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      Laws are made for those who follow them, and those that believe in them.

       

      Persephone is neither one.

       

      Having rejected her family’s legacy, she set out to make her own future—ancient laws be damned.

       

      Unfortunately, Persephone’s risky decisions might do her in. After she’s caught and forced to choose between two horrible options, she must come to grips with her reckless ways.

       

      Or suffer forever.

       

      Now, she must either hunt down an evil spell book, requiring her to recruit an exiled necromancer and head into a tower even her reckless self doesn’t think is a good idea—or she will be banished from her homeland forever.

       

      If she chooses to try the impossible, will she survive? Or will those who want her gone get what their hearts desire?

       

      Persephonemay be reckless, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have what it takes when she needs to dig deep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Persephone wasn’t dead yet, but the day was far from over.

      Her cart swerved through the withered forest at a jarring pace. The dusty, uneven ground jolted the wagon hard enough to make her bones rattle, but she didn’t dare slow down.

      The stormbirds were after her, and they were pissed.

      Dark, angry clouds gathered overhead, heralding their approach. Thunder rumbled in the distance, or was it the beating of their monstrous wings?

      Before she could hazard a backward glance to find out, a gnarled gray tree trunk seemed to materialize out of nowhere in front of her. Persephone yanked the reins, and the massive lizard pulling the cart skidded to the left, narrowly avoiding a nasty collision.

      She heard a meaty thump behind her, followed by a yelp of pain.

      “Watch the damn road, Sephi,” Echo Green said, trying to straighten her crooked goggles.

      Persephone flashed a quick grin toward her friend. “What road?”

      Echo scowled at her, annoyed by how much Sephi seemed to be enjoying herself. “You know what I mean. Slow down, dammit!”

      Sephi laughed and focused on the obstacles ahead of them. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      A jagged fork of blue lightning sizzled through the air beside the cart, followed by a booming thunderclap. A spray of rocks and dirt pelted Sephi, and she blinked quickly to clear the grit from her eyes.

      More lightning rained down around her, and thunder shattered the sky. It was a good thing the birds had shitty aim.

      “Go faster, dammit!” Echo shouted over her ringing ears.

      “Make up your mind already.” Sephi lifted her right hand and sketched a delicate, glowing symbol in the air. It flashed gold and then soared past the lizard’s head, racing toward the base of the mountain range looming in the distance.

      The buru lizard, who Sephi had named Princess, lifted its head and sniffed at the air. The spell had worked.

      “Hold on, my little sidekick!” Sephi called.

      “Screw you,” Echo said. “I’m not your damn side—”

      The buru kicked up its speed, knocking over Echo and cutting off her complaint. The illusion had taken effect, causing the scent of raw bloody meat—Princess’s favorite snack—to appear in the direction they needed to go. She was eager to find the source of the smell.

      Poor Princess would be devastated when she realized there was no stinking carcass at the end of the trail. Her sullen reptilian expression at being tricked always made Sephi feel like a jerk. She made a mental note to give Princess a double ration of meat, extra bloody, when they got back home to the Undershadow.

      If they got back to the Undershadow.

      Echo cursed profusely as she banged against the wooden slats of the cart, trying to regain her balance.

      “How are the eggs back there?” Sephi asked, glancing back.

      Echo looked down at the crate beside her which held over a dozen melon-sized eggs wrapped in straw and blankets. The wooden planks had arcane sigils etched into them. She ran her fingers lovingly over the designs that she had created.

      “They’re safer back here than I am,” she said. “And I’m fine, by the way.”

      “Don’t pout,” Sephi said. “If those eggs break, this was all for nothing.”

      Echo pulled herself out of the back of the cart to sit beside Sephi. “The eggs are replaceable. My head isn’t.”

      Sephi grinned at her. “Easy for you to say. You weren’t the one wading knee-deep in stormbird shit to get them.”

      “To steal them, you mean,” Echo said, giving her a condemning look.

      Sephi shrugged. “If it’s any consolation, I doubt the stormbirds have any concept of ownership.”

      Echo looked back over her shoulder. “So, I suppose they just want to have a cup of tea and chat about the weather? They’re not chasing us to get their babies back.”

      “I did not steal their babies,” Sephi said. “I only took the unfertilized ones.”

      “Sure, this time,” Echo said. “But who knows how far you’ll go if Bobby asks?”

      Sephi spared a glance at her friend. “Well, you’re a ray of fucking sunshine today.”

      Echo glared back, her blue eyes magnified behind the thick lenses of her goggles, secured to her head with a leather strap. Her black hair rippled in the wind like swirling smoke.

      “I’ll be more pleasant when we’re out of Tartarus and murderbirds aren’t lobbing thunderbolts at my head.”

      “Don’t worry about the lightning,” Sephi said, smiling to shake off Echo’s bad mood. “Worry about their giant talons. They could rip through bone and flesh with hardly any effort, and honestly, they rarely miss with those things.”

      Echo’s eyes widened. Then she crossed her arms over her chest and slumped down in the seat. “I hate you. I really do.”

      Sephi laughed. “Fair enough, but maybe you could, you know, reach into that satchel of yours and use one of your fancy bombs to get the stormbirds off our ass.”

      “Unlike you, my magic is weak in Tartarus,” Echo said. “When it even works. Which is why it’s forbidden for us to come here!”

      “Right,” Sephi said, nodding. “Remind me, Echo. Why do I bother bringing you along at all?”

      Echo snorted a laugh and rolled her eyes. “By all means, leave me out of your half-baked schemes next time. I could be at home with a cup of tea, reading about Agrippa’s divine letters.”

      “Holy shit, do you hear yourself?” Sephi asked, shaking her head. “Are you eighteen or eighty? Well, fear not, old woman. I’ll save us. Just take the reins for me and try hard not to lose your teeth.”

      Persephone passed the reins to Echo and hopped deftly into the back of the cart. For the first time, she got a good look at their pursuers. Five enormous ash-colored birds swooped down in her direction, almost invisible against the gray sky.

      They were closer than she expected. She hoped she wasn’t too late.

      Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly and let all the distractions drain from her mind like the air flowed from her lungs. This spell required total concentration, which was difficult when trying to keep her balance on the back of a bouncing wagon.

      She pictured the wagon in her mind, focusing on every little detail. The way the back left wheel wobbled on the axle. The pink stargazer lilies Echo had painted on the wooden seat. The shifting patterns of Princess’s iridescent scales.

      When Sephi had the image solidified in her mind, she spoke the incantation softly but firmly, and she wove complicated glyphs in the air with both hands. The spidery lines pulsed with coalescing power.

      Sephi always loved this part of spellcasting, that moment before, when she felt the living energy of the world flowing from the reservoir inside her, charged with possibilities.

      When she uttered the final word of her spell, the symbols tangled together, flared brightly like a falling star, and burst forth in a glowing shower of color. The world folded over on itself, everything appearing like she was looking at it through a triple-faced mirror.

      Three identical versions of her cart appeared in front of her, each heading in a different direction. Left, right, and straight behind. She saw the wobbly wheels, the painted lilies, and the shifting scales.

      In the back of each cart was a mirror image of herself. Their flame red hair tumbled around their shoulders as they all waved back at her. It was a totally unnecessary addition to the illusion, but it made her smile, so she included it. What was the point of being an illusionist if she couldn’t add a little flair to her creations?

      A chorus of shrieks split the sky as the stormbirds reacted to this unexpected development. As she’d hoped, they didn’t seem to know which cart was the real one. They were mean, but dumb.

      

      Four of the birds split off to chase the phantom wagons, leaving just one bird of prey still in pursuit.

      Unfortunately, one stormbird was more than enough to ruin Sephi’s day.

      She stumbled backward and banged against the wooden seat. Her limbs felt weak and watery, and her eyelids drooped with the need to sleep. The spell she’d cast was near the upper limits of her abilities. Even though illusion spells were her specialty, it had drained her deeply. Sephi didn’t have much magic left.

      The bird swooped toward the cart with its wings back, plummeting fast. Sephi glanced over her shoulder at the mountains. They were almost to the secret tunnel leading back into the Cradle, but almost wouldn’t cut it.

      Sephi reached out and grabbed the side of the cart to steady herself. The stormbird was coming in at an angle that would intercept them before they could slip away into the hidden passage back home. Sephi needed to do something quickly.

      There was no time for finesse. No time for something flashy like the mirrored copies of the wagon. She barked the words and formed the necessary symbols, but halfway through the spell, she was out of power.

      Her well had run dry, and it would take at least a day for it to refill. Sephi couldn’t afford to wait that long. Her only other option was something dangerous. Something reckless. Something totally irresponsible that all mages were explicitly told never to do.

      She drew directly from the living energy around her.

      Her skin ignited with white-hot fire, starting at the tattoo between her shoulder blades and spreading through the angular lines that branched out from it. Somehow, she managed not to scream as the flames seared her skin. She finished the spell, and a black cloud erupted from her hands and wrapped itself around the bird’s head, blinding it.

      Unable to see, the stormbird veered off course in a panic, and it tumbled to the ground, crashing through dead trees and kicking up a cloud of bone-colored dust. She’d done it. She and Echo were safe. Sephi smiled with grim satisfaction.

      Then she screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Sephi awoke to a cool, soothing sensation spreading across her back. Echo continued daubing the salve over Sephi’s injured skin. “Welcome back from the almost dead,” her friend said.

      Sephi lay face down in the back of the cart. Her cheek was pressed against the smoothly sanded wood. The air had a musty, mildewy smell to it, and when Sephi pried her eyes open, the world was lit with spectral blue light, provided by Echo’s enchanted lantern.

      She tried to push herself up, but Echo’s gentle hand held her in place. Sephi was so weak, it was enough to subdue her.

      “Hold still,” Echo said. “I’m not done.”

      “What happened?” Sephi didn’t like how feeble her voice sounded in her own ears.

      “You acted like a moron,” Echo said. “That’s what happened.”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific,” Sephi said.

      Echo’s chuckle reverberated through the surrounding gloom. “Fair point. That last spell almost killed you. Do you really not remember?”

      Sephi shook her head, and pain lanced through her body, making her groan. “Things are a little hazy. I cast a simple darkness spell, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah,” Echo said. “Simple, except you were out of magic. You pulled directly from the source instead of letting your reserves refill naturally and drawing from that. You nearly burned out your connection.”

      Panic seized Sephi then. “Nearly? Are you sure?”

      “Relax. Your tattoo still has some color. You didn’t cut yourself off from the magic. It’ll just take some time to recharge.”

      As her fear dissipated, Sephi could tell Echo was right. She could feel a thin trickle of magic seeping into her, painfully slowly, one drop at a time. Her magical reserve was like a puddle at the bottom of a dried-out lake, but the power would replenish itself.

      If she had burned herself out, the connection would have been severed, and she’d be cut off from the magic altogether. It was a fate worse than death for a mage, to know the rapturous feeling of the magical energy flowing through you but to never be able to experience it again. It would be like never seeing the sun again.

      The mere thought of it shook her to the core. Sephi vowed to herself right then that she would never again risk burning herself out. Never again would she be that reckless with her gift.

      “I’m worried about these wounds, though,” Echo said, her lips pulling down at the corners a little.

      “Yeah, what’s the deal with that? Did the fucking stormbird get me?” Sephi lifted up and tried to turn her head, but the pain stopped her.

      “Not quite,” Echo mumbled. “It was the magic. I’ve only read about this before, but it looks like the raw living energy was too much for your body to handle. It scorched your focal lines.”

      She meant the angular, geometrical patterns that spread out from the tattoo on Sephi’s back. Made by grinding sapphires into dust and magically infusing it into the skin, it gave her access to magic. The focal lines were a physical manifestation of her magical power. The stronger and more experienced a mage was, the more the focal lines spread and the more intricate the arcane geometry became.

      Most mages wore clothing that hid their focal lines. The lines showed how powerful a magic user was, but they also revealed how much magical energy a mage had stored up. Brightly glowing focal lines meant their reservoir was full. Faded, dusky lines meant they were dry.

      Sephi was sure the focal lines on her back were muted and dull at the moment. “How bad is the damage?”

      “This salve should help, but we should have a White Brother look at you when we get back.”

      Sephi groaned. “I hate those guys. So self-righteous and superior. They’re like, ‘We’ll heal you, but we’ll look down our noses at you while we do it.’”

      “Come on,” Echo said, laughing. “They’re not that bad. They’ve devoted themselves to helping people, to atone for the Sin of the First Magic.”

      Sephi snorted. “You sound like one of them now. Thinking of going White, Ms. Green?”

      “Of course not, Ms. Blue. Not that we can switch between Families.”

      Persephone sat up, ignoring the stinging in her back. She looked at her friend, whose face was pale in the cool blue glow of the lantern. “The Five Families are bullshit anyway. I’ve got all the family I need right here.”

      A warm smile spread over Echo’s face. “Aww, that’s sweet.”

      “I’m talking about Princess, of course,” Sephi said, getting to her feet and shrugging her shirt back on.

      Echo’s grinned widened. “Of course.”

      Sephi gave Echo’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze as she walked past and eased her way out of the cart.

      “Now, let’s get the hell out of these tunnels and go home.”
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        * * *

      

      When they emerged from the tunnel, the floating city came into view. The Citadel hovered a thousand feet above the ground, stalwart and unmoving. The sun dipped toward the western horizon behind the city’s three spiral arms, which branched out from a central hub.

      The Bronze Spiral with its gleaming towers and minarets. The Crystal Spiral with its polished gemstone buildings of impossible size. And the Vitan Spiral, filled with enormous trees taken from the ancient land of the Elves and fashioned into a well manicured garden of natural beauty.

      The sunlight cast the Risewater in a golden glow. The river wound its way along the valley floor, but when the water neared the Citadel, some powerful enchantment forced the river up from the ground like a reverse waterfall. It thundered up into the sky until it reached the floating city above. There, it split off into canals that snaked through the Citadel before plunging down off the other side and continuing its path on the ground like a normal river.

      In the center of the city, the Council’s Spire stood taller than anything else, piercing the very sky and reminding everyone who was in charge. It was crafted from pale marble, and Sephi knew that up close, the stone was streaked with veins of silver, gold, and platinum.

      The Citadel was paradise, the crown jewel of the Cradle, a shining beacon of perfection, the pinnacle of magical civilization.

      Persephone hated it.

      She was much more interested in what was on the ground beneath the Citadel. Over the centuries, the Undershadow had sprung up under the Citadel like moss growing beneath a stone. Where the Citadel was symmetrical and beautiful, the Undershadow was chaotic and practical.

      Sprawling clusters of ramshackle dwellings lined muddy, unpaved streets. A few larger buildings poked their heads above the rest, but they never rose more than three stories. Most of the bigger places were dedicated to drinking, gambling, or less savory pastimes, offering the kind of fun that couldn’t be found in the Citadel.

      The rest of the Undershadow was mostly people who weren’t lucky enough to be born into one of the five magical families or one of the prosperous merchant guilds. Space in the Citadel was limited to those who could afford its luxuries. The poor had to live somewhere, and this was it.

      Then, there were people who chose to live in the Undershadow. These were a much rarer breed, and mages especially avoided living beneath the city, separated from their own kind. Sephi and Echo were exceptions to the rule, and living in the shadow of their former lives was where they had met and become instant friends.

      Despite their friendship, Echo staunchly disapproved of Sephi’s reckless nature, and she brought up the old argument as their wagon rumbled into the outskirts of town.

      “You can’t keep this up, you know?”

      Sephi frowned at her friend. Echo was three years younger, but to Sephi, she always seemed like an older sister.

      “I’ve heard your thoughts on this already.”

      “And yet, you never listen,” Echo said. “These jobs keep getting more dangerous. Today, it was stormbird eggs in Tartarus. A few weeks ago, it was stealing war relics from banshees in the Mire. Before that, it was taking bloodstones from a haunted warlock stronghold.”

      “Allegedly haunted,” Sephi cut in. “We didn’t see any ghosts. Or warlocks, for that matter. So disappointing.”

      Echo sighed in frustration and offered an eyeroll. “Whatever. My point is, Bobby keeps sending you on riskier assignments.”

      Sephi shrugged. “A girl’s got to make a living.”

      “You can’t make a living by dying.”

      “I haven’t died so far.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” Echo said. “Sometimes, I wonder…”

      “What?” Sephi prompted. “What do you wonder?”

      Echo was going to say she wondered if Sephi wanted to die. But she couldn’t give voice to that thought. If Echo was wrong, it would just sound cruel. And if she was right, talking about it wouldn’t change anything.

      “I just wonder when it’s going to end for you,” Echo said instead. “When are you going to stop all this shit?”

      “When I finish my business with Bobby,” Sephi said. “I have an obligation.”

      “I get it, but that obligation is shackling you to the past, and it’s keeping you from living. Don’t you want a normal life?”

      Sephi laughed. “A normal life? Like there’s any such thing.” She shook her head. “Until my debts are paid, there’s no sense in daydreaming about the future.” She tugged on the reins and pulled the cart to a stop. “Speaking of paying debts, we’re here. It’s time to see him.”
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      The first floor of the Cantina Vela was always packed.

      Persephone weaved between the people clustered around the gambling tables. Nobody gave her a second glance. They were too focused on the small fortunes being won and lost all around them.

      Sephi bypassed the casino floor. She wasn’t here to play games, and the real business went on upstairs.

      A pair of stone-faced guards she didn’t recognize blocked the staircase tucked away behind the bar. They were almost certainly human, but from the sheer size of them, Sephi wondered if their mothers had enjoyed an all-night romp with the one-eyed giants who lived northeast of the Cradle.

      She resisted the temptation to voice her suspicion out loud. These brutes didn’t look like they had a sense of humor. No need to stir up trouble for no reason. “I’m here to see Bobby.”

      The taller guard eyed her up and down dismissively. “Fuck off, lady.”

      Now she had a reason to poke the hornets’ nest. “Trust me, I’d love to ignore you like every other woman you’ve ever met, but you’re in my way.”

      She probably would have been fine if the other guard didn’t laugh at her comment, but he did. It started with a snort and grew into a full-blown chuckle. That was when the taller guard went from annoyed to enraged.

      The guard drew himself up to his full height, which Sephi had to admit was daunting. She was suddenly reminded that her magic had yet to refill, and with the still-healing burns on her back, she wasn’t in any shape for a straight-up street brawl.

      “You want to ignore me?” the taller guard asked, yanking a huge cudgel made from knobby, bumpy wood from his belt and raising it threateningly.

      Sephi raised her hands, ready to soothe his bruised ego. Then, her mouth had other ideas. “Nice dildo. Did your mother let you borrow it?”

      Maybe someday she would learn to keep her big mouth shut. It wouldn’t be the first time it got her into trouble, and she doubted it would be the last. It was too late to back down now. Sephi put her hand on her hip, right by the hilt of her dagger. The guard took a menacing step toward her.

      An annoyed voice called from upstairs. “Let her up, you goon!”

      The guard froze. Sephi flashed a triumphant smile at him, and he glared at her with his fists clenched. With a grumbled curse, he stepped aside to let her pass.

      The wooden stairs creaked as she ascended. The movements tugged at the tender skin on her back. Echo’s salve had dulled the pain somewhat, but she was walking a little gingerly when she emerged into Bobby’s office.

      The office took up most of the second floor. Thick rugs cushioned her footsteps as she walked past the massive desk in the center of the space. A throne-like chair sat behind it, but the seat was empty. Bobby himself was staring out the window overlooking the street outside.

      Even with his back turned, Bobby Candles cut an imposing figure. His long, dark hair was tied back neatly, and his broad shoulders nearly eclipsed the fading light coming in through the window. Dressed all in black, he could have been a shadow come to life, but shadows weren’t nearly as dangerous.

      Sephi came up behind him and followed his gaze. He looked down at her cart. Echo sat on the wooden box with her legs crossed. Her eyes darted around nervously, and her hands fidgeted in her lap. She looked so small down there by herself.

      “Do you have my carton of eggs?” Bobby asked, his voice low and gravelly.

      Sephi’s eyes narrowed, and she stepped up beside him at the window. “That’s a weird way to phrase it, but yeah. They’re in that crate down there with Echo.”

      Bobby looked down at the Green mage and frowned. “She never comes in here with you. I’m starting to think she doesn’t like me.”

      Sephi never allowed Echo to join these meetings, but Bobby didn’t know that. He didn’t need to know. Just like Echo didn’t need to know the true nature of Sephi’s business arrangement with Bobby. It was her secret to keep, even from her closest friend.

      “Nobody likes you,” Sephi said. “Don’t take it personally, but you’re a bit like the boogie man.”

      His eyes widened, and he shot her a sideways glance. “Wow, that feels personal. Like, that’s the definition of personal.”

      Sephi met his gaze and shrugged. “I’m just saying, a man in your position, everyone you know either works for you or they work against you. There’s not a lot of room in between.”

      He looked thoughtful. “I guess I can’t argue with that. You’d think people would be more grateful. I just get them things they want. Things they can’t get anywhere else.”

      She didn’t respond. He wasn’t really talking to her. He was just thinking out loud. Bobby shook his head, like he was shaking off dark thoughts.

      “Goon!” he shouted.

      The taller guard popped his head up from the stairs. “Yeah, boss?”

      “Go outside and fetch the crate from the young lady in the cart out there,” Bobby said. “And be gentle. With the young lady and with the crate. The contents of that box are worth more than your miserable life.”

      The insult didn’t seem to faze the big man. He nodded and ducked away to do his master’s bidding.

      “His name is Goon?” Sephi asked.

      Bobby grinned. “Oh, who the hell knows? I’ve had to hire extra security. I can’t be bothered to learn their names.”

      “Extra security?” she asked, frowning. “What’s up?”

      Bobby moved away from the window and sat in the chair behind his desk. “I’ve been hearing troubling rumors. It might be nothing, but in my line of work, it’s best to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”

      Instead of sitting in the chair across from him, Sephi leaned her elbows on the seat back. “What kind of rumors?”

      He spread his hands. “Strange folks lurking around, a rise in dark magic, and of course, the mages going missing.”

      Sephi frowned. “What do you mean, missing?”

      Bobby narrowed his eyes at her. “How have you not heard about this? Those are your people, not mine. I was actually hoping you could shed some light on the situation.”

      She shook her head. “It’s news to me. And those aren’t my people. Not really. Not anymore.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, kid,” he said. “Magic is in your blood. Or however you Merlin-types cast spells.”

      Sephi tilted her head in confusion. “Merlin? Is that a friend of yours?”

      Bobby laughed. “Never mind. My point is, once a mage, always a mage. You might be done with the Citadel, but it’s not done with you.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said.

      “Anyway, whatever is happening to mages, you might want to watch your back. I hear it’s not safe for you wand wigglers to go out alone.”

      She leaned forward. “How many mages have gone missing?”

      “Six in the last month. A handful of others before that.” He held up a hand to stop her from interrupting. “I know it’s not many, but I’ve been asking around, and no one remembers anything like this happening before. I figure it’s worth keeping an eye out.”

      Sephi grinned. “I never pegged you as the skittish type.”

      “I’m not skittish,” he said. “I just have a nose for trouble. I know when things are getting too hot and it’s time to move. It’s how I ended up here in the first place.”

      “On Esper, you mean?” Sephi asked. “Like when you left Earth?”

      Bobby leaned back in his chair and spread his hands innocently. “Whoa, I never said Earth. I just meant here, in this place.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Sure. I notice you’re not actually denying being from a different Realm.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been around.”

      She was going to ask a follow-up question, but Goon came clomping up the stairs. The crate looked small and light in his hands.

      “Where should I put this?” he asked.

      Bobby gestured at a stack of boxes in a corner. “Over there.” He turned back to Sephi. “And you, sit.”

      “I’m fine standing,” she said.

      “You’re making me nervous. Sit.” He gave her a stern look. “This isn’t me asking.”

      She sighed and sank down into the hard chair. The raw skin on her back roared in protest, and Sephi winced at the pain.

      Bobby nodded as if that was the reaction he’d been expecting. “You look banged up. What happened?”

      “We had a few close calls. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      He frowned. “Are you sure? I don’t want you getting hurt out there. You remind me of someone special. Someone I had to leave behind to keep safe.” He gestured around at nothing in particular. “Most of the assholes who work for me are disposable, but you aren’t.”

      She smirked. “So I’m an asshole, too? I’m just not disposable?”

      Goon cleared his throat by the stack of boxes. “You know, I can hear you, boss?”

      Bobby rolled his eyes. “I know, and I don’t care. That’s how disposable you are.”

      Goon looked like he was about to say something else, but then he just shrugged, seeming to accept his place near the bottom of the food chain. He finished adjusting the crate and then went downstairs without another word.

      Sephi watched him go. “And you wonder why nobody likes you?”

      Bobby waved her comment away. “Don’t change the subject. Tell me the truth. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. The job was tough, but whatever. All your jobs are dangerous.”

      He frowned. “No, you demand that I give you the dangerous jobs. I’ve got plenty of low-risk work.”

      “Low risk, low reward,” Sephi said. “I don’t want to work for you the rest of my life. No offense.”

      “Yeah,” he said dryly. “You’re breaking my fucking heart here, kid. Don’t forget, you came to me, asking for my help. If you don’t want it anymore, I’ll give you the gold you’ve earned over the years, and you can walk away at any time. No hard feelings.”

      “No,” she said, sounding almost panicked. “I still want it. I’ve worked too damn hard for this.”

      Bobby held up his hand. “Relax. I’m still going to help you. I just don’t want you dying on me. That’ll leave a huge red mark in my ledger, and I don’t like leaving debts unpaid.”

      She smiled. “Well, then let me earn the rest of it, and you can cross me off your books.”

      He tapped his fingers on the desk indecisively. “There might be a way.” He paused. “You know what? Never mind.”

      She sat up straighter in her seat. “Fuck that. You can’t tease me like that and then drop it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m not teasing you. I just can’t go from saying I want you to be safe, to offering you this job. It’s too much.”

      Sephi leaned forward and slapped her palm on his desk. “Let me decide what’s too much for me to handle.”

      Bobby shook his head. “I haven’t even officially taken the job yet. It’s insane.”

      “Insane enough to pay off the rest of what I need?”

      He nodded. “And then some.”

      “You’ve certainly got my attention. What do I have to do?”

      Bobby exhaled heavily. “You ever hear of the Zekarian Whispers?”

      Sephi paused for a second and then burst out laughing. “Dammit, Bobby. You had me going for a second. I thought you were serious.”

      He scowled. “I am serious. This is a huge job. It would be the last one you’d ever have to do for me.”

      She wiped a tear from her eye and tried to stop laughing. “I know you believe that, but whoever hired you is fucking with you. It’s a snipe hunt. The Whispers don’t exist.”

      He leaned forward, his face a mask of intensity. “Pretend for a second they do.”

      She stifled her laughter because she could tell how serious Bobby was getting. “Okay, fine. For the sake of argument, I’ll pretend this isn’t a fae tale. The Zekarian Whispers are a relic from the First Mage himself. Zekariah amassed all his knowledge of dark magic and wrote it down in the Whispers.”

      Bobby nodded. “Right.”

      Sephi shook her head. “No. Not right. Because the Whispers don’t exist. And even if they did, they were lost three thousand years ago. No one knows where they are or where to start looking. And even if I did have a clue where to start, nothing good can come from unearthing the evil shit that’s supposed to be in those books.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” Bobby said.

      “Nobody really knows what’s in the Whispers. That’s the thing about made-up nonsense. People can say whatever they want about it, and no one can refute it. For all we know, it’s the First Mage’s cookbook. Or it could hold the secrets to destroying the universe. Or anything in between.”

      “So you don’t want the job?” Bobby asked.

      Sephi threw her hands up in frustration. “There is no job! Because there is no relic.”

      “Well, someone is offering me an insane amount of money to retrieve this thing. They seem to believe it exists.”

      “Sure they do,” she said, smiling. “They can offer as much as they want for something that can’t be found. Here. I’ll offer you infinity gold to go fetch me the sun. See how that works?”

      “They’re willing to pay up front,” he said and leaned back in his chair.

      The smile disappeared from Sephi’s face. “No way.”

