liked it so much that I made it a realm for Bree to explore. The Valkyrie did not have their own realm—they are most commonly associated with living at Valhalla in Asgard—but I gave them their own realm because I thought they deserved it.

      The Valkyrie have an interesting history in how they have been depicted throughout time. Depending upon which source you read, they are fierce warriors or lovely maidens who served mead in Valhalla, waiting upon the deceased warriors who partied the night away as they waited for Ragnarok, the end of the world and the greatest battle of all time. You may have an inkling of what version I prefer— the fierce warrior version! Those dudes can get their own mead.

      The Valkyrie’s most famous job was to choose the worthy from the slain and lead them to Valhalla, Odin’s amazing hall where the warriors would drink mead with Odin and wait for Ragnarok. One of the oldest versions of this story was particularly fascinating. It comes from the Darraðarljóð, a poem contained within Njal’s Saga, which was written in Iceland in the 13th century AD. It regards events that occurred between 960 and 1020 AD (most sagas were written in Iceland, a Viking colony).

      The saga tells of the Valkyrie taking an active role in choosing those who would die and go to Valhalla. They did not roam the fields after the battle was over, choosing from the already slain. Instead, they selected the most powerful and worthy fighters before the battle ever started. They then used magic and whatever means they had at their disposal to insure that those men died on the battlefield and could be taken to Valhalla, where they would train and celebrate until Ragnarok arrived. Specifically, the Darraðarljóð poem tells of 12 Valkyrie weaving on grisly looms prior to the Battle of Clontarf (Ireland, April 23rd, 1014 AD). The looms used intestines for threads and severed heads for loom weights. Swords and arrows acted as beaters, the part of the loom that pushes the weaving firmly into place. I’m not saying that the Valkyrie in my story did this (it’s a bit too grisly), but they are warriors in their own right. And the men served themselves mead :-).

      The three fates who Bree encountered at the world tree are based on the Norns, popular figures from Norse mythology. Their names and the meanings of their names were derived from historical sources. The well that they consulted for Bree is called the Well of Urd and it sits beneath Yggdrasil. In some sources, the Norns are said to live within the well, but I gave them a longhouse, the traditional dwelling of the Vikings.

      The Fire Giants and dark elves are part of Norse mythology, as is Ratatoskr, the giant gossipy squirrel. Ratatoskr is one of my favorite mythological figures and was possibly the most fun character I’ve ever written. He is said to carry slanderous gossip between the serpent at the bottom of the tree, named Níðhöggr, and the eagle at the top. The eagle is nameless, but a hawk named Veðrfölnir sits on the eagle’s head, between his eyes. I omitted the hawk for clarity’s sake. Ratatoskr delights in his job of provoking the eagle and the serpent, so you can see why he would be horrified if they suddenly became friends.

      Back at the Protectorate castle, Florian used a selection of insults to refer to Potts, the day librarian. They are real historic insults. Initially, I asked my Facebook group, the FireSouls (we’d love you to join!), to vote on their favorite insult. Saddle-goose won, but they were all so good that I had to include them. Since they are fun, here are some definitions. A saddle-goose is someone who is stupid enough to try to saddle a goose, which is a fundamentally useless endeavor since you can’t ride a goose. Though this term was most popular in the 19th century, it could be as old as the 14th.  Scobberlotcher means someone who doesn’t work hard, and is likely derived from scopperloit, the old English word for vacation. Lubberwort is a 16th century word for a plant that was thought to cause stupidity or sluggishness, and it was eventually used to refer to people. Finally, a fopdoodle is a foolish person.

      Now, onto the Phoenicians and Kart-hadasht. The Phoenicians were a seafaring culture that sailed the Mediterranean between 1500 BC and 300 BC. They originated in the area that now contains Syria, Palestine, Lebanon, Israel, and part of Turkey, but they spread their settlements and culture as far as the western Mediterranean. Carthage, in Tunisia, was their most notable colony. I chose the Phoenicians for a number of reasons, one of which was that I’ve been fond of them since excavating a Phoenician shipwreck near Cartagena, Spain.