      Bobby nodded. “They seem serious. Money don’t lie, Sephi.”

      Sephi shuddered. “I don’t even want to know who ‘they’ are. Anyone who wants the Whispers that badly is up to no good.”

      “Well, I have no idea who they are. The meeting was in a pitch-black cave. For all I know, it was you trying to hire me.”

      She laughed. “I’m not dumb enough to offer gold up front. What’s to stop you from taking their money and not searching at all? The end result will be the same.”

      He shrugged. “They said they would know if I was making progress. Whatever the hell that means.”

      “Who knows?” she asked. “Well, this all sounds like a joke to me. I can’t believe—”

      A bell dinged twice in the office, cutting her off. Bobby frowned and got up from the desk. He went to a smoky window overlooking the casino floor. Sephi followed right behind.

      A tall, gaunt man in blood-red armor plowed through the crowded paths below them. Those not fast enough to move out of his way were knocked aside without a second glance.

      “Friend of yours?” Bobby asked.

      Sephi’s lip curled in disgust. “That’s Magnus. He works for the Council.”

      “He can’t find you here,” Bobby said. “I don’t need that kind of attention. Come on.”

      He led her through the office to a back wall. His fingers touched the wall in three places, and a hidden door appeared in the solid wood.

      Sephi raised an eyebrow at him. “An enchanted door? That must have cost you a fortune.”

      “A fortune is worthless if you’re not alive to spend it,” he said. “Now get the hell out of here. And think about the job.”

      Sephi slipped through the hidden door, went down a narrow staircase, and emerged anonymously in a dim alleyway, safely away from the man in red. For the moment anyway.

      If Magnus was after her, he wouldn’t give up until he found her.
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      The following evening, Sephi sat cross-legged on Echo’s bed while the young Green mage stitched silver thread into Sephi’s battered leather coat. A swift wind rattled the walls of Echo’s shack, but the carved runes in the wood kept the inside comfortable and cozy. Sephi was finishing telling her about Bobby’s job offer.

      As she spoke, Persephone stared down at a carved wooden figurine in her hands. The little magpie with the scorched wings was a remnant of a better past, and its body was smooth and polished from all the times she’d held it just like that, when she’d been facing a difficult decision.

      “So, what do you think?” Sephi asked.

      Echo shook her head. “It sounds like horse shit.”

      “I know the whole thing is crazy,” Sephi said, turning the bird over in her hands. “But what if it’s not?”

      Echo didn’t look up from her needlework. “What if two and two make five? What if your skull is full of spiders? What if the sky is made of blueberry jam?”

      “What is this?” Sephi asked. “What are you doing right now?”

      Echo shot her a challenging look. “I thought we were asking each other ridiculous questions.”

      “Hey, it’s a legitimate question. If someone hired Bobby to find the Whispers, then that person believes they’re real.”

      Echo laughed humorlessly. “They can believe whatever they want. Hell, the other day, I saw a guy in the bazaar buy a flying potion. He believed it was real, but that doesn’t mean he’ll sprout wings if he jumps off the Citadel.”

      Sephi sighed. “All right, I get it. You don’t think they exist. I didn’t think they did either, but why the hell would someone pay upfront for them to be found?”

      “I don’t know.” Echo shrugged. “Look, they might be real, but who cares? No one knows where they are, and no one knows what they look like. Anyone who knew anything about the Whispers has been dead for thousands of years.”

      Sephi slid forward to the edge of the bed. “Come on. You used to read a lot before you moved down here.”

      “I still read a lot,” Echo interjected.

      “Right, but I mean in the Council Library, before you moved down here. You never came across anything about the Whispers?”

      Echo’s hand paused, and she looked up like she was trying to remember. “I’ve read stories. Folklore. Nothing concrete. According to legend, the Whispers got their name because the information they contain should never be spoken about above a whisper. The magic is so dark, so fundamentally wrong, no one can be trusted with it.”

      Sephi frowned. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Assuming for the sake of argument that they exist, I believe that whatever information the Whispers contain should remain buried and lost to time. I believe that any person or group who wants to get their hands on them shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near them. I also believe you know all this, and you’re just hoping for my permission to indulge in this reckless fantasy.”

      “The offer is too good to be true,” Sephi said.

      Echo nodded. “Exactly.”

      “This could be my last job for Bobby, though. And then I can move on with my life, just like you told me to.”

      The younger mage snorted and returned to her sewing. “Don’t put this on me. My advice was to start looking toward your future, not to go on a suicide mission searching for something that can’t be found. For all we know, this could all be lies, and Bobby is just looking for a way to get rid of you.”

      “He’s not like that,” Sephi said. She had never lied to Echo about her business with Bobby, but she’d never told Echo the truth, either. Echo just assumed that Sephi owed him a straight-up debt, and Sephi had never corrected her.

      As a result, Echo thought poorly of the man. Sephi knew better. Bobby was a smuggler and a criminal, but he had a kind of honor to him. He was always fair in his dealings. He might stab you in the front, but never in the back, which was better than most people Sephi had met.

      So, Sephi knew Bobby believed his job offer to be legit. The question remained if his belief was justified.

      “None of this matters,” Echo said, breaking Sephi from her train of thought. “This whole discussion is academic.”

      “What do you mean?” Sephi asked.

      “I mean that you can’t take the job, even if you wanted to. You have nowhere to start. Literally nowhere. You could spend the rest of your life asking around, doing research, and poking your head into places you shouldn’t, but you’re not going to find anything. No one ever has.” She huffed. “You’ll waste your life more than you already are.”

      Sephi ignored the last part but offered a frown. “People have looked before?”

      “Of course,” Echo said. “Smarter people than you.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Sephi said, grinning.

      Echo lifted up the brown leather jacket and examined her handiwork in the inner lining. “All done.”

      “So those sigils will make me invincible?” Sephi asked.

      Echo rolled her eyes. “This will absolutely not make you invincible. For like the millionth time, it’s just an added bit of protection.”

      “But I’m immune to magic now, right?” Sephi asked.

      Echo growled in frustration. “No, you jackass.”

      Sephi frowned at the coat. “Well, forgive me if I sound underwhelmed, but what will the enchantments do?”

      “They’ll do nothing if you keep talking shit, because I’ll rip them out with my bare teeth.”

      “Well, I’m sorry,” Sephi said, raising her palms in surrender. “I’m not a Green. Enchanting isn’t my specialty. Remind me what you did.”

      “Well, first I spent a month infusing this thread with silver and magic. Regular thread would’ve done nothing. Every rune, every sigil, every glyph needs to be infused with magic or it won’t have any effect.” Echo opened the coat and pointed at the spidery shapes lining the jacket. “Now, I’ve sewn in protective wards. Your leather jacket will repel physical attacks as efficiently as plate mail, and it will reduce the effectiveness of simple spells against you.”

      Sephi nodded. “I suppose that’s pretty good, too.”

      “You suppose?” Echo asked, her eyes narrowing with building outrage.

      “No, I mean, thank you for doing this,” Sephi said. “Seriously, no more joking around. I really do appreciate this.”

      “You’re welcome,” Echo said and let out a long sigh. “I’m just trying to keep you in one piece. Someone has to worry about your well-being, since you refuse to do it.”

      Sephi shoved Echo playfully. “Hey, I worry too. I’m, like, half-sure I’m not taking Bobby’s job offer.”

      “You should be all sure,” Echo said. “What do you think the Council will do if they find out you’re looking for the Zekarian Whispers? You think they’ll just ignore it? Even if there’s zero chance of success?”

      Sephi shrugged. “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.”

      “Well, you should,” Echo said. “If Magnus is looking for you, it means the Council is looking for you.”

      “Sure, but I doubt it’s for anything serious. I haven’t broken any rules lately.” She shrugged nonchalantly and continued to check out the jacket.

      “Like sneaking into the forbidden land of Tartarus to steal stormbird eggs?” Echo asked.

      “Okay,” Sephi said. “So, I’ve broken a few rules lately.”

      Echo rolled her eyes. “You’re already on their shit list. Do you really want to bring more heat down on you?”

      “No, I suppose not,” Sephi said, her shoulders slumping.

      “The best thing you can do is keep your head down and stay out of sight,” Echo said. “Magnus is still out there somewhere. Let’s just hope he doesn’t find you here.”

      A series of knocks shook Echo’s front door. Sephi’s eyes darted toward the sound. She quickly stowed the little magpie in her pocket, and she called to mind several possible spells. Echo shot her a questioning look, and Sephi nodded, ready for a fight.

      “Come in!” Echo called.

      The door creaked open, and a tiny, wisp of a child peeked her head in. Her hair was as pale as corn silk, and her blue eyes glittered with mischief.

      The tension drained from Sephi’s shoulders, but she hopped off the bed and planted her fists on her hips. “Arabella Zara, what have I told you about knocking?”

      Arabella clutched her ratty skirts and looked down at her shuffling feet. “Not to do it.”

      Sephi nodded. “That’s right, young lady. Don’t knock. Just yell out to announce yourself. Otherwise, how will people know who is at their door?”

      Echo frowned. “I don’t think that’s correct.”

      Sephi ignored the comment and addressed Arabella. “Eyes up, young one. I’m not mad at you.”

      The little girl raised her chin and met Sephi’s gaze. “Sorry, Miss Persephone.”

      “No need to apologize to me,” Sephi said. “You’re a good girl. You just need a little guidance.”

      Arabella nodded contritely and fastened her wide, doe-eyed gaze on Sephi. “I know, miss. It’s just, I’ve had no guidance to speak of. I never knew my parents. They abandoned me in the gutter the day I was born. I had to suckle at the teat of a stray dog to survive. I sold my baby teeth for my first pair of shoes.”

      Sephi groaned and rolled her eyes. “No wonder no one wants to adopt you.”

      “Persephone!” Echo chided, her mouth agape with horror.

      Sephi shrugged. “What? Her sales pitch needs work.”

      The pathetic look vanished from Arabella’s face, and the young girl grinned, showing a row of teeth that looked too big for her face. “Was it too much or not enough?”

      “Way too much,” Sephi said, putting her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “There’s no way you could remember any of that if you were just a baby. Anyone dumb enough to believe that, you don’t want as parents. We’ll polish up your back story and find you a decent family one of these days.”

      “You could always adopt me,” Arabella said, looking up at her.

      Sephi snorted a laugh. “I said a decent family. There’s nothing decent about me, little one.”

      Arabella looked thoughtful. “That’s true.”

      Sephi shot her a look of mock displeasure. “Did you come here for a reason?”

      The little girl nodded. “It’s Wednesday.”

      “Shit, you’re right,” Sephi said. She glanced at Echo, looking for her reaction.

      Echo’s expression darkened. She cast Sephi’s jacket aside onto the bed so she could wag a scolding finger at her. “Absolutely not.”

      “But it’s Wednesday,” Sephi said pleadingly.

      Echo growled in frustration. “I don’t give a shit what day it is. We just talked about you staying out of sight. Now you want to do the exact opposite and draw attention to yourself?”

      Sephi sighed dramatically and looked at Arabella. “Sorry, kid. Echo says no.”

      Echo huffed. “Oh, so now I’m the bad guy?”

      “It seems so,” Sephi said.

      Arabella nodded, looking crestfallen. “It’s okay, Miss Echo. Sure, me and the other orphans look forward to this all week. A bright speck of sunshine in our otherwise dreary lives. For most of us, it’s the only thing that keeps us from giving up on living altogether. But it’s fine. Go ahead and take it from us.”

      Echo rolled her eyes. “Good lord.”

      “Say no more,” Arabella continued, making her lower lip quiver. “We’re used to disappointment. Us orphans, I mean. I grew up in muddy alleys, fighting rats for scraps of moldy bread and often losing. Their taunting squeaks still haunt me.”

      Arabella managed to squeeze out a tear while staring at Echo.

      “Oh, come on,” Echo said. “I know what you’re doing. So why the hell do I feel so guilty?”

      Sephi knelt beside the little girl and squeezed her grubby cheeks. “Because you’d have to be a monster to say no to this adorable little face.”

      Sephi and Arabella looked at Echo and smiled hopefully, wearing matching expressions.

      Echo exhaled heavily. “Fine. Whatever. Go.”

      Arabella and Sephi cheered, looking almost the same age in that moment.

      “But don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Echo said.
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        * * *

      

      The theater didn’t have a sign. It didn’t even have a name, really. The disinherited children of the Undershadow unofficially called it the Foundling Theater, and they closely guarded the secret of its existence. They had almost nothing in this world, but they had this.

      Arabella tugged Sephi’s hand as they walked down the rickety wooden stairs, almost pulling her along in her eagerness. Echo followed behind them.

      “What story will you show us today?” the little girl asked.

      Sephi shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “What about one of your adventures?” Arabella looked up at her hopefully. “You never show us those.”

      Sephi smiled and shook her head. “Maybe someday when I have a story worth telling. Something I’m proud of. I’ll have something better for you kids tonight. Don’t you worry.”

      They descended into the theater, hidden in the basement of a burned-out building on the outskirts of town. The theater could hold fifty kids comfortably. The kids themselves had cobbled together several rows of benches, using discarded boards and rusty nails. They’d even constructed a stage of sorts at the front of the space. Although if anyone bothered to stand on it, the whole thing would collapse into splinters and dust.

      Luckily, the only performers here weighed nothing at all.

      The benches were packed with children, ranging in age from six to twelve. Kids younger than six could stay in the White Brothers’ Orphanage with no strings attached. Once they passed that age, the kids were given the unfair choice to join the White Brothers or be cast out into the streets.

      For all their talk of helping people, the White Brothers’ mercy only extended so far. Most kids joined them. The rest of the kids—these kids—were on their own until they found someone to take them in or got old enough to find work.

      Arabella walked in front of the two mages triumphantly. After all, she had convinced them to come. At nine years old, she was something of an elder to the collection of street kids. She helped make sure they got fed, they had a place to sleep, and they avoided the more dangerous characters both above and below the Citadel. A series of claps and cheers spread through the room at the sight of her with her prize in tow.

      She nodded at the other children with the grace of a young queen, modestly accepting their praise. Sephi watched it all with a barely suppressed smile.

      Shortly after she’d abandoned the Citadel to live on the ground, Sephi had discovered the parentless children and their mysterious society. Although older than most of them by several years, she had felt a certain kinship with them, having just lost her own parents. She’d become fascinated by their little subculture with its own rules and traditions.

      These performances started as a way to entertain some of the kids while Sephi improved her magical abilities. Magic power was like a muscle. It had to be used to get stronger. She figured, why not have some fun while training? The bit of fun evolved into a weekly tradition.

      The children fell silent when Sephi sat in her chair beside the stage. Echo sat on one of the benches, looking almost small enough to blend in with the other children. The sight of her friend reminded Sephi of how they’d met for the first time, right here in this room.

      The Green mage had heard tales of the Blue storyteller, and she’d come to see for herself. Echo was too busy trying to fix up the Undershadow with enchantments to get involved with the orphans like Sephi did, but the kids allowed her into the theater anyway. The two ex-Citadel mages got to talking afterward and became fast friends.

      Sephi thrust those memories aside and brought stillness to her mind. On the way over, she’d decided to retell the tale of the Cyclops and the Serpent. A silly story about an amorous one-eyed giant who fell in love with a terrifying sea monster. But as she attempted to pull up the first image in her mind, an entirely different one appeared in her head.

      She thought of Zekariah, the First Mage, the man who supposedly created the Zekarian Whispers. Bobby’s job offer was still on her mind, apparently. No matter how hard she tried, she was unable to suppress those intrusive thoughts.

      She couldn’t picture the lumbering Cyclops with his club in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other. There was no conjuring up the enormous sea snake with fluttering lashes and long blonde hair. She couldn’t envision the house they built together, half on land and half in the sea.

      All she could see was the First Mage putting quill to parchment, recording unholy rituals in a ghastly tome. Using elf blood for ink and fae skin for paper.

      She took a deep breath and decided to stop fighting it. She would tell the story of the rise and fall of the First Mage. Her hands formed shapes, she spoke the words, and a ghostly image materialized above the stage.
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      The sketchy figure that appeared on stage had a pointy blue wizard hat, a blue bathrobe, and a big bushy gray beard. He smiled foolishly as he looked around the room at the kids.

      Sephi had no idea what Zekariah looked like. From all accounts, he’d been terrifying to behold. However, considering her audience, she gave him a much less threatening aspect. Her father had given her a book from Earth when she was ten. He never explained how he’d obtained it.

      In the book, the author referred to magic users as wizards, not mages, and they had been described like the illusion she was projecting now. Sephi had thought the image was funny, and right now, the children seemed to agree.

      A wave of laughter swept through the room at the sight of the old wizard doddering around with a confused look on his face. The illusion Sephi projected was far from realistic. It looked more like a drawing than an actual person, but it was the best she could do.

      This sort of illusion required a lot of energy, since she controlled it like a puppeteer. It was one thing to create a mirror image of her cart the day before. That was a one and done spell, cast and let loose into the world. This magic required a constant stream of energy to manipulate the illusion in real time.

      Still, as crude as the illusions were, they captivated the children’s attention. The flickering apparitions were like nothing they could see anywhere else.

      She made the First Mage address the crowd. “Where did all you kids come from? Have you come to hear my tale?”

      None of the children said anything. The Mage scowled and put his hands on his hips. “Well, go on. Answer me.”

      Arabella grinned in the audience. She was a fan of the performances that allowed the kids to participate.

      “Tell us your story, old man,” Arabella demanded.

      The old mage scratched his beard. “I suppose I am old. I was born four thousand years ago, give or take a few centuries. I awoke in the Cradle with no memory of what came before, and I was filled with magic. The First Magic.”

      At this, the old man’s body glowed with a ghostly green flame. The kids’ eyes glittered with excitement as they watched. The flames weren’t real, but the magic was.

      “With this power, I built a vast city and a majestic castle in the mountains to overlook it all.”

      The green flames coalesced into a simple map of the Cradle behind Zekariah, showing the flat valley floor and the Janus Mountain Range surrounding it. Suddenly, the silhouette of tall buildings erupted from the ground, and a towering castle appeared atop one of the mountains.

      The First Mage spread his hands like he was showing off his creation. “With my kingdom complete, I filled the Cradle with humans from far away, gathering them from the worlds beyond Esper.”

      “From Earth?” one of the children asked.

      The old man nodded. “Indeed. You, and your ancestors before you, were children of Earth, brought here by me.”

      “Well, then take us back there,” another child demanded. “It’s gotta be better than here.”

      The old man shook his head sadly. “I cannot. The strain of bringing thousands of people to this world injured me greatly, weakening my power. After that, I was never strong enough to travel between worlds again. That was the beginning of my downfall. A tale too tragic to share with you.”

      Sounds of protest rippled through the crowd. Sephi had never told them this story, and while everyone in the Cradle knew a bit about the First Mage, the details of his life were rarely discussed outside of magic circles.

      “Tell us!” a child called.

      “We want to hear it,” another said.

      “Talk, you old fart,” Arabella commanded.

      Sephi suppressed a smile. She made the First Mage nod sagely. “Hmpt! Very well. I grew discontented with my kingdom. I wanted more than the Cradle. I wanted to rule all of Esper. The Elves in the east, the monsters to the north, the Fae to the south. All of them would bend the knee to me.”

      Zekariah disappeared, and in his place was a vast crowd of marching human shapes.

      “I built an army,” his disembodied voice said. “Using the First Magic, I made the mages that you know today, allowing regular humans to channel the living energy of the world, which is different than the First Magic but still powerful. I divided them into groups with different colored tattoos, giving them focus on a particular power.”

      The army faded, and five figures of different colors appeared. “Blue for illusion,” he said. “Green for—”

      “Enchanting!” the kids shouted.

      “Red.”

      “Warriors!” they said.

      “White.”

      “Healers!”

      “And Violet.”

      The kids said nothing after that last one. An uncomfortable silence descended over the room.

      “The Inquisitors,” the First Mage said, reappearing and waving away the colored figures into oblivion. “You are right to fear the Inquisitors, children. Stay far away from them.”

      Some of the children nodded. All of them looked quite terrified.

      “My army was complete,” the First Mage said. “But I still needed stronger magic to conquer the world and reshape it in my image. I stole power from the Elves first, but they disappeared. I was forced to turn to darker sources to fuel the fires of war.”

      Speaking of magical power, Sephi’s was fading fast. She needed to end the story, but she couldn’t leave it on such a sour note. Luckily, the tale ended with a more upbeat tone.

      “Discovering my unsavory plans, my children, the mages, rose up against me. A terrible battle ensued, and by combining their power, they tore my gleaming city from the ground and brought it crashing down on top of me, destroying me and my kingdom all at once. They buried all traces of the old ruins beneath the dirt, and they built the Citadel over it as a monument to their victory.”

      The sound of a single person clapping broke through her concentration. She let the illusion go, and her shoulders slumped, feeling drained. She looked toward the back of the theater to see Magnus emerging from the shadows, his blood-red armor looking almost black.

      The children turned to look at the Red. Arabella was on her feet, looking outraged at the intrusion. Her hand dipped into the folds of her dress where she kept a hidden blade. Some of the other kids followed suit, ready to fight. Sephi thought the gesture was sweet, but utterly foolish.

      Fifty armed children might be able to take down a Red battlemage, but the casualties would be beyond sickening. Magnus was an honorable man, and she didn’t think he would kill a child, but she refused to test that belief. A dagger was dangerous, no matter the size of the hand that held it. If Magnus was forced to defend himself, he would.

      She wouldn’t let anyone else sacrifice a single drop of blood for her. Not these children, and not Echo. With the last of her power, she cast a silent spell, and Echo blinked out of existence. Whatever trouble Sephi was in, Echo didn’t need to be a part of it. The invisibility spell would allow her to escape.

      It had drained the last dregs of Sephi’s magic. There was nowhere for her to run. She got to her feet, ready to face the music. Her knees wobbled beneath her, not from fear, but from exhaustion.

      “What do you want, Magnus?” she asked.

      “Persephone Blue, you have been summoned by the Council,” he said, his voice booming through the enclosed space. “I am to bring you to them immediately.”
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        * * *

      

      It took some effort to remain upright, but Sephi walked side by side with Magnus as they approached the closest set of alabaster elevators. The working day was over, so there wasn’t much of a crowd around the magical lifts, waiting to travel up to the Citadel.

      A few clumps of people hovered near the three enormous stone circles embedded in the soil. Each circle’s stone face had been carved with an intricate labyrinth of magical symbols, too complicated for even Sephi to understand. Enchanted objects like this were the work of Greens like Echo, using magically infused designs to give mundane objects arcane properties.

      Two of the stone circles were empty, but the third had a lift waiting on its surface. The lift itself was a round platform made of white translucent stone. A waist-high railing encircled it, supported by delicately shaped filigreed patterns.

      The two young mages standing at either side of the stone circle stiffened at the sight of Magnus. They hustled aside the people who were about to get on the elevator to allow Magnus and Sephi to enter.

      She turned toward Magnus with a smile on her face. “You go ahead. I’ll take the next one.”

      His expression darkened. “Get on, or I’ll make you get on.”

      Sephi shook her head. “That was a joke, Magnus. I mean, I know it hurts to laugh with that stick up your ass, but a courtesy chuckle would be nice. Hell, at this point, I’d take a fake smile. Maybe a polite harrumph. Even a long-suffering eye roll. But you’re giving me nothing.”

      He gripped her arm in his fist and pulled her firmly onto the lift. “Is everything a fucking joke with you?”

      She shrugged. “Not everything. Your rancid breath is no laughing matter.”

      His expression soured further, but she noticed he pursed his lips, as if to keep his mouth shut. She suppressed a smile. In reality, his breath was fine. It was his attitude that stunk. She couldn’t respect anyone who bowed and scraped before the Council, doing their bidding without question.

      The two young mages secured the gate around the elevator. Lift duty was a boring job, but plenty of aspiring apprentices clamored to fill the positions. The work allowed them to use their magic to its fullest extent, which meant they got stronger every day. When they had built up their power sufficiently, an older master would take them under their wing and the real training would begin—if they were lucky.

      They took their places on either side of the stone circle and began channeling their magic into it. The glyphs glowed brightly and flashed. Then the alabaster elevator launched straight up into the night sky.

      Sephi’s stomach flipped as the ground seemed to fall away beneath them. It had been a long time since she had ventured up to the Citadel, and she’d forgotten how jarring the trip could be. Suddenly, she was grateful for Magnus’s grip on her arm, which held her steady.

      Softly glowing magical lights perched on the edge of the elevator, and below, a thousand specks of light flickered like fireflies in the Undershadow. Above, the outline of the Citadel was barely visible in the impenetrable dark. Its existence was marked by the absence of stars. Sephi had the sickening image of the elevator going off its trajectory and ramming into the Citadel floor, killing them both.

      Then the lift crested the edge of the floating city, and she let out a relieved breath. No matter how much she hated living in the Citadel, she wouldn’t deny that it was breathtaking, especially floating above it like this at night.

      The gemstone dwellings in the Crystal Spiral glowed with muted light in every color of the rainbow. It looked like stained glass in the dark. The towers in the Bronze Spiral seemed to drink in the light around them, reflecting it back in an orange gleam like a harvest moon. In the Vitan Spiral, thousands of luminescent crystals hung from the trees’ towering branches, giving it an enchanted look.

      The Citadel looked like paradise, and it was for some. Not for Persephone. She had seen the ugliness hiding beneath the glimmering splendor, and she wanted no part of it.

      The elevator landed softly on a platform identical to the one below, except that this one had been carved from white marble. Another pair of smooth-cheeked mages hurried to open the gate, and Magnus guided Sephi out onto the stone walkway that would lead them to the Council Spire.

      “What does the Council want with me, anyway?” she asked.

      “Stop dragging your feet, and you’ll find out,” he said, urging her along firmly.

      She laughed. “In other words, you don’t know. Well, they’ve got you well trained, haven’t they? They say fetch, and you hop to it.”

      “I’m not a dog,” he barked.

      “Of course not,” she said as they walked. “Dogs at least get a treat and a pat on the head when they do what their masters want.”

      He glared at her beside him. “And what do you get for defying everybody?”

      “Freedom,” she said without hesitation.

      The floating orbs of blue light lining the path lit the scornful expression on his face. “We’ll see how free you feel once the Council is done with you.”

      “So you do know why they’ve summoned me?” she asked.

      “I just know it’s serious. Minerva was most insistent that I bring you in, and she did not look happy.”

      Sephi didn’t have a response to that. Minerva was the matriarch of the Red Family. Growing up, Sephi loved reading stories about the woman’s skill in battle. Minerva had fought back a Cyclops incursion in the north. She’d cleared the mountain passes of harpies. And on her first mission outside of the Cradle, she’d single-handedly wiped out a cabal of dark magic wielding warlocks. Back when Sephi had trained in swordplay, she used to pretend to be Minerva, although she had never admitted that to anyone.

      Now, from the sound of things, Sephi had pissed off her hero, which didn’t feel so great. The thought of seeing disappointment in Minerva’s eyes daunted her more than facing the rest of the Council, even though Sephi’s own matriarch, Pasiphae, would be there, too.

      Sephi gazed up at the Council’s Spire, ghostly white in the darkness, and she prepared herself for the worst.
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      Magnus hauled Sephi into the Spire through a secluded side entrance, avoiding the main entry chambers. Sephi assumed Magnus wanted to stay away from prying eyes, although she had no idea why her presence here would need to be a secret. Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good.

      Things done in the dark were rarely let out into the light.

      They entered an unadorned passage with gray stone walls lit by ethereal blue lights embedded in the ceiling. A wizened figure paced back and forth in the hallway, its identity hidden in shadow. Sephi and Magnus walked beneath one of the magical bulbs, illuminating them like a spotlight, and the mysterious figure whirled to face them.

      Sephi recognized Pasiphae, the matriarch of the Blue family, immediately. Her stomach sank at the stormy expression on the old woman’s face.

      “It’s about bloody time,” Pasiphae half-growled. “What took you so damn long?”

      Magnus bowed his head respectfully. “Persephone is a difficult woman to track down.”

      “Track down, my ass,” the old woman said. “I told Minerva exactly where she’d be and when.”