      Some of the most interesting things that we found on the site (which was 70 feet underwater near the reef that destroyed the ship) were elephant tusks carved with Phoenician writing. I don’t approve of elephant hunting or ivory collecting, but these were thousands of years old and therefore outside of the modern day ivory trade (which is terrible). There were no elephants in Pursuit of Magic, but Bree did encounter some minotaur-like monsters that had tusks carved with writing. They were inspired by the shipwreck, which is called the Bajo de la Campana wreck if you’d like to give it a google and learn more. The photos are amazing.

      Kart-hadasht is the original name of Carthage, but in Pursuit of Magic, it is an invented Phoenician city on the coast of Tunisia. Normally, I like to use real archaeological sites in my books, but the Phoenicians did such a fabulous job of choosing sites for their cities that people never left, even after thousands of years. Therefor, the ancient Phoenician ruins at places like Carthage, Byblos, Tyre, and Sidon are in pretty rough shape. Thousands of years will do that to a city.

      Eternal flames were an element of Phoenician temples, and Carthage likely contained a Temple of Melqart. Melqart was a Phoenician god associated with the sea (are you noticing a trend here?), colonization, and commercial trade. The Phoenician letters in the mosaic pool that surrounded the eternal flame were taken from real Phoenician letters that mean door and window, and the Phoenicians’ alphabet is the oldest verified alphabet. It was a no-brainer to use this as one of the challenges for Bree.

      Finally, the three Rebel Gods who attack Bree and her friends at the Temple of Melquart were based on real gods. The huge man surrounded by flurries of snow was Chernobog, a Slavic deity from the 12th century AD. Not much is known about Chernobog, and I imagine that he would want more power because of this.

      The god with golden horns was Cocidius, a Romano-Celtic war god from the area around Hadrian’s wall, which separates England and Scotland. During this period (around 122 AD when the wall was built), the Romans were attempting to conquer Britain, which was full of Celts and Picts. Their religions melded, as they often can, and Cocidius was worshipped by both Romans and Celtic Britons. He was primarily worshipped by warriors and the lower classes, and I imagine he has a bit of a chip on his shoulder because of this.

      The Greek looking goddess who dripped blood from her skin was Elis, the Greek goddess of chaos, who loved battles and war. The blood was my addition. She is the daughter of Zeus and Hera, but because of her unpleasant disposition, she was generally snubbed by the other gods and mankind as well. She is an excellent candidate for an angry and vengeful Rebel God.

      Last, the city in Tunisia where Bree, Cade, and Ana find Doug and Veronica is based on Tataouine, a real city in Tunisia. It is an amazing place and I tried to describe it as accurately as possible, but it’s so unusual that it might be hard to picture. I highly recommend you google it. I bet you’ll be as impressed as I was. And if the name Tataouine sounds familiar, that’s because this place inspired Tatooine in the Star Wars films.

      Well, I think that’s it for the history and mythology in Pursuit of Magic. This one was extra fun to write because of all the mythology, and I hope you enjoyed it and will come back for more of Bree, Ana, and Cade!
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      Thank you, Ben, for everything. There would be no books without you.

      Thank you to Lindsey Loucks and Jena O’Connor for your excellent editing. The book is immensely better because of you! And thank you Eleonora, for your keen eye in spotting errors.

      Thank you to Orina Kafe for the beautiful cover art. Thank you to Collette Markwardt for allowing me to borrow the Pugs of Destruction, who are real dogs named Chaos, Havoc, and Ruckus. They were all adopted from rescue agencies.
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      Thanks for reading Attack by Magic! The author’s note is where I normally talk about the history and mythology in the book, and Attack by Magic had plenty of it.

      To start, Oya, the mercenary leader in the beginning of the book, is based off an African goddess of the Yoruba people. In Yoruba, her name means “she tore”, and she is a warrior associated with winds, lightning, death, and rebirth.