      Sephi’s eyebrows raised. So the matriarch knew about Sephi’s Wednesday night shows? Sephi didn’t think Pasiphae had been keeping an eye on her since she had moved to the Undershadow. Apparently, the old woman was craftier than Sephi had given her credit for.

      Magnus looked like he was about to speak, but Pasiphae cut him off with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Leave the girl with me. I’ll take her from here.”

      “I was told to bring her directly to Minerva,” he said.

      “Why are you talking about me like I’m not here?” Sephi asked.

      Pasiphae turned her gaze in Sephi’s direction. “When I want to hear from you, I’ll ask. Until then, shut it.” She snapped her head back toward Magnus, her eyes narrowing. “As for you, run along and tell Minerva that Persephone is with me. No more arguments. Just go.”

      Magnus nodded quickly and hurried up the stairs. Pasiphae cocked her head as she listened to his footfalls fade away. Then she glared at Sephi.

      “What the fuck were you thinking, going into Tartarus?” she asked.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Grandma,” Sephi said.

      “Cool it with that Grandma shit. You think I want to be reminded that we’re related right now?” She put her hands on her hips.

      Sephi snorted. “I’m not thrilled by that fact either at the moment.”

      “Well then, you’re as stupid as you are reckless,” Pasiphae said. “You should be kissing my wrinkled old ass right now. The rest of the Council was on the war path until I intervened, which I only did because you’re my granddaughter. I stuck my neck out for you. The least you can do is appreciate the effort.”

      “You seem to be patting yourself on the back enough for the both of us.”

      Pasiphae’s jaw dropped. “You ungrateful little sow.”

      Sephi lifted her palm to stop her grandmother from launching into an all-out tirade. “Spare me the lecture, you withered old monster. I’ve heard it all before.” She mimicked the creaky voice of an old woman. “Follow the rules, Sephi. Stop being so reckless, Sephi. Stop working for smugglers, Sephi.”

      She clamped her mouth shut.

      Pasiphae’s eyes widened in shock. “Smugglers? Really? Things are even worse than I thought. What happened to the sweet little girl who used to sneak cookies to me during Council meetings?”

      “You know what happened,” Sephi said. “When I needed you the most, you turned your back on me.”

      “Stop being so dramatic. You asked me for an impossible favor, and I said no. That’s not the same as me turning my back on you.”

      “I need to get to Etherean,” Sephi said, clenching her fists at her sides. “And you refused to help me.”

      Her grandmother rolled her eyes. “Yes, I did, and when you didn’t get your way, you ran off to the Undershadow to pout.”

      “I left to find my own way to Etherean. Without your help.”

      Pasiphae threw her hands up in frustration. “There’s nothing for you in Etherean. Whatever answers you hope to find there won’t help you. They won’t change the past. They won’t heal your loss.”

      “No offense, but I’d rather see for myself, thank you very much,” Sephi spat.

      Her grandmother sighed and placed a soft hand on Sephi’s shoulder. “I miss your parents too, Persephone, but it’s been six years. You don’t have to keep punishing yourself for that. You have to learn how to forgive yourself. It’s what your parents would have wanted.”

      Sephi shrugged the hand from her shoulder. “We’ll never know what they wanted for me.”

      “I knew them well enough to know they would have forgiven you. It was an accident. None of us know what the hell happened that day.”

      Sephi gazed down at her feet. “We know the end result.”

      “Yes,” Pasiphae said. “They’re gone. But you’re still here. You are their legacy, and they’ll never be truly gone as long as you’re making a difference in the world.”

      “Some legacy,” Sephi said. “If they could see me now, I’m sure they’d be disappointed.”

      “Yes, almost certainly,” her grandmother said.

      Sephi shot her a look. “Gee, thanks.”

      Pasiphae shrugged. “What? I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you. I care about you too much to lie to you. And the truth is, I feel like I lost you that day, too.”

      Her grandmother looked up at her with faded gray eyes, the color of a winter sky, and for a second, Sephi saw the doting grandmother she used to know. Pasiphae’s deeply lined face crinkled warmly as she regarded Sephi, and for the first time in a long time, she remembered what it was like to be loved.

      A hollow space in her chest ached with despair at the life she used to know. The life that was forever lost.

      A luminescent puffball rolled down the stairs, across the floor, and stopped at Pasiphae’s feet. The thing popped up to her eye level, and a mouth formed in the glowing fur.

      “The Council is assembled,” it said and then exploded in a sparkling pink mist.

      Sephi grinned. “I guess it’s been a while since I was here. The Messenger Floofs have gotten fancy.”

      “You like that little explosion at the end?” her grandmother asked, her voice soft and almost endearing.

      “Yeah, it makes even bad news easier to take.”

      “Well, I’m the one who figured that out.”

      “Nice.” Sephi smiled and paused. “All right, old woman. Shoot me straight. On a scale from ‘slap on the wrist’ to ‘the hangman’s noose,’ how much trouble am I in?”

      “How do I put this delicately?” Pasiphae asked. “You’re neck deep in a vat of liquid troll shit. We’re about to find out if you can pull yourself out or if you’ll drown one gulp at a time.”
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        * * *

      

      Persephone stood in the Council chamber at the heart of the Spire. The vaulted ceiling made her feel small, and the polished marble floor and walls made her feel like she stood in a tomb. She just hoped it wasn’t her own.

      The representatives from each family stood in front of her behind a semi-circular lectern made of darkly polished Vitan wood. As the head of the Blue family, her grandmother sat on the far right. Next to her was Artriojas Green, a giant of a man with magical sigils threaded into his long black beard. He looked at Sephi curiously, as if she were a puzzle to be deciphered.

      On the far left, Father Barnabas watched her with something like pity in his eyes. Despite being the head of the White Family, he wore the same simple white linen robes that all White Brothers and Sisters wore. Unlike the rest of the Families, which were actual families, the Whites had evolved into something of a monastic order, dedicated to helping people in need.

      Beside him was Minerva Red, resplendent in her crimson armor. The heavy plate was polished to a bright shine, but the dents and nicks along its surface proved it wasn’t just ceremonial. Minerva was a hardened veteran of actual battle. A wicked scar traveled in a jagged line from just beneath her close-cropped blonde hair to her chin, twisting her mouth into a perpetual scowl. Sephi wished she had a badass scar like that, too.

      In the center of the dais was the Violet Trinity, three members of the Violet Family in heavy purple robes and expressionless chrome masks. One of the three was the head of the Inquisitors, but because of the covert nature of their work, the identity of the Violets’ leader was a closely guarded secret known only by members of their family.

      Pasiphae had once told Sephi that the Trinity linked themselves together telepathically. When they spoke, all three Violets spoke the same words in unison.

      “Persephone Blue,” they said. “The Council has summoned you to answer for violating a cardinal rule of the Cradle. You have traveled into the forbidden lands of Tartarus on multiple occasions, which is punishable by the harshest measures at our disposal.”

      Sephi felt the Trinity probing at the edges of her mind, looking for a way in to read her thoughts and memories. A wild part of her considered letting them in while thinking of something profane and insulting, just to see if she could rattle the implacable Inquisitors.

      She quickly discarded the foolish notion. Violets couldn’t easily force their way in to another mage’s mind unless they were allowed entry, but once they were in, it was almost impossible to kick them out until they left on their own. Sephi wasn’t about to give them access just for a joke, no matter how tempted she was.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” the Trinity asked, their dissonant voices overlapping in an unnerving way.

      

      Sephi spread her hands. “Would it help if I said I was sorry?”

      “Are you sorry?” the Trinity asked.

      Sorry, I got caught, she thought. Out loud, she said, “Of course.”

      Minerva shook her head. “Apologies mean nothing.”

      Well, fuck you, too, Minerva. Sephi faced her hero and looked her in the eyes. “General, I understand that it’s forbidden to go into Tartarus, but I thought it was an old, outdated rule. People sneak into Tartarus all the time, and they’re not summoned before the Council.”

      “We’re not here to discuss other people,” Minerva said. “This is about you, and you have shown a blatant disregard for the law for far too long. It has not gone unnoticed. And today, you finally face justice.”

      “I’d like to know how you managed to survive multiple trips to Tartarus,” Father Barnabas said, his voice thick and rich. “Magic is unreliable in those blasted lands, and nothing friendly to us lives there.”

      Sephi shrugged. “My magic works there just fine.”

      Barnabas smiled. “So, it’s true what they say about you.”

      “Excuse me?” Sephi asked. “Who has been talking about me, and what the hell are they saying?”

      “People talk, child,” Pasiphae said.

      Minerva nodded. “And the Council has eyes and ears everywhere. We know what you’ve been up to, stealing rare artifacts from Tartarus and selling them to criminal scum in the Undershadow. You put your own people at risk every time you go out there, and for what? A few gold coins in your pocket and a cheap thrill?”

      “Stop lecturing the girl,” Artriojas interjected, the runes jingling in his beard as he shook his head. “Let’s just get on with it.”

      Minerva’s jaw clenched. “Fine. Trinity, would you announce her punishment?”

      The three concealed figures nodded simultaneously. “For your crimes, you are to be banished from the Cradle for the rest of your life.”

      Her world tilted on its axis, and Sephi struggled to remain upright. Could they be serious? Mages lived a long time, aging five times slower than regular humans once they hit maturity. So, she was looking at around four hundred years of banishment.

      And beyond the Cradle was a whole lot of nothing. A few scattered towns and villages dotted the landscape out there in the lands bordering the Cradle, but from what she’d heard, they were primitive shitholes where people barely scraped by. For something even resembling civilization, she would have to travel hundreds of miles east toward the Broken Seas.

      She could have dealt with all of that, but she couldn’t allow herself to be forced out until she had finished her business with Bobby. He was her ticket to Etherean, and she was so close to realizing that dream. Even if she could find someone else out in the world who could get her to the heavenly Realm, she would have to start all over again to earn her way there.

      “You can’t do this,” she said, shooting a hard look at her grandmother.

      Pasiphae held up her palm, gesturing for Sephi to stop. “Now is not the time to lose your temper, child.”

      “Really?” Sephi asked. “This seems like the perfect time. I left the Citadel to get away from the Council’s bullshit, but you insisted on dragging me back up here. Well, fuck your Council and fuck your rules.”

      “Just listen,” Pasiphae said.

      “Oh, I’ve been listening,” Sephi shot back. “And I don’t want to hear anything else. I’ll be damned if I let you shriveled up nut sacs banish me without a fight.”

      “Enough!” Minerva roared, slamming her hand on the lectern.

      This was how Minerva must have sounded on the battlefields from Sephi’s childhood stories. The implacable authority in the woman’s voice forced Sephi’s mouth closed.

      The Red General eyed Sephi like she was seeing the young Blue for the first time. “You’ve got some fire in you, but that sharp tongue is going to get you in trouble. Are you ready to listen?”

      Sephi nodded, afraid that if she opened her mouth, it would run away from her again.

      “Good,” Minerva said. “While the punishment for your crime is banishment, we would be willing to offer you a deal. Something that will clear your slate with the Council.”

      Sephi’s eyes widened, and relief flooded through her. “Why didn’t you lead with that? I can work with a trade of some sort, and I promise, from here on out, I will abide by your rules. No more sneaking into Tartarus to steal things. Just tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it.”

      Minerva smiled. “We want you to sneak into Tartarus and steal something.”
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      Sephi was so stunned, a fairy fart could have knocked her over. “Come again?”

      Minerva’s expression never changed. Apparently, she didn’t see the irony in the request. “We need you to track down a powerful ancient artifact, which we believe to be in Tartarus, and we want you to bring it back to us.”

      Pasiphae nodded encouragingly at Sephi. “I convinced the rest of the Council to use your free-spirited nature to our advantage, rather than banish you.”

      “It made sense to turn a negative into a positive,” Father Barnabas said. “A weakness into a strength.”

      “You’re perfectly suited to this task,” Artriojas said. “You’ve been to Tartarus more than any other mage, your powers work there, and you’re skilled at retrieving difficult to get objects. You’re the right tool for this job.”

      Sephi didn’t appreciate being called a tool, but the rest of his statement felt like a compliment. In fact, aside from the expressionless Trinity, everyone on the Council suddenly seemed less hostile. Sephi had gone from being the shit on their shoe to the belle of the ball.

      Interesting.

      She felt a modicum of relief that she had a chance to escape banishment, but something about the request set off alarm bells in her head. This was the second time in as many days that someone wanted to recruit her for a super secret mission. It was probably a coincidence, but it didn’t sit right with her.

      She pulled her shoulders back and jutted her chin out proudly. “What artifact do you want me to find?”

      Minerva placed her hands on the dais and leaned forward. “Have you ever heard of the Zekarian Whispers?”

      What. The. Fuck.

      Sephi tried not to show the surprise on her face, even though the world went out of focus and she forgot how to breathe. So much for coincidence. This had to be related to Bobby’s job offer, although there was no way the Council would use an agent like Bobby to secure Sephi’s help. This meant that someone else had hired Bobby, someone who was after the same thing as the Council.

      The Zekarian fucking Whispers.

      Just the day before, she laughed at the idea that the Whispers were real, but the fact that the Council also wanted her to retrieve them meant they were absolutely out there somewhere, waiting to be found.

      A three-thousand-year-old legend had just been confirmed as real, and now, two separate groups wanted her to find it. Something big was going on, and somehow, Sephi had found herself in the middle of it. She had the sinking feeling she would get crushed between the Council and whatever powerful entity had hired Bobby.

      Someone cleared their throat, bringing Sephi back to the present. “Yes,” she said quickly. “I’ve heard of the Whispers. You think they’re in Tartarus?”

      “We know they’re in Tartarus,” the Trinity said. “And we know they’re in Zekariah’s lost tower. We just don’t know where the tower is located.”

      Sephi narrowed her eyes. “You mean his palace, right? In the mountains?”

      All three Violets shook their head in unison. “Not the palace. His tower, where he did his most secret research. We believe it was more like a magic laboratory. It was where he discovered how to leach power from the Elves, how to use blood magic, and a thousand other unspeakable crimes against the natural order.”

      Sephi grimaced. “That sounds… unpleasant.”

      Minerva nodded. “We’ve been searching for its location for years. The dark magic he created there must be kept hidden from the world. Just recently, we’ve come across a new lead. Something that might finally point us in the right direction.”

      “Did you find something in a lost book or what?” Sephi said.

      “Not quite,” Minerva said, looking a little squeamish.

      The Trinity spoke up. “The Inquisitors discovered a spy in our midsts. A member of the Occultum pretending to be one of us. We apprehended the warlock, and we made him answer some questions.”

      Minerva snorted. “More like you shattered his sanity with your magic and sifted through the broken pieces after.”

      “You’ve made your objections clear,” the Trinity said. “What we do is for the good of the Cradle. To keep our society safe. And we discovered a dire threat to all of Esper.”

      “From the Occultum?” Sephi asked.

      

      “Yes,” the Trinity said. “They’re after the Whispers, and they know how to find them. If we don’t retrieve them before the blood mages, the Citadel, the Cradle, and every living thing will fall before the Occultum’s feet.”

      Sephi’s heart hammered in her chest. “What the hell is in those Whispers?”

      “The same thing that everyone wants,” Minerva said. “Power. After Zekariah was killed, those still loyal to him started the Occultum, and they’re still fighting a three-thousand-year-old war. They want the Cradle and everything in it, and the secret magic in the Zekarian Whispers is exactly what they need to turn the tide in their favor.”

      Sephi nodded thoughtfully. Bobby’s mysterious new client had to be the Occultum, trying to enlist her help to retrieve the artifacts. Of course, this meant she absolutely couldn’t accept Bobby’s job. No matter how much she wanted to fund her trip to Etherean, she would never sell out her own people by helping the Occultum.

      They fueled their magic with torture and blood, using the life force of living things instead of harnessing the living energy of the land. Their dark rituals corrupted them inside and out. There was no such thing as redemption for a blood mage. Sephi would rather die than let them get the Whispers.

      “Okay,” Sephi said. “I’m on board. Where do I start looking? What did that mage tell you?”

      “They discovered the identity of someone who knows how to find the tower,” Minerva said. “He’s located in the Valley of Lost Souls, near Viscayne.”

      “I’ve never heard of it,” Sephi said.

      “We’ll tell you the way,” Minerva said.

      Sephi frowned. “So what’s the catch? Why don’t you all send someone down there to talk to this guy in Viscayne?”

      “Well, there is one problem,” Minerva said. “The man with the information has been dead for a thousand years.”

      That was too much for Sephi. Her composure broke, and she threw back her head and laughed. Her laughter echoed against the austere marble walls, walls which had probably seen very little laughter in their hallowed existence.

      “Now you’re just fucking with me, right?” she asked. “What the hell am I supposed to do with a thousand-year-old corpse? Only the Occultum knows how to reanimate the dead, and the mind doesn’t come back with it.”

      “We know someone who can talk to the dead,” Father Barnabas said. “An old associate of mine. Find him, take him to Viscayne, and he’ll do the rest.”

      “You’re making this sound easy,” Sephi said. “Somehow, I feel like you’re leaving something out.”

      Barnabas bobbed his head from side to side. “Well, my associate might take some convincing.”

      Sephi sighed. “Fine, whatever. How do I find this guy?”

      “Magnus will show you the way,” Minerva said.

      “Ugh,” Sephi said. “That asshole?”

      Metallic footsteps of a heavily armored man clanked behind her. “Yes,” Magnus said as she turned around. “This asshole. I’ll be going with you to make sure you don’t screw everything up.”

      Sephi looked at the assembled Council members. “So, is it too late to reconsider banishment?”
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        * * *

      

      After discussing some of the finer details of the journey ahead, Sephi emerged from the Spire alone. Her steps led her through the garden of arcane plants surrounding the mages’ tower. It was smaller than the garden beneath the Vitan trees but equally as impressive. The cool night breeze kissed her skin, and she breathed it in deeply, grateful to be out of the stifling presence of the Council.

      At dawn, she would meet Magnus at the road leading out of the Undershadow. From there, they would head out of the Southern Pass and west toward Duskwood to meet a man who could speak to the dead. After that, she just had to retrieve a legendary artifact containing the evilest magic ever devised.

      Easy peasy.

      Sephi snorted a laugh at her terrible luck. No matter how hard she tried to run away from the Council’s schemes, she found herself pulled back in. Why couldn’t the world just leave her alone?

      Her pace slowed, and she lingered in the garden, allowing herself a moment of peace. Growing up, the garden had always been a sanctuary for her, an island of beauty in a world that could be deeply ugly.

      She ran her fingertips lightly over the leaves of a butterfly bush, and the leaves split open and fluttered like wings, revealing colorful patterns that brought a smile to her face. A light breeze stirred the drooping limbs of a nearby twinkling willow. The rustling of its branches sounded like a thousand delicate wind chimes ringing together, and its blossoming flowers lit up like a starry sky.

      Her eyes traced the intricate symbols woven into the willow’s trunk. The Greens had cultivated the tree over the previous centuries, naturally shaping the sigils in the bark that imbued it with the properties Sephi loved.

      She sighed. Magic was capable of creating things of such staggering beauty, but most mages just cared about using their gifts to stay in power. She wondered if her kind was caged by the circumstances of their creation. Mages had been created to fight and conquer. Maybe they could never get away from their roots.

      Sephi refused to believe that, though. Like the twinkling willow, her people could shape themselves into something majestic and beautiful. All it would take was effort and time. She hoped it would happen someday.

      To make that future even the slightest bit possible, she needed to get her hands on the Zekarian Whispers before anyone else did.
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        * * *

      

      Before heading home, Sephi stopped at the Cantina Vela. Bobby was there as usual, and she informed him that she would take his job offer. More importantly, she made him promise he would inform his client that she had accepted and would be leaving in the morning.

      Sephi would suffer a thousand deaths before handing the Whispers to the Occultum willingly, but if they thought she was working for them, she assumed they wouldn’t send anyone else looking for the Whispers. In theory, it would allow her to retrieve the artifact without fighting dark mages along the way or having to race someone else to the prize. Or so she hoped.

      With that errand complete, Sephi went to Echo’s place. She entered without knocking.

      Echo stood in front of a long wooden table with her back to the door. She appeared to be arranging bottles and vials into neat rows, like she was taking stock of her supplies.

      “Pack your bags,” Sephi announced.

      Echo jumped, startled. Her head whipped around, and a smile brightened her face. “Holy shit. You’re alive.”

      Sephi grinned. “Not the reaction I was expecting, but I’ll take it.”

      “You know I mean ‘holy shit’ in a good way, right? Like, hooray, you’re safe.”

      “I don’t know about safe,” Sephi said.

      Echo cleared some books off her bed and gestured for Sephi to sit. “How the hell did you get away from the Council?”

      Sephi sat on the bed, and Echo lowered herself on a stool by the table. The Green looked at her friend eagerly.

      Sephi shrugged. “They don’t call me the master of evasion for nothing. No one can keep me in chains for long.”

      Echo shot her a look of disbelief. “No one calls you that.”

      “I mean, some people call me that.”

      “No one in the history of the world has ever called you that,” Echo said.

      “Okay, fine,” Sephi said. “The Council offered me a deal, and I took it.”

      Echo crossed her arms over her chest. “What kind of deal?”

      “I have to get something for them, and then, all my past crimes will be forgiven.”

      “Something?” Echo asked. “I don’t like it when you’re vague like that. It means you’re hiding things from me.”

      “Well, you’re gonna laugh,” Sephi said.

      “I doubt it.”

      “But they want me to find the Whispers, too.”

      Echo did laugh. “You’re so full of shit.”

      “What do you mean? I’m dead serious.”

      “Right,” Echo said. “This isn’t just an excuse to go chasing after Bobby’s job?”

      Sephi told Echo everything about her meeting with the Council, including Sephi’s theory that the Occultum had hired Bobby to find the Whispers.

      When Sephi was finished, Echo stared down at the floor in silence, seemingly lost in thought. After what seemed like minutes, Sephi broke the silence.

      “So, what do you think?”

      Echo shook her head. “I think you’re cursed. How the hell do you end up in situations like this? Caught between the Council and the Occultum?”

      “Well, I didn’t do it on purpose,” Sephi said.

      “What’s your next trick? Pissing off the angels in Etherean?”

      “Blame me all you want, but I wasn’t trying to involve myself in Council affairs. I was just trying to make a few coins. Maybe have a little fun.”

      Echo frowned. “Well, now that your ass is in the bacon grease, are you having fun?”

      Sephi fought hard to suppress her grin, but she failed.

      Echo’s mouth dropped open. “You are! That was a rhetorical question, but you’re enjoying this, you crazy bitch.”

      Sephi spread her hands innocently. “I can’t help it. I like the idea of going on an adventure with my best friend.”

      “You fucking want me to go with you?” Echo asked, her eyes wide with shock.

      Sephi nodded. “Of course. I can’t go on a road trip without my sidekick.”

      “I’m not your fucking sidekick.”

      “No, no, of course not,” Sephi said quickly. “But my point is, I need someone I can trust out there. That meathead Magnus won’t have my back.”

      “Magnus is going, too?” Echo asked.

      “Yeah, did I forget to mention that?”

      “You’re really just piling more turds into this shit sandwich. Do you really expect me to take a bite?”

      Sephi put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “No, not a bite. I want you to join me and eat the whole fucking thing. But it’s not a shit sandwich I’m offering you. It’s a sandwich with like, gold in it.”

      “So we can break our teeth?”

      “Or it’s filled with like, the finest pastries in the Citadel,” Sephi said.

      “So a bread sandwich?” Echo asked.

      “Or it’s got whatever the fuck you like in a sandwich, okay? It was your shitty metaphor. Just please come with me?”

      Echo scrubbed a hand over her face. “Fine, but a mission like this will require weeks of planning, intense training, and research. When are we supposed to leave?”

      “In about five hours.”
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      The sun had risen too early for Sephi’s taste, which was nothing new. Now it hung high in the sky at the apex of its journey. She blinked against the glare as she guided her wagon along the road leading to Duskwood. Princess marched along happily in front of her, always thrilled to get out of the stables and stretch her legs.

      Echo slouched on the seat next to Sephi, still pouting about not having “adequate time to prepare.” Magnus sat in the back of the cart with the sacks of supplies he had brought from the Council. He hummed an old battle song as he sharpened his sword.

      They had passed through the Southern Pass an hour back. The Red guards at the mountain pass didn’t give them any trouble once Magnus showed them their letter of passage from the Council.

      Beyond the mountains, they followed the road as it veered southwest, cutting along the edge of the Valley of Lost Souls. Despite the depressing name, the land surrounding the road was lush with green trees and the twitter of birds. As they forged farther south, the trees thinned out and the temperature rose noticeably. Now the rugged terrain around them showed little sign of life, apart from stray tufts of grass that forced its way out of the brittle, hard-packed earth.

      Sephi groaned out of boredom. “Are we there yet?”

      “Not yet,” Magnus answered simply.

      “No shit,” Sephi muttered under her breath. Louder, she said, “So who the hell are we supposed to meet up with, anyway? Who is this mysterious man who can speak with the dead?”

      “The Night Brother,” Magnus said.

      “Great, thanks for being vague,” Sephi said. “That tells me nothing.”

      “I thought he wasn’t real,” Echo said and then stopped herself. “I guess all the legends I’ve read about are coming to life these days.”

      “You should sound more excited about that,” Sephi said.

      “It would be exciting if the stuff turning out to be real wasn’t the evilest shit I’ve ever heard of,” Echo said.

      “The Night Brother isn’t evil,” Magnus said.

      Sephi laughed. “He sure sounds evil. I mean, he’s not named Mr. Happy Sparkles.”

      This earned a grin from Echo. “Exactly.”

      Magnus slid his body up behind the driver’s seat. “The name is a play on his origin. He was a White Brother once.”

      “Yeah,” Echo said. “And he got kicked out for fucking with dead bodies.”

      Magnus scowled. “He did not fuck dead bodies.”

      “With dead bodies,” Echo said. “Dammit, Magnus.”

      “Talk about putting the romance back in necromancer,” Sephi muttered, but neither of the others responded to her.

      Magnus’s face was as red as his armor. “My apologies,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “I just thought—”

      Echo lifted her palm to cut him off. “We know what you were thinking about, you sicko.”

      Sephi saw the playful gleam in her friend’s eyes. Echo was having fun teasing the straitlaced warrior. The mortified expression on Magnus’s face told her he was not enjoying it nearly as much.

      Sephi took pity on him and chimed in to rescue him. “So, moving on. What’s this guy’s deal, Magnus? How did he earn such a cheerful nickname?”

      “You had it partially right earlier,” Magnus said. “He did discover necromancy, although not in the way you implied.”

      “Bullshit,” Echo exclaimed. “The Occultum has been dipping their rotten peckers in that pool since the First Mage’s time.”

      Magnus drew his shoulders back. “It is not bullshit. The Occultum uses blood magic to animate the dead. The Night Brother discovered how to create similar effects using White Magic.”

      “I thought Whites were all about healing and helping people,” Sephi said. “You know? Pussies.”

      Magnus’s lips twitched like he’d almost smiled. “Historically, they have been pacifists and healers, yes. Which was why the Night Brother’s work was so controversial. The White Brothers faced a dilemma. What to do with this new discovery. Francisco technically hadn’t done anything wrong. He was using the same skills that all White Brothers have. He just figured out how to use them to go beyond healing sickness and manipulate the body after death.”

      “He can bring people back from the dead?” Echo asked.

      “No, he can’t resurrect someone, but according to the Council, he can commune with certain souls from beyond the grave.”

      “Like the one who knows the way to the lost tower?” Sephi asked.

      Magnus nodded. “That is the working theory, yes.”

      “I hope it’s a little more than a theory if we’re traveling all this way to recruit this spooky monk,” Sephi said.

      “Father Barnabas seemed sure the Night Brother could help,” Magnus said. “I imagine it’s the only reason he would reach out to him after they exiled him a century ago.”

      “Goddamn Council,” Sephi muttered, pulling back on the reins to get Princess to turn. “Always trying to banish people. Innocent people, I might add.”

      Magnus shook his head. “Yes, the Night Brother was innocent, but you are a criminal.”

      Sephi made an offended sound and glanced at the Red. “You make me sound like a monster.”

      “The Council passed judgment on you,” he said. “Not me.”

      “You sure sound awfully judgmental,” she muttered.

      Magnus sighed. “Anyway, after casting him out, they worried that contacting the Night Brother directly would yield negative results.”

      “They thought he would tell them to go fuck themselves,” Sephi said, nodding.

      “I wouldn’t phrase it that way, but yes. The Council needed someone who might establish a bond of trust with him. Someone similar to him. An outcast, a disgrace, one of the Citadel’s rejects.”

      “Stop,” Sephi said flatly. “I can’t take all this flattery.”

      Suddenly, Magnus sat up and pointed ahead of the wagon. “Up there, where the road branches, take the western road. That will take us out of the Valley toward Duskwood.”

      Echo shook her head. “Who the hell would live in Duskwood? It’s nothing but monsters and things that want to kill you.”

      Magnus shrugged. “A necromancer.”

      “I hope Duskwood is more hospitable than this barren shithole,” Sephi said.

      “It is not,” he said flatly.
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        * * *

      

      They headed west through the afternoon, and life returned to the surrounding land. Scattered bushes gave way to clumps of trees until eventually, the road took them into actual forest again. The change was welcome at first, but soon, it was too much of a good thing. The dry road turned muddy beneath the cart, slowing them down, and humidity hung heavy in the air.

      Wet clods of dirt weighed down the cart’s wheels, making them difficult to turn on their axles. Princess continued to pull the cart behind her, but the wagon wasn’t rolling along so much as being dragged like a sledge.

      As the sun sank into the horizon, Sephi spotted a clearing in the trees beside the road.

      Sephi’s voice broke the silence. “Let’s stop and camp for the night.”

      “No, we should push on,” Magnus argued, though his tone sounded half-hearted, almost like the old fucker was obligated to put up a fight.

      “I wasn’t asking for opinions.” She gave him a curt look and pulled Princess off the path. They were stopping to camp. Period.

      After setting up everything, the group seemed to be in a more relaxed mood. Sephi was sure that even though Magnus protested, he was grateful for the chance to rest. None of them had gotten much sleep the night before.

      After a meal of cold meat and warm water, they sat around the campfire. Echo hovered over her bulky leather satchel, taking bottles and metal containers out and laying them on the ground.

      Magnus eyed the different magical bombs, seemingly fascinated. Sephi assumed it was because they were implements of war, something near and dear to the Red mage’s heart. Echo wasn’t the only enchanter who made potions and explosives like these, but every mage of any color put their own unique spin on spells or enchantments. Echo’s magical items were particularly singular. She had chosen to forge her own path with her creations, eschewing the tried and true formulas of her forebears.

      Magnus pointed at a round glass bottle filled with black liquid. The flames lit the etchings on the glass, showing a smiling pumpkin face. “What is that one, if I may ask?”

      Echo smiled like she always did when someone took an interest in her creations. She hefted the bottle in her hand to show it off. “I call this the Black O’Lantern.”

      Sephi shook her head. Echo loved giving her creations ridiculous names. But Sephi said nothing, not wanting to interrupt her friend when she was having fun. Their lives would be filled with trouble soon enough. No sense in being miserable until they absolutely had to be.

      “What does it do?” Magnus asked.

      “It erupts into a cloud of darkness in a ten-foot radius, so black it’s like someone turned off the sun.”

      Magnus nodded in approval. “And what of this green one?”

      Echo put the black bottle down and lifted up the iridescent green liquid. “This is the Widow Maker.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “A touch of spider venom to make it deadly, a hint of poison ivy for severe itching, and jimsonweed to make them delirious while they die.”

      “That sounds brutal,” Magnus said, but his tone made it clear it was a compliment. He pointed at a red translucent liquid gleaming evilly in the firelight. “And what is this foul concoction?”

      Echo held it up proudly. “I’m especially fond of this one. It’s my homemade hot sauce.”

      Magnus’s face fell. “Oh.”

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Sephi said. “That’s probably the most dangerous thing in her bag of tricks. My mouth was on fire for a week.”

      Magnus nodded seriously. “I should like to try this hot sauce.”

      Echo beamed at his interest. “I’ll happily share some with you. Once we have a proper meal, that is.”

      Sephi noticed Echo stealing glances at Magnus when she thought no one was looking. Magnus was oblivious to the young Green’s attention, much like he was oblivious to anything that wasn’t combat related.

      He turned toward Sephi. “And you, Blue? When enemies find us, when the rage of battle grips us, what weapons will you bring to bear?”

      “I have the best weapon of all,” she said. “Surprise.”

      “Cheap tricks are all you illusionists have,” he said. “All flash and no substance. Good for putting on a show for children and not much else.”

      “Sometimes putting on a show is all you need,” Sephi said, standing up. She spread her fingers and wiggled them, like she was limbering up to cast a spell. “For instance, I can create creatures of pure shadow. Even the strongest, most fearless warriors cower in terror against them.”

      Magnus’s eyes narrowed as he glared at her. “I should like to see these creatures.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” Sephi said. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      The warrior got to his feet, his face red in the firelight. “Show me, Blue!”

      “If you insist.” Sephi turned her body sideways in front of the fire, and she spread her hands in front of her with a flourish. She balled her right hand into a fist and then extended the first two fingers upward, crooking them slightly. “Behold! The shadow hare!”

      The fire cast the image of a crude rabbit on the tree behind her. Magnus gazed at it, confused. He seemed unsure if the shadow puppet was supposed to scare him. Sephi pursed her lips to keep from grinning.

      “Uh oh,” Sephi said, lifting her other hand. She flattened her palm, bent her index finger, and raised her thumb. “Here comes his friend, Mr. Shadow Hound.”

      The rough shape of a dog head joined the rabbit on the tree.

      “Are you being serious right now?” Magnus asked, his voice filled with agitation.

      Sephi separated her pinkie from her other fingers, and the dog opened its mouth. “Oh no. You’ve made him mad.” She started making barking noises.

      Echo clutched her stomach and laughed so hard, tears coursed down her cheeks. The Green’s laughter only seemed to piss off Magnus further.

      “What is this?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

      “It’s my way of declining to have a dick measuring contest,” Sephi said, suddenly serious. “You and your precious Council forced me to be here. I didn’t volunteer. So I don’t have to prove myself to you or anyone.”

      His lip curled in a sneer. “I didn’t want you here, either. The Council didn’t listen. It seems my objections were justified. You bring nothing to the table.”

      Anger pricked her skin like a million needles, and her temper boiled over. Her hands carved sharp symbols in the air, but the shadow rabbit and dog remained on the tree trunk, held there by magic. No longer mere shadow puppets, they morphed from crude approximations to detailed versions of terrible beasts, and their flat forms gained volume.

      Snarling fangs sprang from the demon dog’s jaws like spears, and its eyes glowed red like the fires of hell. The bunny’s face twisted into a scowl of fury, its ears extended and lashed out like snakes, and it unleashed a hideous scream from its fuzzy mouth.

      The shadow creatures surged from the tree in Magnus’s direction.

      The campfire blazed up in a swirling tornado of fire, and the ground in front of Magnus crumbled away so he stood on the edge of a thousand-foot drop. His eyes widened, and he took a single step back. But then he planted his feet and didn’t move, even when the hulking shadow creatures circled him like predators. They had no substance, so they couldn’t really hurt him.

      Magnus pointed at Sephi in front of him. “It’s a nice trick, Blue, but I won’t be fooled by your cheap tricks.”

      Sephi released the spell, and the illusions disappeared. All but one.

      Magnus wore a cocky grin. “See? I told you. All flash and no substance.”

      The image of Sephi dissolved in front of him. The shadows, fire, and sinkhole had been a distraction, allowing her to create a duplicate of herself while she turned invisible and crept behind him.

      Sephi pressed the blade of her dagger to Magnus’s unprotected throat. “Surprise,” she said.

      Magnus inhaled sharply. For a stalwart warrior like him, the reaction was tantamount to pissing himself. Sephi found it deeply satisfying. Having won, she let the dagger fall to her side. Magnus turned to face her, and his body vibrated with rage. His hand dropped to the hilt of his sword.

      Sephi lifted her blade and dropped into a fighting stance.

      “That’s enough, you two,” Echo said. She held a vial of cloudy blue liquid in her quivering fist. “Stop, or I’ll stop you.”

      Unwilling to find out what the vial did, Sephi spun her dagger and sheathed it in one smooth motion. “Fair enough. We should probably get some rest.”

      Expending that much power at once had drained her physically, and weariness seized her. She wouldn’t let Magnus see how tired she was, though. Her pride wouldn’t allow it.

      Magnus’s hand fell away from his sword with a grunt. “Agreed. I’ll take first watch.”

      “Thank you, Magnus,” Echo said.

      

      The women rolled their mats out on the dirt and settled in. Sephi sighed contentedly at how good it felt to relax, even on the lumpy ground. She rolled onto her side, facing the road.

      She didn’t remember falling asleep, but sometime later, the sound of soft hoof beats woke her. Her eyes blinked open in the darkness. A sleek black horse stood on the road. Instead of a mane, sickly green flames licked at the creature’s head without burning it.

      A night mare.

      Sephi had read about them, but she’d never seen one. To her surprise, she felt no fear or panic. If anything, she felt drawn to the creature.

      She glanced behind her. Magnus sat by the fire, wide awake, but oblivious to the mare or to Sephi looking at him. She sat up, and he still didn’t react.

      Getting to her feet, she approached the night mare. She didn’t know why, but it felt like the right thing to do. The black horse knelt in the road like an invitation. She threw her leg over its back and settled in. The beast’s strong muscles flexed as it stood.

      Then the night mare galloped away into the night with Sephi holding on for dear life.
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      The horse moved with impossible speed. Around her, the forest and the road blurred and then faded away. Sephi rode through eternal darkness, an empty void where nothing existed, like the space between waking and dreaming.

      A pin prick of light appeared on the horizon like a distant star. The light grew bigger as they approached it until it was so bright, Sephi couldn’t bear to look at it. She closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands.

      When she dared to open them again, the night mare was gone, and Sephi was trapped in the past.

      She was in her old bedroom. A carved wooden magpie perched on her bedside table, which meant this was the day of her fifteenth birthday. Her father, Asterion, had placed the bird there while she slept. She traced her fingers over its smooth curves before stashing it in the pouch at her waist.

      An intense tingling radiated from between her shoulder blades. Standing in front of the vanity mirror, she lifted her shirt up and contorted her body so she could just see the fresh lines of her tattoo on her back. Her eyes traced over the three branching spirals of the triskelion shape, which matched the shape of the Citadel. Crushed-up sapphires gave the blue ink an iridescent shimmer.

      As matriarch of the Blue family, Asterion’s mother Pasiphae had tattooed Sephi that morning, now that Sephi was old enough to be trusted with magic. After years of studying magical theory, she would finally be able to put it into practice. Excitement fluttered through her. Today, she would cast her first spell.

      Her father had been prepping her for weeks, coaching her through the simple hand gestures and the spidery words she needed to recite. The spell was a basic sparkler illusion, conjuring up a dazzling spray of multicolored light bursts from her fingertips. She would perform it for her mother and father soon.

      Except Sephi had a surprise in store for them.

      Never one to settle for simple, Sephi had added her own spin to the spell. She had painstakingly added the alterations to the words and gestures in secret, thrilled at the prospect of impressing her parents.

      She bounded down the carpeted staircase to the parlor in their home in the Brass Spiral. Her father stood beside her mother, Jocasta. They both had wide smiles on their faces, excited to see their only daughter take her first step into the world of magic.

      Sephi’s mind fractured into two opposing halves. One part of her was fifteen again. Her heart hammered with excitement, eager to show off her newly acquired skills to her parents. The other part of her agonized over the tragedy about to unfold. This part screamed for her teenage self to stop, to cast the original spell, to do anything other than what she was about to do.

      If the nightmare version of herself heard her pleas, she showed no sign of it.

      Her father hugged her warmly, the last hug he would ever give her. He whispered in her ear. “Are you ready, my little magpie?”

      Sephi nodded against his chest. “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said. “Just do everything like I showed you. Don’t be afraid. I’ll cast a containment spell just in case anything goes wrong.”

      Asterion moved away from her, giving her space. She took a deep breath and began casting. Shimmering lines appeared in the air, and her father whispered his own spell while forming much more intricate patterns. Jocasta watched her daughter proudly, her hands clasped between her breasts.

      Sephi’s spell erupted from her hands. A dazzling array of sparks showered the air in front of her. Each spark exploded into a crackling spray, like miniature versions of the sky flower fireworks at the Solstice Festival. These explosions were the extra touch she had added to the spell. The sparks were an illusion so they gave off no heat or smoke.

      The effect was spectacular in the confined space of the parlor.

      Then, everything went wrong all at once. The sparks burned with real fire, flaring brightly and expanding in size. Her father’s hands moved quickly, trying to contain the wild spell, but his containment field wasn’t working for some reason. In the blink of an eye, the entire room lit up in a blaze.

      Smoke choked her lungs. She couldn’t see anything. But she could hear the roar of the flames as they devoured everything she had ever loved. Her world went black, and when she regained consciousness, she was outside her home somehow, watching the walls of her house collapse in a wall of fire.

      Sephi blinked, and the world around her transformed. She was in her old bedroom. A carved wooden magpie perched on her bedside table where her father had placed it the night before.

      The nightmare had spun back around to the beginning.

      She screamed a silent scream, unable to experience the terrible vision again, but the dream version of herself didn’t hear her.

      She bounded down the carpeted staircase to the parlor, replaying the worst day of her life in an endless, inescapable loop.
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        * * *

      

      Fire seared her arm, but it wasn’t dream fire. Her eyes flew open, and she jerked away from the flaming branch Magnus held in his hand. The pain had snatched her from the clutches of her eternal nightmare.

      The throbbing ache held her focus for a moment, but once the initial shock of her rough awakening faded, the images from the dream swept over her in a violent wave, and she drowned in their dark depths.

      She curled up into a ball, trembling like a leaf in a storm, and tears flooded her cheeks. Echo knelt beside her, her face contorted with worry.

      “Talk to us, Sephi,” Echo cried. “What’s going on?”

      Sephi shook her head, unable to give voice to the terrible events she’d been forced to relive over and over. The hideousness of what she’d done threatened to tear her sanity to shreds.

      Echo’s small hand stroked her hair, and she made soothing noises while Sephi suffered through the pain of her loss, now as fresh as the day it had happened.
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        * * *

      

      Sephi didn’t sleep for the rest of the night. Every time she closed her eyes, the nightmare images flashed through her head, flooding her with anguish and guilt. When the sun rose and chased the shadows away, she felt wrung out both physically and emotionally. The numbness was a welcome reprieve.

      She said nothing while they broke camp and got moving down the road. She feared that the moment she talked, the others would take it as an invitation to pry into what had elicited such a terrified reaction from her.

      Echo kept glancing at her from the seat next to her. The worry etched on the young Green’s face made her look years older. To his credit, Magnus respected the stiff silence without breaking it, but as he walked beside the cart, he also eyed her like she was about to snap like a fragile twig.

      By midday, Sephi was sick of it.

      She cleared her throat. “What did you guys see last night? Why did you wake me?”

      Echo exhaled heavily, like she’d been holding that breath all morning. “You were screaming in your sleep. Crying out to make it stop.”

      “You made enough noise to attract every foul creature within a half-mile radius,” Magnus said.

      Echo shot him a sour look. “Don’t listen to him. He was just as worried about you as I was. He spent almost fifteen minutes trying to wake you up before he tried fire.”

      “Only so she didn’t compromise our position,” he said, refusing to meet either of their gazes.

      “Whatever,” Echo said. “Do you think you’re ready to tell us what happened?”

      Sephi took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It was a night mare.”

      Magnus snorted. “No shit.”

      “No, asshole,” Sephi said. “Two words. A night mare. A black horse burning with green flames.”

      Magnus stopped walking and faced her. “Impossible. I kept watch until we awoke you. I saw no such thing.”

      Sephi shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. The horse appeared on the road. Something about it drew me toward it, and I rode it into the worst dream of my life.”

      “That would explain a lot,” Echo said, nodding. “Night mares feast on terrible dreams. They lure their prey into a dream trap and feed until…”

      “Until what?” Sephi asked.

      “Until the dreamer dies,” Echo said with a shudder. “It’s a damn good thing Magnus was able to wake you.”

      “I guess I should thank you, Magnus,” Sephi said, grating the words out slowly as if it took every ounce of willpower.

      “The only thanks I require is for you to accomplish this mission,” he said.

      Sephi grinned. “Yeah, don’t worry. We’ll save the world for you. No problem.”

      “It’s not the world I’m worried about,” Magnus muttered, like he didn’t mean to say the words out loud.

      “What does that mean?” Echo asked.

      The Red’s back straightened, and he glared straight ahead. “It’s nothing.”

      Sephi eyed the warrior, who walked faster now, as if he could outpace their questions. She gave the reins a light flick to get Princess moving quicker. The cart pulled up a little ahead of him so she could look him in the eye.

      “Come on, Magnus,” Sephi said. “If there’s something you’re not telling us, don’t hold back. We’re supposed to be a team. At least until we bring the Whispers to the Council.”

      “It is none of your concern,” he said. “What should concern you is whoever is following us.”

      Sephi sat up to look behind them, and Magnus stopped her with a hand gesture.

      “Don’t look,” he said. “Every time I try to get a glimpse, whatever it is darts away.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything before?” Echo asked.

      “It’s not a threat yet. I was thinking about cutting into the woods while you continue on so that I could circle back around behind it.”

      “I’ll do it,” Sephi said.

      “No, you need to rest,” Echo said.

      “What I need is something to get my mind off what happened last night,” Sephi said. “Besides, I doubt Magnus can do much sneaking in that heavy armor of his.”

      “I can be stealthy when necessary,” he said stiffly, his armor clanking with every step.

      “Not as stealthy as I can.” Sephi cast a spell and disappeared from sight.

      Echo’s hand swiped at the air before connecting solidly with Sephi’s elbow. She clamped down on her friend’s invisible arm. At her touch, Sephi’s form shimmered like a heat mirage.

      “Hey,” Sephi’s disembodied voice said. “You’re ruining my cool exit.”

      “It wasn’t that cool,” Magnus muttered.

      “I don’t care,” Echo said, holding her firmly. “You be careful out there. If you run into any trouble, send up a flare spell so we can find you.”

      Sephi snorted a laugh. “Please, like I ever run into trouble.”

      “Uh huh,” Echo said, clearly unconvinced.

      “I’ll be like the wind.” She looked at Echo, her vision unimpeded by her invisibility.

      Echo rolled her eyes. “Sure. But if you see any horses on fire—”

      “That was not my fault,” Sephi said.

      “I’m just saying, I almost lost you once on this trip.”

      Sephi smiled, even though her friend couldn’t see it. “I’ll be fine.”

      She gently extracted herself from Echo’s grip and hopped off the cart. Right before she ducked into the tree line, she called out, “And no smooching, you two. Save that for after we bag ourselves a necromancer.”

      Echo’s cheeks reddened, and she shrank in on herself. Magnus just narrowed his eyes in confusion, like he had no idea what she was talking about.

      She planted herself on the side of the road and watched as Princess pulled the cart through the trees and out of sight. Echo would be safe enough with Magnus, against any direct threat at least.

      Sephi briefly considered backtracking through the woods like Magnus had suggested, but with her invisibility spell, she could just wait there for their pursuer to creep by.

      Maybe a half hour later, she caught a glimpse of something moving through the underbrush on the other side of the road. All she could see was the suggestion of a shape. The figure never fully revealed itself behind the thick screen of foliage.

      Whoever or whatever it was, the shape seemed to be that of a man walking on two legs, but something about the unnatural gait suggested it wasn’t entirely human. She got the impression that the creature had horns.

      Sephi allowed the thing to move farther ahead, and then she padded quietly across the road with her invisibility spell still active. Casting the spell required a fair amount of magic, and keeping the effect going required her to channel magic into it, but it was a tiny trickle. She could keep it up for a long time without draining her reserves.

      The creature had left a barely noticeable trail in the soft earth, but instead of footprints, the tracks looked like the cloven hooves of a goat.

      She wracked her brain for any creature that fit that description. Before leaving the Citadel, she had been as much of a bookworm as Echo. She spent hours in the Spire’s library, filling her head with arcane lore. None of that studying gave her the first clue about whatever was pursuing them.

      After her run-in with the night mare, the idea of stalking an unfamiliar entity didn’t exactly thrill her, but she had no choice but to go after it. If something was tracking them, she wanted to know what it was.

      The creature’s path remained clear enough, now that she had located it. She followed in its footsteps—or hoof steps—doing her best to stay silent. Invisibility didn’t mean shit if she stumbled through the woods like a drunken buru.

      Despite her efforts, she managed to step in every noisy patch of dead leaves, and every branch in the surrounding brush rose up to slap her in the face. She started to think she should have let Magnus handle this shitty job.

      Even though the woods seemed to be conspiring against her, Sephi managed to close the gap between her and the goatman. She still hadn’t gotten a proper look at him, but she figured it was just a matter of time. Once she got close enough, she could cast a snare trap. The spell was outside of her specialty—illusions rarely affected the physical world—but expending the extra magic power to cast it would be worth it.

      The creature stopped suddenly about thirty yards ahead of her. Sephi froze midstep. The thing turned around in her direction, and she saw its face for the first time. He had the features of a man, but his eyes glowed golden and his pupils were black horizontal slits. Those slits turned to look right at her.

      Her spell was still active, but the man seemed to focus right on her. He blinked once and then darted away through the trees. Sephi cursed and gave chase, still invisible but not worrying about the noise of her pursuit.

      In less than a minute, she had lost sight of the creature. Soon after, she lost its trail altogether. She spent another hour looking for signs to follow, but the creature must have made it a point to cover its tracks because she couldn’t find a thing.

      Finally, she admitted defeat and hurried up the road to catch up with her friends.
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        * * *

      

      Magnus and Echo had already set up camp for the night by the time Sephi trudged into the circle of firelight.

      Echo looked relieved. “Any luck?”

      Sephi told them the few details she’d been able to glean from her unsuccessful chase. She finished by saying, “The fucker got away.”

      Magnus puffed out his chest, wearing a smug look on his face. “Perhaps you should have let me go after it.”

      “And perhaps you should keep your opinions to yourself,” Sephi said.

      Magnus chuckled like he had won the exchange, and then he returned his attention to feeding logs into the fire.

      “Do either of you know what that creature could have been?” Sephi asked.

      Echo chewed her lower lip in thought. “I can’t recall anything like it. Magnus, what about you? You’ve been around. Ever seen a goatman?”

      He stared into the fire and shook his head. “I have yet to encounter such a beast, but there is no doubt he is still out there, watching from afar. Plotting our deaths, most likely.”

      “Enough,” Sephi said. “After yesterday’s nightmares, I don’t even want to think about death right now.”

      As if it had been waiting for her words, the earth beneath her feet rumbled and the soil around them churned like boiling water.

      Then a horde of skeletons clawed their way out of the ground.
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      On instinct, Sephi unsheathed her dagger, and Magnus was almost as quick, pulling his sword out in one smooth motion. Echo had a glowing vial in each hand, ready to throw. Princess strained at the rope binding her to a nearby tree. She licked and smacked her lizard lips eagerly, seeing a sea of bones for her to chew on.

      The skeletons surrounded the campsite in a loose circle, their numbers too high to count. Some of them looked human, but on some, Sephi noted the rotting horns thrusting out of their skulls and the black hooves at the ends of their legs.

      “It looks like that goatman sent us some friends,” Sephi said as calmly as she could.

      “I don’t know of any creatures that can raise the dead,” Echo said.

      Sephi shrugged. “And I never thought I’d ride a spectral horse who wanted to eat my dreams. Nothing really surprises me anymore.”

      “Maybe it’s a trap set by the Night Brother,” Echo said.

      Before they could discuss it any further, the skeletons charged all at once, threatening to crash over them in a wave of clattering bones.

      Sephi’s magic was somewhat drained from her day of tracking, but she didn’t need magic to fight. She slipped a throwing knife from her belt, preparing to trade one weapon for something with a bit more power. She flung the dagger in a spinning arc toward Princess. The knife severed the rope tying the lizard to the tree, and Princess romped into the swarming skeletons with what looked like a smile on her face.

      The buru swung her thick tail and turned a group of skeletons to bone dust. She trounced through them like they were made of paper, chomping them with her massive jaws and swiping at them with her sharp claws.

      Princess had one flank covered, but plenty of enemies remained for the mages.

      Echo threw a Black O’Lantern at the group nearest to her. The glass shattered, and a black cloud erupted in the air like an ink blot. The skeletons marched through the artificial darkness without slowing.

      “They don’t have eyes,” Sephi called out.

      “Well, then how can they see us?” Echo asked.

      “Feel free to ask them later,” Sephi said. “Assuming we live that long.”

      Magnus charged into the oncoming horde with his sword at the ready. He unleashed an earth-shaking battle cry, and the runes on his sword lit up. He swung the massive blade, which looked light in his hands, and he mowed down a wave of horned enemies. Their bones shattered with the blow.

      Most of them ended up on the ground in pieces, but the scattered arms still moved. They clutched at Magnus’s legs with skeletal claws, making it hard for him to maneuver.

      Planted in place, a second wave of skeletons piled onto the battlemage, burying him in an avalanche of bones.

      Sephi started toward him, not sure how to dig him out but knowing that she had to try. Before she could reach him, a sphere of white light erupted from beneath the pile. The force of the spell turned the skeletons into a cloud of dust. Sephi hoped she wouldn’t breathe in too much of the vile cloud.

      Inhaling undead things couldn’t be good for her health.

      A quick image flashed through her head of the dust forming into a fist in her lung, reaching up to crush her windpipe and choke her from the inside. She shook the idea from her head. She had enough real monsters to fight without dreaming up new threats.

      The undead were upon her now. She ducked beneath swinging claws and sidestepped through the gaps between the shambling creatures. If she let them surround her, she would inevitably join them in the afterlife.

      It was a tough situation no matter how she worked through it. Even if her magic wasn’t low, she didn’t have destructive spells like Magnus did in her repertoire. Her magic fooled the senses, and these lifeless husks didn’t seem to have any senses to fool. She had to keep moving, but she managed to shatter a few skulls as she evaded their strikes.

      Sephi caught glimpses of Echo tearing through huge swaths of skeletons at once. With one hand, she lobbed bombs as fast as she could pull them from the satchel hanging at her side. Gouts of flame lit the darkness, taking down anything in each bomb’s radius.

      With her other hand, she wielded one of her wands. A bright pink beam of arcane power burst from its tip, cutting through bone like butter. Glittering sparkles trailed from the beam. The effect was purely aesthetic. Echo had explained once that her magic could be both deadly and cute.

      Sephi doubted the skeletons appreciated Echo’s flair for pretty things.

      Weariness seized Sephi’s limbs as the battle raged on. No matter how many skeletons they dropped, more came to replace them or they simply regathered their bones together to rejoin the fray. This had to be the site of some massive battle for there to be this many dead to reanimate. The human dead must have fought the goatman dead in some long-forgotten conflict, the tragedy of it lost to time.

      Whatever had happened here, the soldiers from both sides were now allies in death, and they still had plenty of fight left in them.

      As she weaved through enemies, Sephi tried to figure out how to end things once and for all. Fighting these skeletons head on wasn’t working. Their sheer numbers alone would overwhelm the mages eventually, and the fact that the undead didn’t seem to tire didn’t help the situation.

      The Night Brother had to be controlling them. Without eyes or ears or brains, the skeletons couldn’t act on their own. They were being manipulated like puppets. The best way to stop them would be to find the puppeteer. He had to be nearby on the fringes of the fighting.

      Dipping into the dregs of her magic, Sephi conjured up an image of herself and went invisible. She slipped to the edge of the clearing and circled around it, straining her eyes to see any spectators.

      She saw a hooded figure standing in the shadow of a towering tree. The figure’s hands gestured in a steady rhythm, conducting the grisly symphony from the safety of cover. The figure was much too tall to be the goat-man from earlier, and his hands were human. But whatever was beneath that cloak was going to bleed all the same. Goat or man.