      Cocidius is another Celtic war god, not dissimilar from Belatucadros. The Celtic culture spread all over Europe during the Iron Age, and as a result, there are many different gods from different regions that represent basically the same thing. I had quite a few Celtic war gods to choose from, but I chose Cocidius because he was worshipped in roughly the same place as Belatucadros—around Hadrian’s Wall in the north of England.

      The carved design of the man holding the sword and shield that Dr. G found in the Attack by Magic are based off of actual carvings that have been discovered of Cocidius around Hadrian’s Wall. The fortress that they visit in the book is based off of the fort at Bewcastle in western England, which was originally a Roman fort associated with the worship of Cocidius. The Romans called it Fanum Cocidi—The Shrine of Cocidius. Bree notes that there are mounds of earth—these were once Roman defenses. Over time, a castle was built and the fort fell into disrepair and took on other uses.

      When Bree and Cade visited Cocidius’s half realm, they noted that there were massive trees all around—far bigger than what is common in England today. The reason for this is one of the most interesting points in history. During the 16th and 17th century, the Royal Navy was so massive and powerful that they quickly decimated all the large forests in England in search of trees to build their ships. Many of their colonies were formed (at least in part) for the purpose of finding more timber for their ships. The Massachusetts Bay Charter of 1691 talks specifically about the trees belonging to the crown.

      The fancy hotel and bar that Cade and Bree visited in Ghent was based on 1898 The Post, a hotel and bar that is currently housed in the old Post Office building.  Gravensteen Castle is in fact located on one of the rivers, but there is no secret entrance to the underground harbor with a torture chamber (that I know of). There is a torture museum in the castle, which used to be located in the basement, and it’s pretty horrifying. As with many large castles in Europe, it had a varied history after it was no longer used as a defensive stronghold. After it was abandoned in the 14th century, it was used as a courthouse, factory, prison, and even split up into houses. The castle underwent renovations in the late 19th century (a period when other similar castles were being renovated due to increased interest in history) and is currently an amazing place to visit.

      The riddle that they encountered on the stairs in the castle is an old riddle from 18th century England. I found it while hunting for old riddles online (I like to use historic ones whenever possible), but it rang a bell in my head as being vaguely familiar. Then I placed it—the riddle was featured in Die Hard 3. It is a riddle that can be hissed very quickly and can sound quite threatening, so it was perfect for Attack by Magic.

      Well, that’s it for now. Hopefully I didn’t miss any other historic elements. Thank you again for reading the books, and I hope you’ll stick with Bree, Ana, and Rowan throughout their adventures!
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      Thank you, Ben, for everything. There would be no books without you.

      Thank you to Lindsey Loucks and Jena O’Connor for your excellent editing. The book is immensely better because of you! Thank you Eleonora, for your keen eye in spotting errors and for helping me with the Dutch translations. And also for advising me to visit Ghent—without you, we’d have no scene set in that fabulous city! And thank you Richard for your keen eye in spotting errors.

      Thank you to Orina Kafe for the beautiful cover art. Thank you to Collette Markwardt for allowing me to borrow the Pugs of Destruction, who are real dogs named Chaos, Havoc, and Ruckus. They were all adopted from rescue agencies.
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      Thanks for reading Master of Magic! The author’s note is where I normally talk about the history and mythology in the book, and Master of Magic had plenty of it.

      There are quite a few historical and mythological references in Master of Magic. To start, the guards of the Rebel Gods realm come from myth. Janus is the two headed god from Roman mythology who presides over beginnings and transitions, as well as gates and doors. Aker is an Egyptian god who is actually two lions. In some depictions, he is a strip of land with two heads at each end, facing away from each other. He is a protective deity and a gatekeeper.

      The different realms in the Rebel Gods headquarters are from mythology—Roman, Mayan, Hindu, and others. The Hindu god was Agni, the fire god, while the Mayan god was Hum Hau, the god of death.