      Sephi flowed through the darkness, less than a shadow herself. She sidled up behind the figure, and much like she’d done to Magnus the day before, she pressed her dagger against the figure’s throat, only she wasn’t as gentle this time.

      “Put your hands down before I add another corpse to this forest.”

      The figure grunted in surprise. She could tell from the low pitch of the sound that this was a man. His hands froze in the air. Sephi looked over his shoulder to see the skeletons had frozen in place as well, standing motionless like they awaited their next command.

      “Are you here to kill me?” the man asked.

      “I’m definitely considering it now,” she said.

      “But that’s not why you came here?”

      “No, you fuckwit,” she said, too exhausted and pissed to be polite. “Why did you attack us?”

      “When a group of Citadel mages shows up at my doorstep, I thought it prudent to defend myself.”

      “Some defense,” Sephi said. “You tried to murder us.”

      “I apologize for the less than hospitable welcome, but I don’t get many visitors out here. I thought the day had come when the Council decided to erase my inconvenient knowledge from the history books.”

      “Son of a bitch! So, you are the Night Brother?”

      “I hate that name,” he said. “But the fact that you know it means you are from the Citadel.”

      Sephi sighed. “Yeah, I mean, technically. But we’re not here to kill you. We’re just here to talk.”

      He snorted a laugh. “And why would I trust anyone working for the Council?”

      “Because if I wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      He started to nod, but she pressed the blade more firmly against his neck, causing him to stop. “Are you really just here to talk?”

      “If you tell your minions to stand down, then yes,” she said.

      “Minions makes it sounds so ugly,” he said. “I like to think of them as guards.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you call them as long as you call them off.”

      The Night Brother closed his hands into fists, and the skeletal horde clattered to the ground all at once. “How’s that?”

      Sephi released him from her grip. “It’s a start. Now get moving.”

      She gave him a rough shove into the clearing where Magnus and Echo were gazing around the boneyard with tired looks of surprise.

      “Look who I found,” Sephi said. “The Night Brother.”

      “I really hate that name,” he said.

      “What is it with you and names?” Sephi asked. “Whatever. What would you prefer I call you, your fucking majesty?”

      “My name is Brother Francisco,” he said. “The Council may have exiled me, but I refused to let them cast me out of the brotherhood.”

      In the firelight of the clearing, Francisco’s features were no longer wreathed in darkness. A long, graying beard cascaded down his chin, and he looked at Sephi and her friends through thick-framed spectacles. His robes were the color of ash, like his white robes had been irrevocably stained.

      Magnus took a menacing step toward Francisco. “Why did you attack us?”

      Sephi rolled her eyes. “I’ve been over this. He thought we were here to kill him.”

      Magnus frowned. “We’re just here to talk.”

      “He knows,” Sephi said. “Just shut up and let me handle this.”

      Magnus narrowed his eyes at her, but he closed his mouth.

      “Handle what exactly?” Francisco asked.

      “I need your help,” Sephi said, not sure how to get into the whole subject of the Council’s mandate.

      “Do we have to talk here?” he asked.

      Sephi shrugged. “Not especially. Why?”

      “Because worse things than me prowl the forest at night,” he said.

      “Yeah, we know,” Sephi said.

      Francisco shook his head. “I mean, the night mares alone—”

      “We know,” Sephi interrupted.

      He glanced at her, his eyes twinkling behind the curved lenses. “Well then, perhaps I could invite you to my home. It’s just over the next rise.”

      Sephi and her friends gathered up their gear and packed it in the cart. While they did, Francisco directed the skeletons to rebury themselves in the earth.

      “It’s the proper thing to do,” Francisco explained.

      Princess chewed happily on a femur, and any skeleton that tried to retrieve it got pulverized. Eventually, Sephi had to wrestle the bone from the buru’s mouth. “Sorry, sweetie. I’ll find you something way less gross soon.”

      Sephi handed the bone to a waiting skeleton who snatched it from her hand. She couldn’t discern any kind of emotion on the expressionless skull, but the monster definitely seemed bitchy.

      With the undead laid to rest, the group followed Francisco up the road before cutting through a copse of trees that obscured the necromancer’s home. He lived in a ramshackle house, lit only by moonlight. The roof sloped drunkenly to one side like it was ready to give up, and the dark windows stared out of the walls like the eyeless sockets of the skeletons they had just fought.

      “Well, this isn’t creepy at all,” Sephi muttered.

      “We’ll be safe here,” Francisco said, opening his front door. “Please, come in. Excuse the darkness. I extinguished all the lights when you showed up.”

      He set about lighting candles, adding a warm orange glow to the normal-looking living room. Sephi sank into the cushions of an overstuffed couch, and its softness enveloped her like a cloud. Echo took a seat beside her, but Magnus stood rigid by the door, as if he expected another attack at any moment.

      At least one of us is staying alert, she thought. She was running on fumes, and it was a wonder she managed to stay awake at all.

      “Can I offer anyone some tea?” Francisco asked.

      Magnus shook his head. “This isn’t a social visit.”

      “So, no tea?” Francisco wrung his hands near his waist. “It’s just that I rarely ever have guests. And by rarely, I mean never. So I’m just trying to be a good host.”

      “You could start by not trying to murder your guests with a skeletal army,” Sephi said.

      He sighed. “You’re just going to keep bringing that up, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, you prick,” she said. “I haven’t quite moved past the near-death experience.”

      “Some chamomile tea might help,” he said, a smile twitching up the corners of his lips. “I’m just saying.”

      Sephi groaned. “Fine. Make me some fucking tea.” She paused. “Wait. You’re not going to poison me or something, are you?”

      Francisco looked shocked at the notion. “Of course not. What kind of man do you think I am?”

      “You’re definitely not what I expected,” she said.

      Dishes clattered in the kitchen as Francisco fetched the kettle. “And what did you expect? A blood mage living in a castle made of skulls?”

      “Would it be rude if I said yes?” she asked.

      “A little bit.” He snapped his fingers, and a fire blazed to life in the stone hearth in the kitchen area. He hung the kettle over the fire to bring it to a boil. “Though I suppose it’s to be expected with a name like the Night Brother.”

      “I mean, you did reanimate like a thousand corpses just now,” Sephi said.

      “It wasn’t a thousand,” he said stiffly.

      “And where the hell did all those skeletons come from anyway?” she asked.

      He sat across from her, and the wooden chair squeaked in protest. “It’s the reason I settled here. I mean, aside from being off the beaten path. I read something about a great battle fought here long ago. It was just a footnote in a dusty tome, but when I came here to find it, the story turned out to be true. I needed access to the dead so I could continue my studies.”

      “Wait,” Sephi said. “Do you know who fought in that battle? Because some of those skeletons weren’t human.”

      He shook his head. “The book didn’t say. But you’re talking about the horned skeletons.”

      “Yeah, with the hooves,” she said. “Like some kind of goatman.”

      He spread his hands apologetically. “I don’t know what they used to be, unfortunately. Some long-dead species I suppose.”

      “What if they aren’t long-dead?” she asked.

      Francisco sat forward in his seat. “Have you seen one alive?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Interesting,” he said, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “I should very much like to study one alive.”

      The howl of the kettle interrupted their conversation. Francisco bustled around his kitchen, gathering an eclectic selection of crude ceramic cups. He brought them to his living room table, along with some cured meat and cheese.

      “Where do you get cheese out here?” Echo asked.

      He shrugged. “I have some cows in the back. It’s nothing fancy, but what I have is yours.”

      Echo nibbled on a sliver of cheese. “It’s pretty good.”

      “Thank you,” Francisco said. “But I’m sure you didn’t come here to ask about my aged cheddar. You said you needed my help?”

      Sephi launched into a quick explanation of what they needed from him. She told him about needing him to speak to a dead man to gather information, but she left out the part about the Zekarian Whispers. The favor she asked for was daunting enough without adding the First Mage’s spellbook in the mix.

      Francisco listened attentively while he sipped his tea. When she was done speaking, he set his cup down.

      “I just have one question,” he said. “Is this a personal errand, or did the Council send you?”

      She decided to tell the truth. “The Council sent us.”

      “Then my answer is no.”

      “Come again?” Sephi asked, cocking her head to the side like she’d misheard him.

      “I said no,” Francisco said.

      She frowned. “Just like that? I’m sure we can talk this through. Whatever your objections, we can find a compromise.”

      He got up from his chair, his expression stern. “No compromises. No deals. You’re welcome to stay the night. Consider it an apology for trying to kill you. But there will be no more talk of doing favors for the Council.”

      “Wait,” Sephi said.

      “Good night.” Without another word, he retreated through a door and shut it behind him.

      Sephi looked around at her friends. “Well fuck me. That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.”

      Magnus scowled. “You barely even tried to convince him. That was pathetic.”

      “Hey, I didn’t see you chiming in,” Sephi said.

      “Because you told me to shut up and let you handle it,” he said. “So I did. Obviously, that was a mistake.”

      Her temper flared. “You know what, Magnus? Eat a bag of assholes. I’m doing my best.”

      “Your ‘best’ sucks,” he said, shaking his head. “Typical Persephone.”

      “And what does that mean?” she asked.

      “You waltz through life, never taking anything seriously. Well, this mission is serious. If we fail, people will die. The entire Cradle could burn. Maybe all of Esper. So for once in your life, could you at least pretend to give a shit about something other than yourself?”

      With that, he stormed out the front door and slammed it shut behind him.
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      The next morning, Magnus’s words still throbbed in her skull like the ache of a rotting tooth. All she wanted in life was to be left alone, but somehow she’d ended up here, standing in a necromancer’s bathroom, feeling responsible for the fate of the world, and trying to come up with reasons why Francisco should help the Council when she herself had been forced into it.

      She looked in the mirror while brushing her hair, untangling knots and removing chips of bone from the battle the night before. Her hand moved slowly in long steady strokes. She wasn’t in any hurry to finish and leave her temporary sanctuary.

      Nothing but problems waited for her outside those four flimsy walls. The problems couldn’t reach her in here, though. Life was simple in the bathroom. Tranquil and uncomplicated. Maybe she could just stay in here forever and let the world handle its own troubles.

      Three hard knocks rattled the door in its frame, shattering her momentary peace. “Persephone,” Magnus called.

      “Leave me alone,” Sephi said. “I’m taking a dump.”

      “Charming,” Magnus’s voice responded.

      He was the last person she wanted to see right then, but apparently, she couldn’t avoid him any longer. With a sigh, she opened the door. “I’m kidding. Although you did tell me to pretend to give a shit.”

      “Give a shit, not take a shit. But I’ll choose my words more wisely this time.”

      She leaned her shoulder against the door frame and looked up at Magnus. “What do you want, Red?”

      “We need to talk to Brother Francisco again,” he said.

      “Oh, it’s ‘we’ now?” Sephi asked. “Last night it was all on me.”

      Magnus scrubbed a hand over his face. His fingers rasped against the stubble on his cheeks, and he rubbed at his red-rimmed eyes.

      “I lost my temper last night. The fight with the undead drained me, but that’s no excuse.” He cleared his throat, like the next words had gotten stuck on the way out. “I apologize for my behavior. We have to work as a team if we hope to have any kind of success.”

      His apology caught her off guard. It wasn’t often that she told someone to eat a bag of assholes and the person apologized to her. But Magnus’s remorse seemed genuine. If he could swallow his pride and extend an olive branch, the least she could do was meet him halfway and accept it.

      “I’m sorry, too,” she said. “We were all on edge last night. That was one hell of a battle.”

      Magnus’s lips curled up in a rare smile. It made him look ten years younger. “It was one for the history books. A battle worthy of Minerva herself.”

      The idea of impressing the Red General secretly thrilled Sephi, but she kept that to herself. “It’s a shame no one else was around to see it. No one will ever believe us. Hell, I can barely believe Francisco could manipulate that many skeletons at once.”

      Magnus nodded. “I had the same thought. Then again, he’s been out here for a century at least, honing his skills, strengthening his magical power. He might be stronger than me, you, and Echo combined.”

      “That’s saying something,” she said. “You chewed through skeletons like they were spun sugar.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve trained my whole life for trials like last night. I was pleasantly surprised to see you holding your own amidst the horde. You might not be so useless after all.”

      “Why, Magnus, you’re going to make me blush,” she said. Then her brow furrowed. “I know we need to talk to Francisco again, but is it weird that I’d rather fight more skeletons?”

      “Yes,” Magnus said.

      Sephi patted his unyielding breastplate affectionately. “There’s the Red I know.”

      She pressed her hand firmly to his chest, and he let her move him out of the way. “Do you have a plan?” he asked.

      “Almost never.”
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        * * *

      

      They found the Night Brother in the field behind his house, tossing bread crumbs to a flock of ravens. The black birds surrounded him, like minions awaiting their master’s bidding.

      “Yeah, not creepy at all,” Sephi said under her breath, quiet enough that Magnus didn’t hear her at her side. Raven friends, skeletal hordes, and a secluded house in a scary forest? She started to think “the Night Brother” was the perfect name for him.

      Out loud, she said, “Interesting choice of pets.”

      Brother Francisco glanced over his shoulder at her. “Ravens are too smart and free-spirited to be tamed as pets. I think of them as my friends.”

      The birds darted looks at Sephi as she stopped to stand beside Francisco. Their coal-black eyes stared right through her, gazing into the secret recesses of her soul. They judged her and found her unequal to the task ahead.

      Or they were wondering if she had any food.

      The Night Brother spread some more crumbs in an arc in front of him. “Most people think ravens are evil because of their association with dark mages.”

      “I’ve heard that,” Sephi said. “Where dark wings fly, the warlocks spy.”

      Magnus nodded. “The raven’s flight gives warlocks sight.”

      Francisco’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Utter rubbish.”

      “So ravens don’t act as spies for the Occultum?” Sephi asked.

      “Some do,” Francisco said. “But not of their own free will. Members of the Occultum ensnare the birds with magical shackles, forcing them to act as their eyes and ears. But the birds have no choice in the matter. They didn’t do anything wrong, and yet, they are unfairly maligned as evil.”

      Sephi was pretty sure he wasn’t just talking about ravens anymore. Perhaps this was a way to connect with him on a personal level. “You know, what the Council did to you, exiling you, it wasn’t right.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” he said, keeping his gaze fixed firmly ahead of him. “I’m not evil. I’m a scholar. I figured out something new, something revolutionary, and they punished me for it.”

      “I’m no friend to the Council,” Sephi said. “But I’ve seen what you can do firsthand. It’s pretty damn terrifying.”

      His eyebrows drew together. “Yes. All the more reason to study it. Not bury our heads in the sand and pretend it doesn’t exist.”

      “I can’t disagree with that,” Sephi said.

      “And I didn’t start by commanding skeletal legions,” Francisco said. “I was a healer. I lived to help humans, to atone for the sin of the First Magic.”

      “Stop,” she said. “I know the White mission statement. What I don’t know is how reanimating the dead relates to healing.”

      He shrugged. “On its own, it doesn’t. What I can do, what all my brothers can do, is simply manipulating the human body with magic. Whether it’s stitching together torn flesh or curing a sick child of their affliction, the White Brothers control the natural state of living things. And death is just another stage of life.”

      “Is it, though?” Sephi asked. “Isn’t death the end of life?”

      Francisco shook his head. “Not at all. That was the misconception I sought to dispel. When a person dies, they don’t really die. Their body does. Generally speaking, their soul goes to Etherean. Or Demura if they were assholes. There are exceptions of course. Like the restless dead who roam the Valley of Lost Souls. Hence the name.”

      “I never really paid attention in class when my teachers talked about the Four Realms,” Sephi said.

      “It doesn’t surprise me that you were a bad student,” he said. “Since you keep interrupting me.”

      Sephi bowed her head. “Yeah, sorry about that. Please, go on.”

      “My brothers and I spent our time trying to heal the body, but I decided to go one step further and try to rejuvenate the soul.”

      “You tried to resurrect the dead?” she asked, interrupting once again.

      He looked frustrated, but he nodded. “I tried. Resurrection has never worked. Once the soul departs the body, it usually departs the Realm, and as far as I can tell, there’s no calling it back.”

      “Then how do you speak to the dead?” Sephi asked.

      “I don’t,” he said, turning to look at her. “Whatever the Council thinks I can do for them, they’re wrong.”

      Magnus cleared his throat. “What about a dead soul that never departed this Realm? Could you speak to a soul like that?”

      Francisco smoothed his hand over his beard, lost in thought. Then he nodded. “I believe so. In theory. But there’s no such soul as that. They all move on, one way or another.” He paused. “Unless their soul has been trapped somehow. I’ve only read about one way to do that, but it requires an immeasurable sacrifice.”

      “And if someone made that sacrifice?” Magnus asked. “Hypothetically?”

      “Then, yes,” Francisco said. “In theory, I can contact a soul with my magic. Then anchor it to the physical world and allow it to communicate.”

      “In that case, we’re talking to the right man,” Magnus said. “The soul we need to speak with has been trapped for the last thousand years.”

      The brother frowned. “That can’t be. I scoured the library for any mention of such a thing. There’s nothing.”

      Magnus nodded. “That information isn’t in the library. It’s in the Council’s private archives. Or so I’ve been told.”

      “The damn Council and their secrets,” Francisco said. “They wanted to bury me in those archives, too, hiding my discovery from the world like a dirty little secret. I probably would have ended up there, my corpse a bloody footnote in their secret history books, if not for Father Barnabas’s intervention.”

      “He’s the one who told us to find you,” Sephi said.

      Francisco scowled. “He’s a fool if he expects me to be grateful to him. Granting me exile instead of death was no favor. They stole everything from me. My life, my reputation, my legacy. And now, after damning me for my discovery, they expect me to use it to help them?”

      “Yes,” Sephi said. “Their arrogance is only matched by their hypocrisy. They cast you out, only to call on your aid when it suits their needs. And they’re so high on the smell of their own farts that they believe you’ll concede to their demands.”

      Magnus looked shocked, but Francisco snorted a laugh. “So we’re in agreement, it seems.”

      “About the Council, yes,” Sephi said. “But when it comes to helping us speak to a dead man, don’t think of it as helping the Council. Think of it as helping yourself.”

      “How will this help me?” he asked, turning to face her. She had his full attention now.

      “You said they stole your reputation, your legacy. This is your chance to reclaim them. If you help us, you’ll be saving the whole damn Cradle. You can show the world your powers aren’t evil. That you’re not evil.”

      Francisco waved her statement away. “The Council will sweep it under the rug like they always do with inconvenient facts.”

      “Okay, that might be true,” she said. “But you can prove to the Council that your abilities are worth exploring.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Like I give a shit what the Council thinks anymore.”

      “But you can reclaim your life,” she said, hating how desperate she sounded.

      He turned away from her and tossed out another handful of food to the ravens. “That isn’t my life anymore. My life is here now.”

      Sephi’s stomach churned. She was losing him. Whatever spark of interest he showed was gone, smothered by old grudges and bitter resentment.

      She shot a worried look at Magnus. His narrowed eyes met her gaze, and he nodded his head insistently in Francisco’s direction, silently urging her to say something—anything—to convince him.

      Sephi wracked her brain for another line of reasoning to get through to the disgraced brother. “But you’re a White Brother. It’s your mission to help people.”

      “A century of forced solitude absolves me of that responsibility, I think.”

      “You can save people,” she said.

      “People who might as well be on another Realm,” he said. “They’ve gotten along just fine without me for the last hundred years. They’ll continue to get by.”

      “You won’t even try to help?” she asked. “To possibly save thousands of lives?”

      “Sorry, but no.”

      Magnus spoke up. “Then try to save one person.”

      Francisco rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. That one person is me? By helping you, I’ll be saving my own soul or some such nonsense.”

      “No,” Magnus growled. “I’m talking about the woman I love.”

      Francisco’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Myrina, my bride-to-be, was kidnapped. She might already be dead, but if she’s alive, the only chance of saving her life is by completing this mission.”

      Sephi’s jaw dropped open. This was the first she’d heard any of this, although it certainly explained Magnus’s comment from the day before, and why he had seemed on edge about this whole mission.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that,” Francisco said, dropping his gaze to the ground. “But I don’t see how that responsibility falls on me.”

      “Simple,” Magnus said. “If you refuse to help us, you’re letting her die.”

      “That’s not fair,” Francisco said.

      “None of this is fair,” Magnus said, his face a mask of fury. “What happened to you, what happened to Myrina, it’s all a wicked twist of fate. Now, we can either stand by idly, cursing our misfortunes, or we can do something about it. You can do something about it. If you refuse to help me, I want you to look me in the eye right now and tell me you’re going to let Myrina die.”

      “If this is some kind of threat, I’m not intimidated by you,” Francisco said, drawing himself up to his full height. He wasn’t as big as Magnus, but the Night Brother’s shoulders were broad beneath his robes. He looked like he could handle himself in a fight.

      Magnus held up a placating hand. “There’s no threat. I’m not going to fight you. I just want you to own up to the consequences of your decision. I want you to confess that on this day, you choose to let Myrina die.”

      Francisco shook his head. “I can’t say that.”

      “You fucking say it, or you come with us,” Magnus growled.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It is that simple. Either you’re Brother Francisco, the noble man you claim to be, or you’re the Night Brother, the man everyone believes you to be.”

      Francisco stared down at the ground, seemingly unable to meet Magnus’s fiery gaze. He stroked his white beard uneasily, like smoothing it out could smooth his thoughts. Finally, he looked up and nodded.

      “I can’t promise I can save Myrina,” he said with resolve in his eyes. “But I promise I will try.”
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      After a quick breakfast, they loaded up the cart and were on their way south and east, heading toward the thousand-year-old grave of the heretic of Viscayne. The ancient trees disappeared as they rattled along the dusty red soil, revealing a cloudy gray sky above them.

      Spires of weathered rock thrust up from the surrounding terrain like ancient sentinels. The craggy walls of a canyon loomed in the distance, and they followed the downward sloping path of a dried-up river bed which would lead them to the canyon’s entrance. Magnus told them that inside, they would find their destination.

      As the day wore on, the air dried up and turned hot. Sephi turned the reins over to Echo. The Green sat beside Francisco, while Sephi lounged against her pack in the back of the wagon.

      Magnus sat against the box boards opposite her with his eyes closed, but Sephi knew he wasn’t asleep. He kept his body upright against the rhythmic jouncing of the iron wheels over the uneven ground. She figured he was just signaling that he wanted to be left alone.

      After the revelation that his betrothed had been kidnapped, she could understand why. He’d clearly been keeping that to himself, and he’d only revealed the secret to convince Francisco to join them. A million questions burned in her brain about it, but she chose to respect his privacy for now.

      Both Magnus and Sephi sat far away from the bulky canvas sack Francisco had loaded into the cart before they left. Neither one of them had missed the dry clatter of bones from inside the bag. The Night Brother had brought a few friends along with him, apparently.

      With his darkly stained robes, his questionable luggage, and his dominion over the dead, Francisco had a somewhat spooky air to him, but he wore a cheerful, almost childlike grin on his face as they traveled. He stared fondly up at the sky and at their surroundings, taking it all in like a breath of fresh spring air.

      “Does anyone here have a sweet tooth?” he asked suddenly.

      Echo perked up at the question. “I could go for something sugary.”

      Francisco clapped his hands together in excitement. “Then I have just the thing.”

      He dug into one of the many pouches strewn along his belt. Sephi sat up straighter to get a better look. She expected some sort of ghastly candy, but he pulled out a shiny golden sphere about the size of a cherry.

      “What is it?” Echo asked.

      “A honey ginger drop,” he said. “Homemade, of course. You’ll be the first person on Esper, other than myself, to taste one.”

      Echo took the drop and nodded respectfully. “I’m honored.”

      He shrugged sheepishly. “Well, taste it first before you say that.”

      She popped it into her mouth, and after a moment, she closed her eyes and groaned with delight. “It’s fantastic.”

      Francisco beamed with joy. “Thank you. I’m so glad you like it.”

      “You make your own candy?” Sephi asked.

      He nodded. “Living out in the middle of nowhere, if I want something, I have to make it myself. I built a little apiary just past the cow pasture for the honey, and I found some ginger root in the woods. Nothing much to it, really.”

      “I take it you don’t get many visitors out in the woods,” Echo said.

      Francisco shook his head. “Not so much. I’m a man who enjoys solitude, but after the first fifty years or so, it got a little lonely.”

      No wonder he’s having fun, Sephi thought. This is the most company he’s had in decades.

      “We’re glad to have you on the team,” she said.

      “I’m glad to be here,” he said. “I know it took some convincing, but when you stay in one place for as long as I did, you plant firm roots in the soil. It wasn’t easy to leave, even just for the duration of this mission.” He paused. “Speaking of which, care to fill me in on what we’re doing?”

      “We’re off to find the Zekarian Whispers,” Sephi said.

      Francisco burst out laughing. “Can you imagine?”

      He continued to crack up, and when his laughter faded to mild chuckling, he asked, “But seriously, what are we doing?”

      “I am serious,” Sephi said.

      Francisco turned around in the seat to look at her. “No, you’re not.” When Sephi just shrugged, he turned to Echo. “She’s kidding, right?” Echo shook her head. He let out a low whistle. “Well, shit.”

      Sephi slid up to sit directly behind the wagon seat. “Now you know why I didn’t tell you to begin with.”

      He shook his head, looking dazed. “I mean, I knew the Council wouldn’t have asked for my help for something mundane, but the Whispers? That’s like something out of a story that parents tell their children around the hearth.”

      “So are you, Night Brother,” Sephi said, emphasizing his nickname. “And yet, here we are.”

      He frowned. “Please tell me I’m not some kind of boogeyman used to make kids eat their vegetables.”

      Echo shook her head. “No, not at all. But you are something of a mythical figure. People aren’t sure you really existed. Or exist, I guess.”

      “I guess that’s better than the alternative,” he said with a sigh. “So you’re really going to find the Whispers.”

      “No,” Sephi said. “We’re going to find the Whispers. If you want to come along, that is. Once we get the information we need from the heretic, you’re free to go home. I won’t force you to stick around.”

      Francisco seemed to consider it. Then he shook his head. “No, I’d quite like to see this through to the end if I can. It might help the Cradle remember that I’m a real person. Besides, I promised Magnus I would help him save his bride-to-be.”

      Echo’s mouth dropped open. “His what?”

      Sephi cleared her throat and shot a glance at Magnus, whose eyes were still closed. “Maybe we should talk about that later.”

      “No,” Echo said, her cheeks turning a deep shade of red. “If there’s something you’re not telling me, Sephi, I want to know.”

      “It’s not like that,” Sephi said.

      “Then what is it like?” Echo asked, glaring at her. “Because it sounds like all of you know something I don’t, including the damn Night Brother.”

      “Hey,” Francisco said.

      “No offense or whatever,” Echo said.

      “Some taken,” he muttered.

      The Green ignored him. “I thought we were a team. Hell, I thought we were friends.”

      Francisco glanced from Echo to Sephi. “I fear I’ve spoken out of turn,” he said.

      The Red warrior’s eyes flickered open. “You did not. I planned on telling you all eventually. Now that the cat’s out of the bag, I suppose I should explain.”

      “You don’t have to,” Sephi said. If anyone understood wanting to keep things private, it was her.

      Magnus shook his head. “It’s fine. All of you have a right to know since our fates are interlocked. Myrina Violet, my fiancée, was kidnapped a month ago.”

      Echo turned in the seat to look back at Magnus while he spoke. Her eyes were wide with shock, although Sephi wasn’t sure if her friend was shocked by the kidnapping or the fact that Magnus was engaged to be married.

      Magnus leaned his head back against the wooden box board, like the mere idea of recounting this tale exhausted him. “All three of you are out of the loop when it comes to recent Council business, but our magical brothers and sisters have been going missing in the last few months.”

      “I heard something about that,” Sephi said.

      Magnus frowned. “That is surprising. The Council has kept these disappearances a closely guarded secret.”

      “The Council keeping secrets?” Francisco muttered. “Say it isn’t so.”

      Sephi shot him a grin, appreciating his opinion of the Council. Still, now wasn’t the best time to gripe about the Citadel’s leaders, not while Magnus was opening up about his secret.

      “It was only a rumor I heard,” Sephi said. “I had no idea it was connected to our mission to get the Whispers.”

      “Because that’s an even bigger secret,” Magnus said. “The Council had no idea who or what was behind the missing mages. The first several who went missing were out in the hinterlands, and their disappearances were chalked up to unfortunate encounters with some of the less friendly beings in Esper. And then mages started disappearing closer to the Citadel.”

      “How is that possible?” Echo asked. “The city has all kinds of wards worked into its very stonework. Not to mention that the only ways in and out of the Citadel are the alabaster lifts.”

      Magnus spread his hands impotently. “No one knows. Which was how Myrina got involved. As an Inquisitor, she was sent out of the Cradle to gather intelligence. She missed three meetings with her contact at the Eastern Pass, and we were forced to assume the worst.”

      “Wait,” Sephi said. “How do you know she was kidnapped? Anything can happen out in the world. Maybe she just got, you know, sidetracked.”

      It was her attempt to comfort him. She wasn’t the hugging type, so offering a more hopeful alternative was the best she could do.

      “Do you remember at the Council meeting, when the Trinity spoke of discovering an Occultum spy in our midst?” Magnus asked.

      Sephi shuddered. “How could I forget?”

      “Do not pity the dark ones,” Magnus said with a scowl. “He chose the left-hand path. I assure you, the blood he used for his sinister arts was not given willingly. Whatever pain he suffered at the Inquisitors’ hands, he earned.”

      She raised her palms up in surrender, even though she didn’t agree. Fighting evil with matching brutality made her own people just as bad as the warlocks. But now wasn’t the time to have that argument.

      Magnus continued. “In that interrogation, the dark mage revealed the Occultum was close to locating the Whispers. Or his thoughts revealed it, anyway. He couldn’t say much through the screams.”

      “You were there?” Sephi asked. She remembered Minerva saying the Inquisitors had “shattered” the dark mage’s sanity to get the information, and the Red General had not seemed comfortable with the Violets’ interrogation methods.

      He nodded. “A special dispensation from Myrina’s family. They knew I would lead the effort to find her. Because I will do anything it takes to get her back. And during that interrogation, the Violets discovered the Occultum’s plan to locate the Heretic of Viscayne, a plan they were close to enacting. Which is why we have to get to him first.”

      Sephi frowned. “I didn’t know they were after the Heretic too. How do we know they haven’t already gotten to him?”

      “Because they don’t know where he is,” Magnus said. “The Occultum spy had broken into the Council’s archives to find his location. Lucky for us, the Violets caught him before he could get away and report back to his masters.”

      Sephi shook her head. “Okay, all of this seems like information you should have shared earlier.”

      He shrugged. “Why? Our mission is exactly the same. How the Council discovered the Occultum’s plot changes nothing. I only tell you now because it relates to Myrina.”

      “Right,” Sephi said. “The kidnappings. How are they related to the Whispers?”

      “That was less clear,” he said. “The Inquisitors found fragmented memories about the kidnappings. He knew about them and that they were connected to finding the Whispers. Presumably, he wasn’t involved in that aspect of the Occultum’s operation.”

      “Well, that feels like a nebulous connection,” she said, drumming her fingers on her leg.

      “I agree that it’s less than ideal,” he said. “But considering the timing of the kidnappings, combined with the Occultum’s search for the Whispers being close to complete, there’s no doubt they’re connected. The only real question is why they’re kidnapping our people.”

      Sephi was sure she didn’t want to find out the answer to that question. She’d had enough nightmares to deal with recently. Then, another thought occurred to her. “Not to be a downer, but how does our mission help Myrina? I mean, we grab the Whispers, and then what? They just let her go?”

      “With the Whispers safely in hand, the Council will have the resources to devote to finding our lost brethren and returning them home.”

      “Oh, come on,” Sephi said. “That’s not much of an assurance.”

      The warrior’s expression darkened. “Minerva herself promised we would go after Myrina once this mission is complete.”

      Sephi clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palm to keep from grabbing Magnus by the armor and shaking some sense into him. She knew bullshit when she heard it, and this was a steaming pile of it.

      They were using Magnus’s personal tragedy to get him to do their bidding. He was just a tool to them, a convenient instrument to be forgotten when its purpose was complete. Just like Francisco. Hell, just like her.

      How could he be so blind?

      Then it occurred to her that he might be willing himself to believe in the Council’s fleeting promises. It was the only shred of hope he had, so he clung to it like a drowning man to driftwood. However improbable, the possibility of seeing Myrina again was the only thing keeping him going. Sephi would have to be a monster to take that away from him.

      Instead of dashing his illusions, she said, “Then I guess we better find these fucking Whispers.”
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        * * *

      

      Their mood was subdued for the rest of the day. Even when they set up camp at the base of a sandstone tower, none of them said much, as if all of them were too afraid to break the silence. Magnus’s missing bride had cast a pall over the mission. Joking around or having meaningless conversation felt wrong now that they knew what the Red was going through.

      The gloomy sky darkened as the sun began to set. Sephi started a fire using some of the wood they had brought with them. The desert landscape offered little in the way of kindling. Magnus informed her he was going to scout the perimeter. Echo watched him walk away with a stormy expression on her face.

      Sephi had the good sense to not call attention to her friend’s obvious distress. If Echo wanted to talk about it, she would. Instead, the Green sat nearby unloading her satchel and taking inventory of her enchanted supplies. Sephi knew from experience Echo found the process soothing, like bringing order to whatever chaos was swirling in her thoughts.

      Echo scowled as she laid out her carved wooden wands, each etched with intricate symbols. “Damn skeletons. I used up three wands in that fight. I’ve only got three left.”

      Francisco sat down on the ground beside her. “I sincerely apologize for that.”

      “Stuff your apologies,” she said. “Do you know how long it takes to charge one of those?”

      “I do not,” he said.

      She grabbed one of the thin rods and poked him in the chest. “Weeks. All that work wasted because of your paranoia.”

      Francisco’s shoulders slumped. “Perhaps I was overzealous in protecting my home.”

      Echo snorted and shoved the wand back in her bag. “You think?”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help, I am at your disposal,” he said.

      She shook her head. “No, I would only trust another enchanter to recharge my gear.”

      The Brother’s face brightened. “Actually, I have something you might find interesting.”

      The Night Brother took off his robe and laid it flat on the dusty soil. Now in just his sleeveless gray tunic, his arms were bare, and Sephi saw that his glowing focal lines reached down to his wrists. The complex geometry burned into his skin was like nothing she had ever seen. In fact, barely any skin showed through at all.

      The sight humbled her. Her own focal lines didn’t extend beyond her back, and the shapes they formed were simple. The labyrinthine configurations on his skin made her focal lines look crude in comparison. She had suspected his magic was strong, but he had to be as powerful as any of the mages on the Council.

      Francisco noticed her wide-eyed gaze. He glanced down at his arms and grinned sheepishly. “It’s been so long since I’ve been around other mages. I forgot it’s frowned upon to reveal our lines. But whatever, we’re all friends here.”

      Thankfully, Sephi thought. Better to have him as a friend than an enemy.

      He pulled a pouch off his belt, and something rattled inside it. Echo eyed the bag warily.

      He turned to look at her. “All I ask is that you promise not to laugh.”

      Echo glowered at him. “Don’t worry. I’m not in the laughing mood.”

      He nodded and untied the drawstring from the pouch. With a slight flourish, he dumped a pile of tiny bones on his outspread robe. His fingers gestured quickly, and the bones reassembled.

      “Oh, a dead bird,” Echo said in a deadpan voice. “That’s hilarious.”

      Francisco smiled. “Just watch.”

      The bird flapped its skeletal wings and took flight. Echo’s mouth dropped open.

      “That’s impossible,” she said, watching the bird circle around the campfire. “How did you get it to fly?”

      “That’s what I wanted to show you,” he said. With a twitch of his fingers, the bird landed in front of Echo and looked up at her with its eyeless sockets. “Her name is Lenore. She was one of my favorite ravens, and call me sentimental, but when she died, I wasn’t ready to let her go. Look closely.”

      Lenore spread her bone wings, and Echo peered closely at them. “You enchanted her?”

      Francisco nodded proudly. “I know it’s a bit crude, which is why I didn’t want you to laugh.”

      She shook her head. “But you’re a White. Carving those enchantments into her must have taken an eternity.”

      “More like twenty years,” he said. “But I had a lot of free time.”

      “I’ve never seen enchantments like these before. You didn’t find these in a book.”

      “No,” he said. “They’re runes of my own invention. It seemed silly to have a bird who couldn’t fly, dead or not.”

      Sephi thought it silly to have a dead bird around in the first place, but she stayed silent.

      “No one’s ever figured out how to enchant things with flight,” Echo said. “May I see them?”

      “Put out your hand,” he said.

      She did, and Lenore hopped merrily into her palm. Echo grinned as she brought the bird up to her face.

      Sephi thought the whole thing was creepy as hell, but seeing her friend in a better mood kept her from commenting.

      Echo examined the bird closely and then turned to Francisco. “If you’d like, I can make some improvements to Lenore. Build on what you’ve done.”

      “That sounds lovely,” he said. “Doesn’t it, Lenore?”

      The dead bird nodded, and Echo giggled like it was the funniest thing she’d ever seen.

      Sephi sighed and shook her head, wondering what new surprises tomorrow would bring.
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        * * *

      

      The next day’s only surprise was how uneventful it was. Echo and Francisco had become fast friends, and they chattered away all day about his unique method of enchanting. It was all academic and rather boring to Sephi.

      By the third day of their journey through the Valley of Lost Souls, she wished something interesting would happen to break up the monotony.

      She regretted that wish when she saw the dust cloud forming on the horizon to their right.
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      Sephi stood up on the wagon’s seat to get a better look. “What in the hell is that?”

      The others turned to see what she was referring to.

      Echo narrowed her eyes as she stared into the distance. “A dust storm, maybe?”

      Magnus shook his head. “It’s too small for that. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s riders kicking up dust behind them. Which means they’re moving fast in our direction.”

      “Or it could just be a pack of some type of animal,” Francisco said. “I see no reason to jump to dire conclusions immediately.”

      Magnus got to his feet and gripped his sword hilt. “Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst.”

      Sephi turned to Francico. “Brother, can you send that creepy-ass bird of yours to take a look?”

      “Um, she has a name,” he said.

      “Fucking hell,” she said. “Can Lenore go see what it is?”

      “And how would she do that?” Francisco asked. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but she doesn’t have any eyes to see with, Persephone. And even if she did, how would she tell us what she saw?”

      Echo tapped a finger to her lips. “Maybe I can work on that.”

      Francisco’s eyes lit up as he looked at the Green. “Do you think so?”

      Echo bobbed her head back and forth. “I mean, given enough time—”

      “Hey, nerds,” Sephi said, snapping her fingers. “Can we focus please? How far are we from the entrance to the canyon?”

      Magnus gazed ahead of them with a pinched expression. The arid landscape stretched in front of them, flat and featureless until it sloped toward a passage between two craggy cliffs. No obstacles would impede their progress, but the terrain provided no cover either. “Maybe an hour,” he said.

      “You think we can make it there before we run into whatever the hell is coming our way?” she asked.

      “It’ll be close,” he said. “That cloud looks like it’s moving fast.”

      “Then we have to go faster,” she said, hopping back down into the driver’s seat. “Hold on to something!”

      She snapped the reins, and Princess took off into a sprint. The trio in the back landed in a heap on the cart’s floor, cursing at Sephi. They could curse her out all they wanted as long as they got away from whatever fresh hell awaited them in that cloud.

      Princess moved her scaly ass for all she was worth, but within minutes, it became clear that whatever was heading their way would beat them to the canyon entrance.

      “Is this the only way in?” she asked over her shoulder.

      Magnus pulled himself onto the seat next to her. “There are other ways in and out, but they’re far away. Going around would add several hours to our journey.”

      “And we’re in a hurry, right?”

      He nodded. “Time is of the essence.”

      “Well, we’ll just have to go through it,” she said. “Assuming, of course, they’re looking for us.”

      He stared off at the approaching dust. “Odds are, this isn’t a random encounter. We haven’t seen anyone or anything else out in these wastelands.”

      “Who else knows we’re out here?” she asked.

      “Just the Council,” he said. “Although information has a way of traveling.”

      As they neared the towering sandstone cliffs, the dust cloud stopped right in front of the pass into the canyon. She could just make out a group of large figures through the haze. “Tell the others to get ready for a fight.”

      Fifty yards from the waiting enemies, Sephi reined Princess in, approaching the rest of the way slowly. Eight men sat atop huge lions bigger than their cart.

      “Manticores,” Magnus spat. “I’ve fought them before. Mind their tails.”

      Sephi noticed each beast had a scorpion-like tail curled up behind it, and at the end of each tail, a long curved barb longer than her dagger gleamed evilly in the light. She had studied these creatures in Fisher’s Bestiaries, and she searched her memory for any information that might help if things got violent.

      “I’m more worried about their riders,” Sephi said. “Anyone who can tame a beast like that, I don’t want to mess with.”

      “Your instincts serve you well,” Magnus said. “Manticores often fight alongside Cyclops armies, but the only people crazy enough to ride them are the Occultum.”

      That little fact hadn’t been in her books. She turned to look at him. “You might have led with that info.”

      He shrugged. “Why aren’t they attacking?”

      Two of the riders dismounted and approached. Sephi pulled the cart to a stop and hopped down, too. They needed the wagon to travel, and she couldn’t risk it getting damaged in a battle. Two of them could maybe ride on Princess, but not all of them, and without their supplies, the elements would kill them out here. Better to meet the enemy on foot than lose their means of transport.

      Magnus fell in beside her. His tall, fully armored presence gave her a boost of confidence. She added a bit of swagger to her step, refusing to show the slightest sign of fear, even though her insides were swirling with terror.

      The taller of the two approaching men wore a black sleeveless tunic. Swirling black flames danced just beneath the skin on his wrists, evidence of the dark magic’s corruption. These men were definitely with the Occultum.

      The shorter of the pair had a graying goatee, and he struggled to keep pace with the other man’s strides. When they were about ten feet away, Sephi stopped.

      “Hey, asshole,” she called.

      The goateed man jutted his chin out to her. “What?”

      The taller warlock pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a long suffering sigh. “Why would you answer to that, Grim?”

      Sephi laughed. “Yeah, Grim. Nice first impression.” She looked at the taller man. “And who the fuck are you?”

      He nodded in greeting. “Ekks Tenori.”

      

      “Oh,” she said, her brow furrowing. “You say that like I should have heard of you.”

      The man flashed her a cruel smile. “No, most people who hear my name don’t live to speak of it.”

      “Lovely,” she said. “Listen, we’re kind of in a hurry. Would you mind getting the fuck out of our way?”

      Ekks looked at her with something like approval in his eyes. “You’ve got guts, kid.”

      Grim stared at her tits and sucked in air between his teeth. “And she’s pretty hot, too.”

      “Damn it, Grim,” Ekks said, looking at his partner. “You know what? Just go back with the others. I’ll handle this.”

      With Ekks looking away, Sephi quickly sketched out an invisible symbol with her hand and sent it at Grim, where it fastened to his chest. He wiped at the front of his shirt like waving off a bug, but otherwise, he seemed to have no idea she’d marked him.

      If things got ugly, she would activate the spell.

      Grim stomped away, cursing. Ekks turned back toward Sephi. “I apologize for him.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you always so polite to people you plan to kill?”

      He shrugged. “No harm in civility. Besides, nobody has to die today. Not if you cooperate.”

      “Okay, so is there something we can help you with?” she asked.

      “Yes, you can come with us and show us where the Heretic is,” he said.

      Sephi put on an innocent expression. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. We’re just simple merchants, looking to sell rugs of woven monkey fur to—”

      “Save it,” Ekks interrupted. “I know who you are Persephone Blue. And Magnus Red. I know that’s Echo Green hiding in the back of that wagon with the Night Brother.”

      “Well, shit,” she said. “You’re very well informed. Mind telling me your source? I mean, if you’re just going to kill us anyway.”

      “Nice try, but no. Look, I’m giving you a chance here. My boss would prefer if I didn’t hurt you, although I prefer more forceful methods of persuasion. You’re going to help us one way or another. You’re outnumbered and outmatched. So what do you say? You want to do this the easy way or the hard way?”

      She looked at Magnus. “Kill this asshole.”

      Magnus had his sword out in the blink of an eye, and he swung the glowing blade at Ekks’s head. The warlock raised his arm, and the blow thudded against a translucent magical barrier, sending the Red reeling backward.

      Sephi snapped her fingers, activating the spell she’d planted on Grim. She just prayed it would work. She had never smelled manticore pheromones, thankfully, but the spell had more of a general effect, which she hoped would be sufficient.

      It worked like a charm. All eight of the beasts reacted at once. The ones with warlocks still on their backs bucked the riders off, and they tumbled to the ground. Then the manticores surged toward Grim with romantic intent.

      Grim spun in a circle, firing off spells in an effort to stave off their amorous advances.

      Ekks seemed to ignore the chaos igniting behind him. He pulled a dagger from his belt, but instead of lunging at Sephi, he slit a long, ugly gash in his forearm.

      Confused, Sephi watched great gouts of the warlock’s blood splatter to the dusty soil. The black corruption swirled in the red liquid like black ink. The blood coalesced into two vicious looking dog-like creatures, one black and one gray.

      Ekks pointed at Sephi. “Do the roar!”

      The blood hounds opened their jaws, and a horrible red light glowed from their throats. Sephi worked a quick spell, summoning duplicate versions of herself to appear while she went invisible. Red beams of energy erupted from the dogs’ mouths, but they aimed at the illusions while Sephi tumbled nimbly out of harm’s way.

      The other warlocks, except for poor Grim, charged in her direction now, casting bolts of lightning and summoning ethereal fire from the sky. Magnus was back on his feet, and he walked steadily forward into the chaos with his sword leveled before him.

      Sephi had no idea what he was thinking. Sure, he had pulled the enemies’ attention toward him, keeping his friends from being targets, but he would be killed instantly.

      Magnus’s deep voice carried over the noise in a rhythmic, haunting battle chant. The sound struck a deep chord of fear inside her, even though the Red was on her side. She could only imagine the effect it had on their enemies.

      The warlocks’ magical attacks arced at the warrior with deadly accuracy, but their spells bounced harmlessly off a transparent shield, which only became visible when the magic collided with it. Sephi realized his chant was also a protective spell, keeping him safe. It was an impressive trick, but she knew it must take huge amounts of magic to power the shield. It couldn’t last forever.

      Magnus charged at the enemy with supernatural speed, closing the distance in seconds. The warlocks doubled down on their assault. Pillars of flame scorched the earth around the Red, and conjured-up bolts shot in his direction, trailing spectral green flame behind them. None of it penetrated his shield.

      One of the warlocks panicked and ran, and Magnus seized the opening. He cut the dark mage down with a swing of his blade, severing his head from his neck. Magnus stepped over the dead man’s corpse, focusing on his next target.

      Behind him, the dead warlock’s blood bubbled and churned on the sand. Sephi watched in horror as the crimson liquid coalesced into a small humanoid creature with red and black mottled skin. The thing glared at Magnus, flexing its sharp claws and baring its teeth.

      Even in death, these warlocks were full of surprises.

      The imp sprang onto Magnus’s back, swiping at his unprotected neck with its glistening claws and cutting a deep groove in his flesh. Apparently, his protection spell didn’t ward off physical attacks.

      Sephi was there in a flash, stabbing the creature through the back. Her attack broke her invisibility illusion, but it was a small price to pay for saving the Red from further harm.

      Magnus nodded at her in thanks. He glanced down at the dead creature. “Fucking hemogoblin,” he said before charging forward again, unfazed by his wound.

      A bolt of energy sizzled past Sephi’s head, and she flinched away, wrinkling her nose at the smell of burnt hair. She turned to see Ekks and his blood hounds rushing at her.

      Suddenly, three skeletons blocked their advance. Francisco had joined the fight. He stood beside the cart, weaving his magic gracefully. Echo stood on the wagon’s seat, whirling her leather sling around her head, and she launched bombs into the ranks of oncoming warlocks.

      The distractions allowed Sephi to turn invisible again. She popped up behind a dark mage and plunged her dagger into the base of his skull. This time, she was ready for the hemogoblin to appear, and she pierced its black heart before it could fully form.

      The dark mage’s corpse sprang to its feet, and Sephi stumbled back, unprepared for this new bit of magic. But the corpse launched itself at a nearby warlock and wrestled him to the ground. She glanced over at the Night Brother, and he shot her an excited smile, along with a quick thumbs-up.

      Every fallen enemy became a new ally with his magic. Even so, the five remaining warlocks were getting stronger too. They used the shed blood of their fallen brothers to fuel devastating magical attacks. When they leached power from the blood, it dried up and cracked into rusty flakes, drained of its life force.

      Dark bolts of energy swarmed through the air, and spectral chains appeared around Magnus to bind him, although they couldn’t break through his protective shield. The barrier appeared to be weakening, though. It flickered with every hit like it was barely holding together.

      Magnus was buying time for his friends, but that time was quickly running out. Sephi knew they had to do something soon. Something big.

      She went invisible and rushed back to where Echo lobbed bombs from the wagon.

      “Echo,” she said, still hidden from sight.

      The Green jumped. “Fuck, I hate when you do that.”

      “No time for banter,” she replied. “We need to get out of here. Do you think you can launch one of those bombs far enough to hit the manticores?”

      The beasts were off to one side of the canyon’s entrance, clustered around a cowering Grim. He was only alive because the creatures were fighting each other for dominance to see who got to claim the warlock next.

      Echo nodded. “I should just be able to reach them.”

      “Good. Hit them with everything you got. If we can take out the Occultum’s mounts, we can skirt past them, and they won’t be able to follow.”

      Echo smiled. “I’ve got just the thing. I’ve been saving this baby for a special occasion.”

      “Atta girl,” Sephi said before darting over to Francisco. “Gather up your dead and get in the cart. We’re leaving soon.”

      Her being invisible didn’t seem to bother him in the least. “Fine by me. Should I bring my new friends?”

      It took her a second to realize he meant the dead warlocks. “Absolutely not.”

      He nodded. “In that case…”

      He clenched his fists together and jerked his wrists like he was breaking a twig. The warlocks’ corpses exploded in a shower of gore and blood, sending bone shrapnel tearing through the other dark mages. They fell to the ground, stunned.

      “Goddamn, dude,” Sephi said.

      He grinned. “I know, right?”

      She shook her head. “Why didn’t you do that in the first place?”

      “Are you crazy?” he asked. “You don’t throw away your sword in the middle of a fight.”

      “Still,” she muttered. Then she ran over to Magnus. “Back to the cart, big fella. It’s time to go.”

      He nodded wearily and hurried back, with Sephi at his side. As they approached the wagon, Echo let fly a blue orb that crackled with energy. Her aim was true, and it landed dead center in the cluster of manticores.

      Electricity exploded in a forty-foot radius, stunning the beasts where they stood.

      “Well, that’s kind of impressive, I guess,” Sephi said.

      “Wait for it,” Echo said. A green mist engulfed the beasts.

      “Poison?” Sephi asked.

      Echo shook her head. “Acid.”

      The cloud dissolved the flesh from the stunned creatures’ bones.

      Sephi nodded. “Okay, that’s better.”

      “Wait for it,” Echo said. A fifty-foot cyclone of fire burst in the air, sucking the manticores into the flaming vortex. What the acid hadn’t destroyed, the fire consumed, leaving nothing but ash.

      “There it is,” Echo said proudly.

      “Holy fuck,” Sephi said. “Why didn’t you start with that one?”

      Echo shrugged. “It took almost a year to make. I wasn’t going to waste it.”

      Sephi hopped up on the wagon seat. “Fair enough.”

      The others clambered into the back, and Sephi got Princess moving toward the pass between the cliffs.

      “What the hell do you call that bomb?” she asked.

      “I call it My Stepmom because she’s the meanest cunt of them all.”
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      The cart clattered into the canyon, leaving the few surviving warlocks behind. Sephi was confident that they wouldn’t be able to catch up with them on foot. At least, not before she talked to the Heretic and got the information they needed.

      Sephi’s shoulders slumped with fatigue as she guided the wagon through narrow arroyos. Staying invisible didn’t drain much magic, but popping in and out did. As tired as she felt, Magnus looked spent. He all but collapsed in the back of the cart when he got in, and his eyelids drooped heavily.

      Echo sat beside him, dabbing at the claw marks on his neck. “Let me just clean this up before I let Francisco heal you. We don’t want it to get infected.”

      “Thank you,” he said quietly. “That was some bomb. How do you create something like that?”

      “It’s just enchanting,” she said, although Sephi detected a hint of pride in her voice.

      “Right, but spells of that magnitude? Even Minerva couldn’t conjure up magic like that, and her destructive magic is unparalleled.”

      “Well, like I said, it took me almost a year to make,” she said. “Almost every day, I infused the bomb with my magical power, storing it up, making it stronger. When it finally went off, it’s like casting a year’s worth of spells at once.”

      He shook his head. “I had no idea enchanters were capable of such power.”

      “You might be surprised what I’m capable of,” she said.

      Sephi glanced back at her friend, and Echo blushed. She wondered if some of the pheromones had rubbed off on Magnus. Or maybe all the adrenaline from the battle had Echo’s dander up. Either way, she worried about Echo’s little crush on Magnus. Theoretically, they were on a quest to save his betrothed. She didn’t want Echo’s heart to get broken in the process.

      Of course, there was a lot more at stake than just hurt feelings.

      Sephi puzzled over everything she thought she knew. The Occultum’s attack on their party raised all sorts of questions in her head. She had assumed the Occultum had hired Bobby to get the Whispers, which was why she pretended to accept the job before she left. If they thought she would get the artifact for them, they had no need to retrieve it themselves.

      Obviously, she had been wrong. The Occultum wouldn’t try to stop her if they thought she was working for them. That meant someone else had hired Bobby. A third group wanted the Whispers, aside from just the Council and the Occultum, but she had no idea who that could be.

      As far as she knew, the age-old war between the Council and the Occultum only had two sides. Some other group of mages might want the Whispers for themselves, but if that was the case, they had kept their existence well hidden.

      So now she had to worry about fighting off the warlocks and some other shadowy group, which made this whole mission infinitely more complicated.

      Then she considered the tidbits of information she gathered from her conversation with Ekks. He knew everything about their quest: all their names, where they would be, and what they were looking for in the Valley. Someone from the Citadel had to have tipped him off, but this quest was supposed to be top secret. The Council had made that clear.

      So one of the Council members must have let the details slip to an Occultum spy. The only alternative was that one of the Council members was compromised, but she didn’t even want to consider that. They were arrogant and calculating, but she doubted any of them were dark mage sympathizers.

      At the very least, none of them were dark mages themselves, because the corruption that came from using dark magic was evident from a single look.

      Whatever the hell was going on, she knew she could no longer trust the Council. She had to assume that any information she told them would get passed on to the Occultum.

      Ekks had revealed one other thing, and in some ways, it had been worse than all the others. He said his boss didn’t want Ekks to hurt her. That meant someone in the Occultum had singled her out for some reason.

      The fact that someone in the Occultum even knew her name was troubling enough. That they wanted to keep her unharmed meant someone had plans for her, which couldn’t bode well for her future.

      All she had was questions with no answers, and she doubted she would untangle the frayed-up knot any time soon.
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      A few hours later, Magnus told Sephi to turn off into a narrow path that branched to their left. She had no idea how he could keep his sense of direction in this place. The canyon’s walls all looked the same to her. Just variations of striated rock, eroded away by a river so ancient, it probably never even had a name.

      They passed beneath a natural stone arch, and the world opened up. A thin stream trickled lazily nearby, and on its banks sat the dusty ruins of Viscayne. Only remnants of the small research outpost remained.

      Magnus had explained some of Viscayne’s brief, turbulent history while the wagon rumbled through the canyon. The part he knew about, anyway.