      One of the most impressive places is the House of Wisdom, which was an enormous library located in Baghdad. It was one of the most prominent intellectual centers during the Islamic Golden Age (8th - 13th Centuries AD) and was built by Abbasid Caliph Hard al-Rashid in the late 8th Century AD. It was a particularly cool place because scholars from many backgrounds could visit to use it, including those of Jewish and Christian faith. The House of Wisdom was destroyed during the siege of Baghdad in 1258, which is such a tragedy that I had the terrible Rebel Gods do one good deed and save it.

      One of my favorite parts to write was Bree’s return visit to Yggdrasil. There is so much information available about Norse myth and stories that I was able to use a lot of it, and in some cases, put my own spin on it. One cool thing was Mia, the game that Cade plays with Ratatoskr. It was a real Viking gambling game that relied on people lying about their dice tosses. In some cases, the game could turn deadly if your bluff was caught.

      Hliðskjálf was the throne that Odin and Freya sat upon. In myth, it it his throne alone, and it allows him to see the entire kingdom. When Bree travels around Yggdrasil using the different portals, they are all different from the regular portals on earth. One of them gleamed like a rainbow, and it was meant to represent the rainbow bridge that connects Midgard (earth) and Asgard, the realm of the Aesir gods.

      Mímir was in fact a wise man and Jotunn who lived in a well that was associated with his wisdom. He was killed during the Aesir-Vanir war (when two factions of Norse gods fought), but Odin enchanted his head to stay alive and assist him. I stuck to that part of the myth, but the rest was my own invention. Mímir never built himself a creepy body of old animal parts and he never kidnapped Idun, goddess of the apples of immortality.

      Idun was captured, however, and it was from this myth that I borrowed much of Bree’s challenge. The “son of a suitor of Greip” was an actual kenning (Norse poetic turn of phrase) that was used in the story about Idun’s kidnapping. It did actually refer to a giant, in this case Thjazi. Idun was eventually rescued by the gods and Thjazi killed for his transgressions. I changed the story to give it the twist of Mímir conducting the kidnapping, though he never did in the real stories.

      Another Norse story that I borrowed from was the tale of Utgard-Loki and his challenges. I wanted to send Bree on a true Norse hero’s journey, and this was the perfect one. There are two contradictory versions of the tale, but Thor and Loki feature in both. As does the Jotunn, Utgard-Loki (who in some versions in Loki himself). The famous Icelandic scribe Snorri Sturluson recorded one version of this tale. The purpose of this tale was entertainment, and the elements were as ridiculous as I portrayed them to be.

      It’s a much longer tale than what I told, and I twisted it around a bit. The riddle that Mímir asked Bree to solve is actually from this story—the one in which Loki and Logi the fire god battle it out to see who can eat fastest. Logi wins, of course.

      The race against thought, Hugi, was conducted by Thjalfi, a very fast member of Thor’s party. Hugi obviously won. It was Thor who attempted to lift the cat, and also Thor who was required to battle the old woman, who he later learned represented old age. The twist in Master of Magic was that the cat was in a cat lady’s house and the cat lady was old age. I wish I could say that this was my idea, but it came from my friend’s thirteen year old son, Griffin. Zoe, ten years old, helped with other aspects of the story. It turned out to be my favorite part!

      That’s it for the mythological elements in Master of Magic. Hopefully I didn’t miss any other historic elements. Thank you again for reading the books, and I hope you enjoyed Bree’s adventure. Ana’s will be coming up next!
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      Thank you to Orina Kafe for the beautiful cover art. Thank you to Collette Markwardt for allowing me to borrow the Pugs of Destruction, who are real dogs named Chaos, Havoc, and Ruckus. They were all adopted from rescue agencies.
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      Before becoming a writer, Linsey was an archaeologist who studied shipwrecks in all kinds of water, from the tropics to muddy rivers (and she has a distinct preference for one over the other). After a decade of tromping around in search of old bits of stuff, she settled down to started penning her own adventure novels and is freaking delighted that people seem to like them. Since life is better with a little (or a lot of) magic, she writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance.
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