      “Just over a thousand years ago, a group of about thirty mages and their human servants came here to study the strange energies in this valley. The restless souls of the dead roamed these passes, and the Council wanted to figure out why.” He paused and took in a long breath. “If you’ll notice, the research expedition built simple shelters out of sandstone blocks. The settlement had always been meant to be temporary, but several of the stone structures had survived the ravages of time.”

      Sephi stopped the wagon by a crumbling wall, tired of the lesson. She gave Magnus a quick glance. “All right, Red. What are we looking for?”

      He got to his feet and pointed past the edge of the settlement. “That.”

      She craned her neck to see what he was referring to. Tucked away in a recess in the rocks, someone had carved a temple directly into the stone face of the cliff. A wide set of steps led to a series of columns which appeared to hold up a peaked roof.

      The six columns were clearly decorative, though. Each of them bore the chiseled image of a different mage, so lifelike, they almost looked like they could spring to life at any moment.

      As they approached, one of them did.

      The stone sculpture itself didn’t move, but an ethereal shade of a man emerged from the rock. He looked exactly like his stone likeness, with his close-cropped hair, shaggy beard, and long flowing robe. He even had the curved stem of a pipe clamped between his teeth. Only he seemed to be made of translucent smoke.

      Sephi could see right through him as he walked toward her group.

      “Are you lost?” he asked.

      She smiled at the specter, hoping to convey they were friendly. “No, we’re right where we need to be. Thank you.”

      The man shook his head. “This is no place for tourists.”

      Sephi smiled at him. “Good, because we’re not here to sightsee, although I love what you’ve done to the place. We just need to pop inside real quick and grab something. We’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

      The man crossed his arms over his ghostly chest. “There’s nothing in there for you. I suggest you turn around and go back the way you came.”

      “And who are you exactly?” she asked.

      He straightened up proudly. “I am Cristoval the Dead, Speaker for the Damned, Guardian of the Black Soul, Warden of the Ironbound Heretic of Viscayne.”

      “That’s a bit of a mouthful,” she said. “Well, listen, Dead Cris, I’m not looking to cause any trouble. We just need to talk to this heretic of yours, and then I promise we’ll be on our way.”

      “Impossible,” Cris said. “No one is allowed inside.”

      Sephi frowned. “May I ask why not?”

      “No,” he said flatly.

      She flashed him a wide smile. “Please?”

      Cris sighed in frustration. “Clearly, you don’t understand the forces at work here, or you wouldn’t need to ask.”

      It was Sephi’s turn to be frustrated. “Come on, man. I’ve had a really long day, and I’m trying to be nice. We already had an undead fight on this trip. I don’t want to have another one. Can’t you just meet me halfway?”

      “You really are clueless,” he said. “I sacrificed my eternal soul to imprison the Heretic. I’m not going to let you just make that sacrifice pointless.”

      Francisco stepped up to Cris. “It wasn’t just you who sacrificed yourself, was it?”

      Cris lifted his hand, and five more specters emerged from their respective pillars. “We six damned ourselves, giving up the chance to reach Etherean to stay on this Realm. It was the only way to bind the Heretic’s soul here.”

      “Why did you bind him, exactly?” Sephi asked.

      “He discovered an ancient dark artifact hidden in the valley. The artifact held the secret to finding the First Mage’s lost tower. The only way to activate the artifact was to funnel massive amounts of dark magic into it. Going against everything the Council stands for, he dedicated himself to activating it, using torture and murder and blood.”

      “Torture?” Sephi asked. “Why torture?”

      Cris’s face wrinkled in disgust. “There is power in suffering, for someone sick enough to engage in such vile acts. He started with the servants, and when their deaths weren’t enough, he moved on to our own people. People he grew up with. People he cared about.”

      “Obviously, he didn’t care that much about them if he was willing to hurt them,” Sephi said.

      “Incorrect,” Cris said. “The more personal the sacrifice, the more power harvested in the ritual, allowing for great and terrible magic to be unleashed. In some cases like this one, the artifact required the most personal of sacrifices before it would open.”

      “I had no idea,” Sephi said.

      “Few do, aside from the Occultum,” Cris said. “The Heretic, whose name shall never be uttered again, tortured and murdered his twin sister, a woman he loved dearly. A woman I loved dearly. My wife.”

      He gestured at the other five spirits, who stood silent on the steps. “He stole loved ones from all of us. So we made our own ultimate sacrifice to lock his black soul away forever. The things he knew will stay forever buried with him, as they must to keep the world safe.”

      Sephi scrubbed a hand over the back of her neck. “That’s a bit of a problem. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I hear you, and I understand he was an evil prick. But the secrets he knows are the exact reason we need to speak with him.”

      “That, I cannot allow,” Cris said. “Nor can I allow you to live if you persist on this quest.”

      Sephi nodded wearily. “Yeah, I get it.” She turned toward Magnus. “Did the damn Council warn you about any of this?”

      “They did not,” he said simply.

      She frowned. “You think they didn’t know, or did they just not want us to know?”

      He shrugged. “It’s hard to say.”

      She looked at Francisco. “You got anything for a situation like this?”

      He stroked his beard. “I’ve never tried to control a ghost before. I’m not sure I can even harm them.”

      “At least have the decency to walk away when you’re scheming to attack me,” Cris said.

      Sephi turned back to address the specter. “First of all, it’s rude to eavesdrop.”

      “You’re speaking five feet away from me,” he said huffily.

      She waved the comment away. “And second of all, you were the one who talked about killing us first. So double rude on you. I mean, did your manners die when you did?”

      If the ghost had cheeks and blood to fill them, she imagined his face would be flushed with outrage. As it was, his eyes widened, and his brows drew down in a scowl.

      “And third, we’re the good guys here. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “No,” he said. “Even if I had reason to believe you, which I don’t since I literally just heard you discussing harming us, my duty remains unchanged. All of us will stand guard here for eternity.”

      She grimaced. “Eternity is a long time. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “Our sacrifice is a noble one,” he said.

      “But wouldn’t you rather go to Etherean and see your wife again?” she asked. “It kind of sounds like you’re just punishing yourselves for someone else’s crimes.”

      Cris’s steadfast gaze faltered just a fraction. “I mean, that’s not how we see it.”

      “Look, I’m just saying, there has to be another option here.”

      He shrugged. “Not for me. None of this is my problem.”

      “Well, you say that, but I’m pretty sure your big secret is out in the open,” she said. “We just fought a bunch of dark mages on the way in here. We managed to slow them down, but at some point, they’ll be back, and they’ll be coming for your precious Heretic, too.”

      “They’re welcome to try,” he said.

      “Don’t worry. They will. And I know you’re standing there all cocky like no one can get past you, but are you a hundred percent sure of that? Because they won’t stop until they get what they want, and I doubt they’ll ask nicely like we are.”

      “Nicely,” he scoffed.

      “Whatever,” she said. “My point is, someone is going to get the Heretic’s secret. Would you rather the Occultum get it or us?”

      He shook his head. “For all I know, you work for the Occultum, too.”

      “Son of a bitch,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Do we look like fucking dark mages?”

      Just then, the ground began to rumble. The sound came from the direction of the entrance to Viscayne.

      Sephi grabbed Echo’s arm. “Go grab the wagon and bring it over here. Quick.”

      The Green nodded and sprinted toward Princess and the rest of their supplies. She hopped on the seat and urged the buru forward. Behind her, a horde of manticores burst into the secluded valley, carrying warlocks on their backs.

      “I thought we killed those fuckers,” Sephi said.

      Magnus shook his head. “It seems like they got reinforcements. Look.”

      A huge shaggy mammoth lumbered into view. Blades as long as a man were fastened to the sides of its tusks, and on its back sat a man whose face was wreathed in what looked like swirling blue flames. Sephi couldn’t tell if it was an illusion, or if the warlock was so corrupted, it had engulfed his entire body. She had no desire to find out.

      She looked at the ghost and pointed at the new arrival. “Now, that looks like a fucking dark mage. Time’s up, Dead Cris. You have to make a choice. Help us, or let those assholes win.”
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      “You led them right to us,” Cris said, defeat in his eyes.

      “Hey, don’t put that on me,” Sephi said. “Blame your decorator.”

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t the one who built some fancy-ass temple in the wall,” she said. “They would have found this place on their own eventually.”

      He shook his head. “It was meant to honor our sacrifice.”

      “Well, that’s great, but it’s not my fault.”

      “Still, you’re the reason they knew we were somewhere in the Valley,” Cris said.

      “They knew we were coming here. I’m pretty sure someone back at the Citadel is leaking information to the Occultum. There might even be a spy in the Council. Now do you want to discuss this some more, or do you want to hurry the fuck up and help me?”

      Cris nodded. “Fine. Come with me.”

      As they ascended the stairs, he gestured at the other five ghosts, and they surged forward silently to face the oncoming threat.

      “You think they can take all those warlocks?” she asked.

      “Let’s hope so,” he said. “If not, they will at least buy us time to do what needs to be done.”

      Magnus and Francisco followed, and Echo caught up with them, panting for breath. “Did you see that dark mage on the mammoth?” she asked.

      “He was kind of hard to miss,” Sephi said.

      “Did you see what he’s dragging behind him?” Echo asked.

      Sephi glanced back. The mammoth pulled a massive iron cage on wheels. Inside, a writhing mass of people pressed against the bars, screaming for help.

      “What in the holy hell is that?” Sephi breathed.

      “Fuel,” Francisco said angrily. “We have to save them.”

      Sephi grabbed his arm before he could dart away. “There’s no time. We get the Heretic first.”

      He scowled. “Persephone, they’ll be killed.”

      “How many more will die if we don’t get to the Whispers first?” she asked. “Look, I don’t like it any more than you do, but we’ve got one chance at this. I need you to get the location of the lost tower. I promise we can try and help them after.”

      The Night Brother let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine, but I will hold you to that promise.”

      “Please do,” she said. “Now, let’s go.”

      They walked through the door of the temple. The darkness was blinding after being out in the desert sun. Cris gestured with his hands, and green spectral lights sprang to life along the walls. They were in a small octagonal chamber. In the center was an iron sculpture of a man hunched over in pain, his arm outstretched above him as if he were warding off a blow.

      “Nice statue,” Sephi said. “Now where the hell is this Heretic?”

      “You’re looking at him,” Cris said. “We encased his flesh in molten iron as part of the binding ritual.”

      “Was that absolutely necessary?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Cris said. “His soul is bound to the iron. The raw element anchors him to this Realm.”

      She shook her head. “Well, there’s an image that’ll haunt my dreams forever.” She clapped her hands together once. “All right, team. Let’s get moving. Magnus, you got any power left?”

      He nodded. “I can fight.”

      “Good,” she said. “Get outside and protect the wagon. We’re going to need it ready to go when this is done.”

      Magnus bowed his head and marched toward the exit, his sword already in his hand.

      Sephi looked at Echo. “Go stand guard at the entrance. Anyone tries to get in, you blast their asses into gravy.”

      Echo nodded grimly. “They’ll get in over my dead body.”

      Sephi clapped her friend on the shoulder. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. This valley has seen enough death for a hundred lifetimes.”

      The young Green hurried to the doorway, readying her wands. Sephi watched her go, a sinking feeling in her gut. If anything happened to Echo, she would never forgive herself.

      “Okay,” she said. “You’re up, Francisco. Talk to this prick, find out where the tower is, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “About that,” Cris said.

      “What is it?” Sephi asked. “We’re kind of in a hurry here.”

      “I fear you were correct about the dark mages. They will stop at nothing to pry the Heretic’s secret from his corpse.”

      “Yeah, so?” she asked.

      “So for you to get his information is not enough,” he said. “When you leave, they’ll just get the information they need soon after. You have to take the Heretic with you.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Gross. I’m not taking that monstrosity with me.”

      “You don’t need his body,” Cris said. “Just his soul.”

      “And how the fuck do we do that?” she asked as agitation swirled inside of her. Why did there always have to be something else to do?

      “We shift the binding from the iron to something else. Something more portable. Do you have any enchanted iron on you?”

      Francisco patted his robes down and then spread his hands helplessly. “I do not.”

      Sephi sighed. “My dagger is enchanted, I guess. Will that work?”

      Cris nodded. “That will suffice. There’s just one more little thing.”

      Sephi growled in frustration. “Of course there is.”

      “Binding him to the iron is not enough. We need another soul to keep him trapped.”

      “I’m not turning into a fucking ghost like you, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “No,” Cris said. “That sacrifice does not have to be repeated. We ghosts paid that price to create the binding that holds the Heretic. We just need to transfer that binding, which we should be able to do when your friend opens a pathway to speak with the Heretic.”

      “Can’t you just come with us?” she asked. “I mean, you’re not doing anything else with your soul these days.”

      He shook his head. “New prison, new warden.”

      “Fuck everything about this,” she growled.

      “You wanted to prevent the Occultum from getting the location of the tower,” Cris said. “I don’t see any other alternative.”

      “Brother,” she said. “Any ideas?”

      “I’ve got nothing,” he said.

      “Look, I’m not giving up my eternal soul for this bullshit,” she said. “I’ve got shit to do.”

      Cris shrugged. “You’re not giving up your eternal soul.”

      “I can’t help but notice you emphasized the word ‘eternal’.”

      “Well, yeah,” he said. “You can get rid of the Heretic’s soul. I mean, probably.”

      “Probably?” she asked. “Then you can probably go fuck yourself.”

      “Look, I was in this for all of eternity. I wasn’t worried about reversing the ritual.”

      “I’m sure we can find a way,” Francisco said. “But look. You don’t have to do this. No one would fault you for saying no.”

      She sighed. “Whatever. Let’s just get it over with. I doubt we’ll make it out of this valley alive anyway.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Cris said.

      “If something goes wrong, you fuckers better build a temple in my honor.”

      “Oh, now she likes the temple,” Cris muttered.

      “Did you say something?” she asked sharply.

      “I said your noble sacrifice will not be forgotten,” he said quickly.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. And what happens to you once I take on your burden?”

      “Well, there won’t be any need for me to stick around here. I’ll see what my friends and I can do to make sure you get out of here safely. Then I’m going to take your advice and go find my long-lost love.”

      “Now, that’s a goal I can get behind,” she said, thinking of her parents up in Etherean somewhere.

      I’m doing this for you, she thought, hoping they would be proud of her if she ever managed to see them again. Hoping they would see how sorry she was for what she’d done. Hoping they would forgive her.

      Sephi hopped up and down and shook her hands to burn off some of the nervous energy coursing through her. “All right. Let’s do this before I change my mind.”

      Cris pointed at Francisco. “Make the connection with the Heretic’s soul.”

      The Night Brother’s hands contorted in unfamiliar patterns, and he quietly spoke words she didn’t understand. The shadows around them deepened, shrouding them in gloom.

      “The Black Soul awakens,” Cris said.

      Francisco shut his eyes and cocked his head like he was straining to hear something. “He doesn’t sound happy.”

      “What is he saying?” Cris asked.

      Francisco grimaced. “Some very unkind things about you, I’m afraid. Perhaps it would be best if I didn’t repeat them.”

      “Perhaps you’re right,” Cris said. “Bridge the connection to the girl. Girl, hold your dagger tight.”

      Francisco weaved symbols in the air, and the connection slammed into Sephi, robbing her lungs of breath. As if from far away, she heard the black murmuring of the Heretic skittering inside her skull like spider legs.

      “Here comes the tricky part,” Cris said. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded. “I guess. Will it hurt?”

      “Dear God, yes,” Cris said.

      Her eyes widened. “Wait, what?”

      Cris did something beyond the edge of her vision. Then her world exploded in pain.

      A sinister force gripped her heart like a coiling snake, and a thousand stinging needles pierced her skin. The Heretic’s voice, once far away, boomed from inside her, screaming a string of vile obscenities. She desperately hoped to remember them for later, assuming she survived.

      Dark tendrils wrapped around her dagger, which went ice cold in her hand. The gleaming blade turned blacker than the night sky, seeming to drink in the light around it. Corruption seeped from the cursed blade like pus from an open sore, and she shuddered in disgust.

      A sound like a thunderclap struck her ears, and she staggered on her feet. Then the world came back into focus.

      “It is done,” Cris said. “I dub thee Guardian of the Black Soul, Warden of the Ironbound Heretic of Viscayne, Wielder of the Heretic’s Blade.”

      “Not Speaker for the Damned?” she asked, starting to feel like herself again.

      “No,” Cris said. “My people and I are no longer damned to stand watch.”

      “So I’m the only damned one now,” she said.

      “Precisely. May your watch be short and your days long.”

      “Ahh,” she said. “And also… to you. Have fruitful, um, journeys, and a plethora of mirth.”

      “Right,” Cris said.

      “Screw you, I didn’t know we were doing cool goodbyes.”

      “No, that was great,” Cris said unconvincingly.

      “Give me a second. I can do better.” She cleared her throat. “The dictionary defines friendship as—”

      “That’s okay,” Cris interrupted. “I should probably get going.”

      Francisco laughed. “You suck at goodbyes, Sephi.”

      She drew herself up angrily. “So? Maybe I haven’t had as much practice as you, exile.”

      Francisco recoiled like she had struck him. “What the hell, Persephone?”

      She paused. Not being able to say goodbye properly was indeed a touchy subject for her, but the heat behind her response surprised even her. She felt a kind of formless anger simmering inside her, ready to lash out in any direction. “Sorry, Brother. I didn’t mean that.”

      Cris frowned. “You know, it might take some time to adjust to the connection with the Heretic. You might be a little irritable for a while.”

      “Great,” she said sullenly. Then she grinned, snapping out of her funk. “At least now, I have an excuse to be an asshole.”

      “Like you needed one before,” Francisco said.

      “Bitch, I’ll stab you,” she said, only half-joking. “Anyway, thanks for your help, Dead Cris. Go find your wife.”

      “Thank you, I will. But first, let’s make sure all of this wasn’t in vain.”

      They hurried back to the entrance where Echo stood sweating, surrounded by dead warlocks and hemogoblins. She glanced at Sephi. “You’re still alive.”

      “So are you,” Sephi said.

      “Did you get what we came for?” Echo asked.

      Sephi shrugged. “Something like that. It’s time to go.”

      They emerged from the temple to chaos. Dead warlocks and manticores littered the ground like broken toys. The remaining dark mages had regrouped around the mammoth and its blue-faced rider. The prisoners in the cage were all dead, allowing the warlocks to lob huge balls of dark energy at the attacking ghosts. Whenever a ghost got hit, their body dematerialized, only to reappear seconds later.

      Perhaps the specters couldn’t be killed, but the warlocks were keeping them at bay through the sheer volume of magic at their disposal.

      Magnus and Princess had managed to keep the wagon in one piece. They had their own circle of corpses surrounding them, and the buru had half a warlock in her mouth, which she chewed on happily.

      “Are we good?” Magnus asked as they approached.

      “Yeah,” Sephi said. “Time to move. Everyone in the cart.” She turned back to Cris. “You think you can keep them away from the exit?”

      He nodded. “We’ll keep them busy for as long as we can. To give you a head start.”

      “Much appreciated. Well, I’d shake your hand, but, well, you know.”

      Cris smiled. “Good luck.”

      Sephi jumped in the cart and whipped Princess into action. The buru spit out her treat and ran toward the exit.

      The warlock leader on the mammoth shouted at the dark mages at the creature’s feet, directing their fire toward Sephi and her friends. The ghosts were able to keep the warlocks from advancing on the exit, but they couldn’t stop the lethal balls of energy from raining down around the cart.

      Sephi zigged and zagged through the storm of dark magic, squinting against the dust filling the air. All it would take was one lucky hit, and they’d all be toast. She wondered what would happen to the Heretic if she died. Would he still be trapped in her dagger, or would his soul manage to roam free?

      I’ll stand laughing over your rotting corpse as I piss in your skull.

      Well, look who finally joined the party, she thought.

      Oh, I’ve been awake for a millennium, plotting my revenge on this world the entire time. A whelp like you can’t hope to stop me. This world is mine for the taking. I’ll chain you to my throne and make you watch as I disembowel your friends one by one. But I won’t let them die. I’ll—

      That’s enough of that. She pushed his voice to a dark corner of her mind, shutting him out so she could concentrate on escaping.

      The warlock leader had his hands over his head, gathering energy like crackling lightning above him. When the swirling ball of dark magic was the size of the mammoth, he hurled it toward the cart. Sephi swerved to avoid its path, but the ball tracked their movement, chasing the cart down.

      She cursed, having no idea how she would get away. The orb got closer, and she could hear its power humming like an angry hive of bees. The fine hairs on her arms stood on end, and she braced herself for the lethal blast.

      Cris swooped in to place his incorporeal body between the spell and the wagon. The last brave act of the Guardian of the Black Soul before leaving his duty under her care. The plasma ball crashed into him. He took the brunt of the blast, dispersing its energy into pumpkin-sized globs that burned like molten metal.

      One of them smacked into her arm. Her coat protected her from the worst of it, but she could feel her skin blistering beneath the leather.

      The pain was excruciating, but in the next instant, they were through the exit and on their way back to safety. At least, for the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours later, they were well away from the canyon, traveling by the light of the full moon. Sephi had yet to see any signs of pursuit, but they didn’t dare stop to make camp. Princess marched over the dry soil without the slightest bit of fatigue. The buru could travel for days without food or rest when necessary.

      Right now, it was necessary.

      The others were asleep in the back, huddled together beneath blankets and robes against the cold night. The temperature had dropped when the sun disappeared over the horizon.

      Sephi pulled her leather jacket tightly around her and decided that it was finally time for her to properly introduce herself to the Heretic. She opened her mind to let him in.

      —and the glass rods will be brittle, so they shatter upon insertion. And surprise! The rods were hollow, and filled with fire ants—

      Wait. Have you been talking this whole time?

      His voice stopped. Why? Have you not been listening?

      Fuck no.

      That’s of no consequence. I shall happily repeat the litany of abuses I will inflict upon you and your friends. What was the last thing you heard?

      Sephi shifted in her seat, shuddering at the idea of listening to several hours of the Heretic describing creative ways to hurt her friends. You can tell me about your wet dreams later. Right now, I need you to answer some questions.

      You couldn’t handle my fantasies. He paused. Or perhaps you could, my scrumptious little morsel.

      Hold on, can you see me?

      I can sense what’s around me. So, yes. And I sense a fine pair of boobs beneath that coat.

      She laughed in surprise. Boobs? Calling them that makes me think you’ve never seen a real breast in your life.

      Ha! I’ve pleasured more beings on heaven and earth than you could count.

      ‘More beings on heaven and earth’ seems like a strange name for your right hand. But moving on. I have questions.

      Like I would abase myself to answer your inquiries. You, a child barely out of diapers, dare to question me? The audacity. Ask me a thousand questions, and silence will be your answer.

      I’d like to know about the work that got you imprisoned.

      Oh, my work? Absolutely. I love talking about that. It all started in my youth, when I invented a game called ‘the blade and the blindfold.’ It was not well-received by the other children, or their parents for that matter, but genius is often misunderstood at first.

      Of course, I showed them. I put mushrooms in the milk. They never saw that coming—or anything else after that day. But they say blindness heightens the other senses, so maybe it turned out for the best.

      Although, actually, my journey really started a few years prior, with Mimzy, the family pet. A wonderful companion with a surprisingly fragile spine.

      Anyway, I was just the boy to fix her. And that was the day I learned that kitchen utensils are a poor substitute for proper surgical tools. Also? Wash them before putting them back in the drawer. Mother was not pleased.

      Of course, I showed her.

      As the man prattled on, one thing became abundantly clear to Sephi. The Heretic was out of his fucking mind.

      She felt her own rationality falter as she listened, being drawn into the dark depths of his depravity like slowly sinking in quicksand. What chipped away at her sanity wasn’t just the despicable acts he described, but the way he described them. He spoke with an almost nostalgic cheerfulness, much like a normal person would talk about their favorite birthday party as a child.

      She could finally see why Cris felt the need to lock him away from the rest of existence. He was a truly vile being, not fit to be included with the rest of the human race. Maybe bringing him along and binding him with her soul had been a bad idea after all.

      Sephi needed to stop his crazy tirade, so she decided to broach a subject that, according to Cris, had been dear to him.

      Did you really murder your twin sister?

      The Heretic went silent, and when he spoke, all the joy was gone from his voice. I did not make that choice lightly. She was the only person I ever truly loved.

      But you killed her anyway?

      The artifact contained instructions that would lead to the lost tower, but to retrieve that information, it demanded a sacrifice of that which I held most dear. The tower was always meant to be found by warlocks, you see. Dark mages with the blackest hearts. Not normal weak mages like you and your pitiful friends. Toward that end, the First Mage created the artifacts before his final battle, instructing his lieutenant, Hextius Black, to scatter them across Esper if he didn’t return.

      Was that the weird energy in the Valley you went to investigate?

      No, that was something else. I never discovered the source of that magical anomaly. I discovered the artifact instead, hidden in a cave just waiting for someone like me to find it and unlock its secrets.

      And unlocking it required a sacrifice?

      Yes, it was a clever test. Whoever reclaims the lost tower is meant to carry on Zekariah’s work. Anyone worthy of that task can’t be weighed down by morality, sentimentality, or conflicting loyalties. The search for the ultimate magical power must come before all else. So, many of dark magic’s most powerful spells require sacrificing something or someone you love, and unlocking the artifact was no different.

      She was so close to getting the answers she’d been searching for, and she knew she should stay focused. But she couldn’t stop herself from asking the question burning inside her.

      Was it worth it?

      The Heretic had no lungs or lips, but he still managed to sigh. It would have been if I had made it to the tower and retrieved the Whispers.

      Tell me where they are, and I’ll take you to them.

      An idle promise. What good are the Whispers to me without a body?

      True, but wouldn’t you like to see them? To stand in their presence and make your sister’s sacrifice worth something instead of nothing?

      And why should you get them? What sacrifices have you made?

      I’ve suffered.

      I sense truth in those words. He paused, as if thinking it over. I’ve dreamt of reaching the tower for over a thousand years, and I imagined holding the Whispers in my hands for even longer. I would like to reach the end of my quest, even if it’s through you.

      I will show you the way.

      Thank you.

      But make no mistake. When I find a way out of this prison and back into this world, I will take back what’s mine. I shall take the Whispers, reclaim dominion over the Nyx, and rule the world from atop the Citadel. All of Esper will bow before me.

      It sounded like more gibberish to her, although she believed him when he said he would try to escape. He had given up everything in his pursuit for the Whispers. He wouldn’t just roll over now and relax. Still, she had no choice but to see her own journey through to the end. Afterward, someone else could worry about the Heretic’s soul and his mad quest for power.

      She turned her attention back to the conversation. Well, you can work on all that later. Now tell me, how do I find the lost tower?

      There is only one way into the lost tower. The entrance is in Zekariah’s palace.

      Bullshit. The lost tower is in Tartarus.

      Yes, and the entrance is in the palace. I swear, you ask for my help, and then you argue with me. What kind of slack-jawed moron have I been bound to? I waited a thousand years for you? An idle-minded shit biscuit with no concept of—

      Okay, damn. Sorry. We’ll head back to the Cradle.
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        * * *

      

      The journey back to the mages’ homeland took its toll on the group. With only rare stops along the way, they took turns manning the reins and resting, but the constant shaking of the wagon jarred their bones until Sephi thought she might fall apart like one of Francisco’s skeletons.

      Everyone seemed cranky and irritable, but they kept peace until they approached the Southern Pass through the Janus Mountains. A garrison of Reds guarded the pass, and Magnus sat up eagerly.

      “We should stop at the gate and gather reinforcements,” he said, sitting beside Sephi on the driver’s seat.

      “That’s not happening,” Sephi said. “We’ll go through and head directly to the palace.”

      He scowled at her. “Are you suicidal? We should head to the tower with an army at our backs so we can smash through any resistance we encounter.”

      “I said no.” Sephi had been thinking about their return a lot on their journey. “We have no idea who we can trust in the Cradle. I would make all of us invisible and sneak through if the enchanted gates didn’t make that impossible.”

      He scoffed. “You’re being paranoid. The Black Soul has clouded your judgment.”

      She turned to shoot him an angry look. “The Heretic’s soul is the only reason we know where we’re going, and it’s not like I wanted him to come along, bound to me. But whatever, spies are obviously lurking in the Cradle, and I don’t want anyone to know where we’re headed.”

      “The garrison will send word of our arrival to the Council,” he said. “They’ll know we’re back within hours.”

      “Well, I’ll take whatever extra time we can get,” she said, flicking the reins to speed Princess up to a trot.

      “And how can you be so sure the Occultum has spies in the Citadel?” he asked.

      “Because they knew exactly where we were going and when we would be there,” she said, turning her attention back to the road in front of them. “We had someone following us in the forest on our way to Francisco. And we had a damn Occultum army swarm down on us at the Valley. I refuse to believe that was a coincidence.”

      “Then let me send a message to Minerva for aid,” he said. “I’ll use a cipher so the message can’t be read by anyone but her.”

      “Minerva might be compromised,” Sephi said.

      “Minerva? Her reputation for fighting the Occultum is legendary.”

      “I know,” Sephi said. “But right now, that doesn’t matter to me. I don’t trust anyone.”

      He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “We can contact the Inquisitors then. They’re good at keeping secrets. It’s what they do.”

      “I trust those shady fuckers even less than Minerva,” Sephi said.

      “What about your grandmother? Surely, you trust her.”

      Sephi nodded. “Yes, for all her faults, I can’t imagine she would help the Occultum. Even still, I won’t risk it.”

      “Why are you being so hardheaded about this?”

      She turned to face him. “Because if the Occultum figures out where we’re going, then cursing my blade and binding myself to the Black Soul was all for nothing. I paid a heavy price for this information, and I’m not just going to give it away to our enemies freely.”

      “Going to the tower alone is a mistake,” Magnus said. “Who knows what we’ll encounter there?”

      “I’m sure it will be just as pleasant as the rest of this journey,” she said, sighing. “But we’ve made it this far on our own. We just have to make it a little further.”

      Magnus shook his head. “Are you sure you don’t just want the Whispers for yourself?”

      “What the fuck did you just say?” she asked, her brows pulling in tight as heat rose up her chest.

      He held up his palms. “Not you, but the Heretic I mean. Is it possible he’s planted this idea in your head so he can get them for himself?”

      Sephi’s anger faded, leaving behind a bone-deep weariness. “Anything is possible, I guess. We’re navigating uncharted waters here. But my logic is sound. Someone has been working against us behind the scenes at the Citadel. Maybe they’re on the Council. Maybe they’re not. Either way, we have to keep this as quiet as possible. We’ll figure out the rest if we ever make it back.”

      Magnus stopped arguing, although he didn’t look totally convinced. Sephi herself wasn’t exactly sure if he was right about the Heretic influencing her. She had been keeping his voice muted for most of the trip home, but she could feel his presence inside her like an oily fog, bubbling just beneath her consciousness.

      Cris had warned her the Heretic might affect her mood. Was it possible he could affect her decision making as well?

      If so, it was all the more reason to get this quest over with. Then she could figure out how to rid herself, and the world, of this evil bastard. Then she could be done with the Council, the Occultum, and all of their petty schemes. Then she could get her life back.

      She never wanted to be involved in any of this. She didn’t care about power or the battle between good and evil. All she wanted was to see her parents again, but that goal had never seemed more out of reach.

      Although if she could retrieve the Whispers, maybe she could do more than just visit her parents in the afterlife. Maybe she wouldn’t need anyone else’s help to travel between Realms. Or maybe the magic they contained would allow her to bring them back to life, reversing the biggest mistake she’d ever made, healing her deepest regret.

      The First Mage’s magic was beyond anything her own people could do. With that kind of power at her fingertips, there was no telling the feats she could accomplish. All of Esper would kneel at her feet.

      She shook her head and clamped down on her racing thoughts, which were almost certainly not her own. Maybe Magnus was right about the Heretic planting thoughts in her head.

      Hey, dickhead. Stay out of my brain.

      The Heretic’s mad laughter echoed in her skull. A smile crept onto her face, and she closed off the connection before she started laughing right along with him.
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        * * *

      

      They passed through the gate without incident. Despite his earlier protests, Magnus said nothing to the other Reds who waved them through. Then they were back in the Cradle.

      The Citadel hung like a mirage in the sky. Even though she hadn’t lived there for years, it had never felt less like home than in that moment. She turned the cart northeast, heading toward the mountains where Zekariah’s abandoned palace glittered like a jewel in the midday sun.

      The Council had sealed the gates to the palace long ago, and entry was forbidden. Breaking a few rules had never stopped her before, but she didn’t know how to get inside. Taking a deep breath, she opened the connection with the Heretic and braced herself for crazy.

      Rise and shine, Heretic.

      I have no need for sleep.

      By the way, do you have a name? I feel like an idiot referring to you as Heretic all the time.

      I have no name. Cristoval stripped that from me when he imprisoned me, branding me the Heretic of Viscayne. It was meant to be a badge of shame, but I wear it proudly, having earned it through fire and blood. I shall remain the Heretic until I escape this prison. Only then will the world know my true name, whispering it in fear on trembling lips as I lay waste to everything they hold dear.

      Okay, okay. Sorry I asked. Listen, how do we get in to the palace? The gates are sealed.

      As they were in my time. But in my research, I devised a clever method of entry.

      She frowned. Like a spell?

      No, I discovered a hidden side door.

      Oh. That doesn’t sound very clever to me.

      Do you know where it is?

      No.

      Then fuck you. It’s clever. Just get me to the palace steps, and I shall guide you.

      Is there any way you can just tell me how to get in? I’d rather not have to talk to you. Offense intended.

      Shall I draw you a map? With my hands? That I don’t have? You thickheaded harlot. If I still had my mushrooms—

      She quieted his voice, shivering at the feeling of corruption inside her. She hoped he would run out of steam by the time they reached the palace gates. Every time he babbled insanely, she became uneasy, like some of his madness was infectious.

      She looked back over her shoulder to address her friends. “All right, kids. Next stop, Zekariah’s palace.”
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      They ascended the steps of the palace, their shadows long in front of them in the light of the afternoon sun. Sephi had sent Princess trundling back to the Undershadow on her own. The buru knew the way.

      The castle’s towering golden walls looked like one enormous slab of metal, as if the First Mage had bled the veins of the mountain all at once. Something this massive could only have been crafted with the First Magic, and Sephi assumed that was the only reason the palace still stood after thousands of years.

      “You know, as a kid, I always wanted to explore this place,” she said. “I daydreamed about what I might find inside.”

      “Have you always been drawn to the forbidden?” Magnus asked.

      She shrugged. “Come on. Haven’t you ever wondered what kind of amazing things are hidden behind these walls?”

      “Not really,” he said. “The man who built it was so greedy for power, he would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.”

      The Heretic murmured his approval.

      “Sure,” Sephi said. “Zekariah was a bit of a turd, but if the outside is this grand, the inside has to be mind-blowing.”

      “I wonder why no one has chipped away the walls for the gold,” Echo said.

      “Come on, enchanter,” Sephi said. “I’m sure this place has so many wards on it, we couldn’t even drill a nugget off.”

      Echo leaned in to get a closer look at the wall, which was embedded with a swirling filigree. “There’s a pattern here, but it appears to be decorative. I don’t see any sigils. Oh, maybe he inverted the patterns so no one could figure out how to break through them. That’s what I would have done, anyway.”

      “That’s what the Council did when they sealed the entrances,” Magnus said, pointing at the hulking stone doors in front of them. “Which is why I don’t know how we expect to get in. What does the Heretic say?”

      Heretic?

      Those puckered old buttholes on the Council couldn’t seal a door they couldn’t find.

      How can you be sure they never found it?

      Because the only way to find it is by opening the artifact. At least, that is my understanding. If they sealed that door, too, you’re shit out of luck.

      Fine, lead the way.

      He directed her along the left side of the wall, counting her paces as she went. Steady, you cow. Even strides.

      She gritted her teeth and hid her frustration from him. They were almost in. She didn’t want to do anything that would jeopardize their entry now.

      After two hundred steps, the Heretic told her to stop. The wall here didn’t look any different from the rest of it. The same swooping flourishes graced the golden surface, and she couldn’t see anything remotely resembling a door.

      The door should be near here. Splash some water on the facade to reveal the entry mechanism.

      Water? That’s all it takes. I guess no one looked for this entrance when it was raining, then?

      Water will only help you see what’s hidden. It won’t get you inside.

      “All right, grab your canteens, people,” she said. “Pour water on the wall, and I guess something will appear.”

      All four of them dutifully splashed their drinking water over the nearby portions of the wall, making the metal gleam in the sunlight. About twenty feet back the way they came, Echo called out triumphantly. “We’ve got something.”

      They gathered around the section of wall she pointed at. The water had revealed a hidden image in the pattern. A man stood with his arms spread wide in front of a kneeling mass of people, like he was blessing them. Behind him, a colossal mountain shot flames from its peak.

      She assumed the benevolent figure was the First Mage. The etching had to be a depiction of Zekariah’s journey to Earth, where he offered a choice to the inhabitants of Thera on the Isle of Crete; perish in the volcanic eruption, or come with him to Esper and swear fealty to him.

      He never told them he had caused the volcano to erupt. Nor did he warn them that fealty meant slavery. Thousands chose to follow him. They were the ancestors of everyone in the Cradle.

      Every mage child heard that story growing up, to teach them of the First Mage’s treachery. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised that in his depiction of the story, he looked like a benevolent hero.

      Okay, what now? I’m not seeing a door.

      Press the symbols in the following order. The peak, the mage, the soaring bird, the farthest peasant on the left, and the farthest on the right.

      This seems unnecessarily complicated.

      What’s the point of a secret door if just anyone can walk through it? Besides, I’m sure most visitors to the palace simply used the front gates. This was never meant to be the main entrance.

      She pressed the symbols in the order he had dictated. The metal didn’t give when she touched it. None of the symbols lit up or made a sound. But when she pressed the last one, a paper-thin seam appeared in the wall, forming a door-shaped arch.

      The gold darkened to a black iron door with a ring for a handle.

      You’re welcome.

      She ignored him, too focused on how fast her heart galloped in her chest. “This is it, guys. We’ll finally get to see inside the palace walls. The first people in thousands of years to do so. You’ll be telling your kids about what we’re about to see.”

      She reached out with a trembling hand and pulled the door open. Shadows greeted her on the other side, and she stepped through, holding her breath.

      Dazzling crystal chandeliers, delicate silk tapestries, and intricately carved furniture, Sephi found none of these things. Instead, she entered what looked like a storage room.

      Four dusty stone walls encapsulated the claustrophobic space. The musty smell of old soil filled the air, and a few old crates sat stacked in a corner, along with a shovel.

      As the others crowded in behind her, she shook her head in disgust. “Well, this was disappointing.”

      Echo laughed. “Oh, I’ll definitely be telling my kids about this moment. And how funny your face looked after giving that big speech.”

      “Whatever,” Sephi said. “This is just the secret entrance. We’re still heading into the palace.”

      Prepare for more disappointment. Our path takes us out into the garden, not inside the palace itself.

      Son of a bitch, you could have warned me. That way, I wouldn’t have made a big deal about everything like an asshole.

      “Okay, scratch that,” she said. “Apparently, we’re just going into the backyard.”

      She pushed open the only other door in the room and emerged into something out of a dream.

      

      A polished obsidian path wound its way through a grove of enchanted trees. Their overhanging limbs hung so heavy with flowers that the branches formed an arched tunnel over the walkway. The bell-shaped blossoms were a deep purple, dappled with white luminescent spots, and the smooth black stone reflected the flowers with such clarity, the world seemed to double in on itself.

      Sephi stepped onto the path, and it was like walking on the night sky. As she moved beneath the twinkling canopy, her reflection blotted out stars in a Sephi-shaped pattern, like she was her own constellation moving through the heavens.

      She reached up to touch one of the gorgeous flowers.

      I wouldn’t do that.

      Her hand froze. Why not?

      The servants apparently called this place the Devil’s Garden. Any humans brought here never returned.

      Because the plants killed them?

      Probably because they were taken to the tower to be experimented on. Still, these flowers are poison to the touch. Don’t let the beauty of this place deceive you. Sometimes, the prettiest things are the most deadly.

      Aww, are you talking about me?

      No, you imbecile. I was referring to myself, back when I had a face to admire, that is.

      You couldn’t just let me have that one?

      I just saved you from an agonizing death. Is your vanity so great, you value it more than your life?

      You’re one to talk.

      Please. The only thing that exceeds my genius is my humility.

      Uh huh. Why did you save me anyway?

      I would like to see the Whispers before I watch you die.

      Sure. I think you’re warming up to me.

      On second thought, I’m sure I was mistaken. These aren’t the Death Bells described in the artifact. Touching them won’t liquefy your flesh to a quivering mound of jelly. In fact, gather a bouquet so your friends can lay it on your grave before joining you.

      Okay, okay. Message received.

      “Don’t touch anything,” she cautioned the others. “These flowers are deadly apparently.”

      She left out the part about being in the Devil’s Garden. Everyone’s nerves were jagged enough without that little tidbit of information adding to their anxiety.

      They walked along the path, careful not to let any of the drooping flowers get too close. Sephi was just thankful it wasn’t a windy day, or else the swaying trees would shower them in a deadly rain of petals.

      She emerged from the grove into a field of green. Huge shrubs had been trimmed in the shape of legendary creatures, and all of them were moving. A leafy green dragon lashed its tail and flapped its wings with a rustle of leaves. Beside it, a massive wolf with gold flowers for eyes threw its head back in a silent howl, like it was welcoming the moon just visible in the golden sky.

      The living topiary had other creatures, but one in particular drew her attention. On the edge of the garden by the palace wall, a man-sized figure with hooves for feet and horns on its head danced nimbly in a small circle. The beastman looked exactly like the creature who had been following her through Duskwood Forest, albeit made of leaves.

      So she hadn’t been crazy after the hell the night mare put her through. The beastman had been real, and clearly, Zekariah himself knew of their existence.

      Everything surrounding her had been crafted from the First Magic. The fact that the garden still looked well manicured and the shrub creatures still moved was evidence of that. Regular magic could not accomplish such feats.

      But if the beastmen had been around since the First Mage’s time, she couldn’t understand why no one had ever heard of their existence. They weren’t extinct. She had seen one. So how could it be that none of the books in the Spire’s library mentioned them?

      She asked the Heretic. So far, he had been a useful source of information, despite his rotten personality. Have you ever seen anything like that goatman over there?

      No, although a woman once accused me of being half human and half horse because of the size of my—

      Don’t you dare finish that statement.

      Dick, he finished.

      I hate you.

      Fine. Now if you’re done gawking at shrubbery, might I suggest we keep moving?

      Sure, if you’ll tell me where to go.

      Beyond the topiary wall are some rose bushes. Find the well in their center.

      The Heretic sounded particularly excited about this well, although she wasn’t sure why. She imagined she would find out soon enough.

      “Come on, guys,” she called, pointing toward where the path led through an opening in the bushes ahead of them. “We’re going that way.”

      When she walked through the opening, she saw an endless field of blood-red roses. Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. The field stretched for hundreds of yards into the distance, and the sheer magnitude of it stunned her like a kick to the chest.

      “Holy shit,” Echo said from beside her. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Francisco said, his voice choked with emotion.

      “Ehh,” Magnus said, clearly unimpressed.

      Sephi sighed and shook her head. “You’re truly a romantic at heart. We’re looking for a well at the center of the field. Let’s get moving.”

      As they followed the path through the flowers, Sephi addressed the Heretic. Rose bushes, huh?

      He laughed. I wanted it to be a surprise.

      Great, and what happens when we get to the center?

      I want that to be a surprise too. He giggled excitedly like a little kid with a secret.

      Sephi wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but she had no choice but to keep heading forward. The Heretic didn’t seem eager to harm her. Not yet, anyway. So, she doubted she had anything to fear about their destination.

      After walking for what felt like forever, the path opened up into a gravelly clearing with a stone well in the middle of it.

      Well, well, well. The Heretic burst into a gale of laughter.

      Goddammit, is that why you were so excited? To tell that shitty joke?

      He laughed even louder, confirming her suspicions.

      Ugh, have you been waiting a thousand years to use that joke?

      He laughed madly. Almost.

      You’re hilarious. Can we fucking get on with it?

      Apparently, with no lips, lungs, or vocal cords, the Heretic was able to howl with laughter and speak at the same time. The effect disconcerted Sephi, but she couldn’t block out his giggle fit without blocking out his voice too.

      Go to the western edge of this clearing and find the single black rose. Prick your finger on its thorn, and the way to the tower will open.

      That’s how we find the entrance? That doesn’t seem like an efficient way to get inside.

      Power demands a sacrifice, even if it’s just a token offering.

      Sure, I get the symbolism, but just from a practical standpoint, it seems like a pain in the ass. Did Zekariah have to do this every time he went to the tower?

      Who knows how Zekariah got around? I imagine this was how his twelve disciples got inside. It’s probably also how the servants were brought to the tower, the ones who never came back out.

      She shook her head at the thought of so much death and darkness hidden behind the gorgeous veil of this garden. At least the servants who walked through here got to see something beautiful before they died, or whatever cruel fate had waited for them.

      As promised, on the western rim of the clearing, a lone black rose thrust up from the ground unnaturally. Its stem bristled with thorns. Sephi took a deep breath and pressed her fingertip to one of them. The thorn bit deep, and she gasped at the dull throbbing pain it awoke in her finger. A fat drop of blood welled up and then plummeted to the soil, which seemed to drink it up greedily. Immediately, the water in the stone well bubbled and turned to steam, disappearing into the air in a fine mist and revealing a set of stone stairs spiraling down into darkness.

      I take it we’re supposed to go down there.

      Might as well.

      She groaned. I swear to hell, one more fucking well joke, and I’ll leave you up here.

      Very well.

      Sephi grabbed the hilt of her dagger and started to unsheathe it. That stopped his laughter cold and seemed to sharpen his sanity. Fine. Fine. Yes, descend the steps, traverse the passage, and we’ll be at the lost tower.

      Sephi gazed down at the steps that would take them to the final leg of their journey. Then she glanced around at her three friends, suddenly wishing she’d brought an army with her like Magnus had suggested.

      “All right, folks, this is it,” she said. “Is everyone ready?”

      They all nodded, grim determination on their faces.

      She nodded back. “Then let’s go.”
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      The staircase spiraled down into the heart of the mountains, finally ending in a massive cavern. Its dark depths were lit by clumps of bioluminescent mushrooms the size of haystacks, which glowed bright blue.

      Gorgeous mushrooms. I wonder what kind of effects they have on the human body.

      I’m not going to eat one, if that’s what you’re hinting at.

      I wouldn’t dream of it. Have the Green do it. She seems fairly useless. Or at least, easy to carry. Then again, the necromancer can always have her body walk out of here if need be. I should very much like to see that.

      Sephi shut his voice out. These caverns were spooky enough without him whispering madness into her ears, and she didn’t think she would need any information from him until they got to the tower.

      Sephi glanced at Echo, who stood beside her. “Don’t worry. I don’t think you’re useless.”

      Echo cocked her head in confusion. “What? Who said I was?” She looked down at the Heretic Blade on Sephi’s hip. “Did that son of a bitch say I was useless?”

      Sephi shrugged.

      Echo squatted down so she was face to face with the blade. “Listen here, you buru fucker. I’ll melt your ass into slag and make you into a bed pan so the whole world can shit in your mouth.”

      “Whoa.” Sephi put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Please stop yelling at my dagger. We don’t know what’s in these caverns, but it’s probably best if we stay quiet.”

      Echo scowled but stood up. “What’s he saying back?”

      “I don’t know. I’m blocking him out right now. We all need to focus, and he’s too distracting.” She planted her hands on her hips and looked around the cavern.

      Stalagmites and stalactites jutted from the ceiling and ground like a giant beast’s teeth, ready to grind them up before swallowing them. A twisting path led away from the staircase, for which Sephi was grateful. Getting lost in a place like this would be all too easy, and she had no interest in this cavern becoming her tomb.

      Echo looked at Sephi and tipped her head curiously. “What’s it like having that voice in your head?”

      Sephi let out a long breath. “Most of the time, he’s batshit crazy. The rest of the time, he talks about escaping his imprisonment and killing me. Not exactly the best choice for a traveling companion.”

      Echo nodded. “Sure, but I mean, how are you doing with it? Like, are you all right?”

      “I guess,” Sephi said, keeping her voice quiet so the others couldn’t hear. “It’s not easy. Cris called him the Black Soul, and that’s about right. He’s just this malevolent voice inside me, infecting my blood and clouding my mind. I’m supposed to be binding him, but it’s starting to feel like he’s a part of me.”

      Echo squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “We’re almost done with all this bullshit. As soon as we are, we’ll find a way to get rid of him. I promise.”

      “Have I thanked you yet for coming with me on this fool’s errand?” Sephi asked.

      Echo raised an eyebrow. “Not yet.”

      “I don’t know how I would have gotten through this without you here,” Sephi said, looking down at her friend.

      Echo laughed. “You’d probably be dead by now.”

      “Probably,” Sephi said, smiling in the darkness. “How are you holding up?”

      She shrugged. “My soul isn’t bound to a thousand-year-old warlock, none of my weapons are cursed, and the Occutlum isn’t targeting me specifically for some nefarious reason. So all in all, I’m doing better than you.”

      Sephi laughed at that. “Fair enough, but that’s not saying much. My life is one clusterfuck after another. If it wasn’t for bad luck, I wouldn’t have any luck at all.” She shook her head and met Echo’s gaze. “But seriously, I’ve been so wrapped up in my own pity party, I haven’t stopped to see if you’re all right.”

      The humor faded from Echo’s expression. “This isn’t exactly how I prefer to spend my week, trudging across half of Esper, hunting down legends, and fighting dark mages. Still, I’ve got plenty of fight left in me.”

      “Good,” Sephi said. “On that note, we should probably get moving.”

      Magnus walked up to them and placed a finger to his lips. “Keep your voices down. I hear footsteps on the stairs behind us.”

      Sephi’s snapped her mouth shut, and she strained her ears to hear what Magnus was talking about. The sound was soft but steady, amplified by the acoustics of the stone stairwell. If the noise was indeed footsteps, it didn’t sound like the pounding of boots or the slapping of bare feet. It was more like the tap of a rock striking stone, only deeper.

      Whoever or whatever was behind them, Sephi was pretty sure the newcomer was alone, which offered a tiny bit of relief. But only a little. Anything that followed them down from the Devil’s Garden couldn’t have good intentions.

      “We should run,” Echo whispered.

      Magnus shook his head. “We should fight.”

      “No,” Sephi said. “We should hide.”

      She silently grabbed Francisco, who had been studying a cluster of glowing blue mushrooms and sketching its likeness in a worn leather notebook. He looked up at her like he’d forgotten she was there.

      “Fascinating specimens,” he said. “Almost certainly crafted by magic, possibly for their illuminating qualities.”

      Sephi held her hand up. “Hush.”

      She led him back to their friends, and when they were all together, she quickly explained her plan. “I’m going to make us all invisible. I can keep all of us hidden for a few minutes. You’ll all be a bit shimmery because the illusion will be stretched thin, and if you move, the shimmer will be way more noticeable. But it should be fine if you hide behind some of the bigger stalagmites. Then we’ll wait for our new friend to walk past us, and we’ll capture them.”

      Magnus opened his mouth to speak, but she raised a hand to forestall him.

      “Or if it’s a horrible monster, we’ll kill it,” she said. “We good?”

      He nodded, seemingly satisfied.

      “All right,” she said. She weaved the spell with her hands and spoke the words. As one, her friends disappeared in front of her. Their shapes rippled in the air like clear water, but if they stayed still and mostly out of sight, they would easily avoid detection. “Go find a hiding spot, and follow my lead.”

      They scattered to either side of the path and hid. Sephi stayed by a clump of mushrooms. Her own invisibility was much more seamless with her surroundings as long as she remained motionless, so she didn’t need to hide behind anything.

      She forced her breathing to even out and hoped that the pounding of her heart wasn’t loud enough to give her away.

      The sound of footsteps grew louder, and when their follower emerged at the foot of the stairs, her eyes widened at the sight of the horned goatman she had seen in Duskwood. He took a few steps down the path, coming to a stop just feet from Sephi.

      She leaned in closer to get a better look at him. His face looked mostly human, aside from the golden eyes with horizontal slits for pupils. He was clearly a man, with a masculine face and a thin line of a beard meeting at his chin to jut out in a point.

      His hair was dark and coarse, and two curving horns thrust out of the curls near his temples. His long green tunic was belted at the waist, but he wore nothing else. Not that he needed to. From his waist, down to his cloven hooves, his legs were covered in thick fur like an animal.

      Sephi stepped forward, her curiosity getting the better of her, and the beastman looked directly at her, meeting her gaze.

      “You know, I can see you, right?” the goatman asked.

      Sephi stumbled back in surprise, landing hard on her ass in the cavern soil. She stifled a yelp, not yet sure if the goatman was bluffing.

      He rolled his eyes. “No need to play coy. You just fell on your butt, and you’re pressing your lips together like you’re trying not to vomit. I see you.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?” she asked, raising a finger.

      He smiled. “Just the one.”

      “Which—”

      “The middle one,” he said quickly.

      She got to her feet, still keeping her illusion active. “How is that possible?”

      He shrugged. “Your magic doesn’t work on me. Look, I’m not here to hurt you. I’m a friend.”

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He bent at the waist with a flourish of his hand. “I am Moros the Nyx.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I mean what do you want? Why have you been following us? That was you in Duskwood, wasn’t it?”

      He spread his hands innocently. “Yes, I never meant for you to see me. I got too close. As to why I’m following you, it’s simple. I’m the one who hired you to retrieve the Zekarian Whispers.” He paused. “Well, technically, I hired Bobby Candles, and he recruited you, but you get the idea.”

      A million thoughts and questions raced through her head. One of the dumber ones fell from her lips. “You and Bobby are friends?”

      Moros shook his head. “No, we only met twice, once when I hired him and once after you accepted the job. And before you ask why he didn’t tell you about me, I never let him see these.” His furry legs broke into a jaunty little jig, his hooves clacking against the stone floor. “Or these.” He thunked a finger against one of his horns.

      She decided not to tell him she had lied to Bobby. She had no intention of giving him the Whispers, even before she met Moros. “Then why the hell have you been following us?”

      “I wanted to make sure your journey went smoothly,” he said. “You may not realize it, but I took care of a few Occultum search parties along the way. No need to thank me.”

      Sephi let her invisibility spell drop and crossed her arms over her chest. “Good. I wasn’t planning on it. How do I know you’re telling the truth? For all I know, an animal like you is working with the Occultum.”

      He pressed his palm flat against his chest. “That hurts. I’m not an animal.”

      She shrugged. “Well, you’re not a human being.”

      “I told you. I’m a Nyx.”

      Sephi narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to the side. “I’m sorry, did you say a mix?”

      “No, a Nyx. Although mix isn’t too far off, considering my people are hybrids of humans and beasts.”

      She grimaced. “How does that work? Like is your mom a goat? And your dad a man?”

      Moros’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Eww, no. My parents were like me, as were their parents before them. Look, I’ll happily tell you all about it on the way to the tower, but we need to get moving.” He raised his voice. “So no more hiding please.”

      The others emerged from concealment. Echo’s footsteps dragged like she didn’t want to get too close to the Nyx. Magnus’s posture was rigid, and his hand gripped the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it out at the first sign of trouble. Francisco had his notebook out, and he sketched the beastman in its pages.

      Moros nodded at each of them. “Listen, I know you have no reason to trust me, which is why I’ve allowed this introduction to drag out a little. However, time is a bit of a factor right now.”

      “Why?” Sephi asked.

      “Because the Occultum is right on your tail,” he said. “I had no choice but to reveal my presence to warn you before they caught you by surprise.”

      Sephi snorted. “They won’t be able to get into the palace.” She paused. “Wait. How did you get into the palace?”

      Moros shook his head. “You idiots left the door open.”

      Sephi thought back to their entry into the garden. “Shit, you’re right. Well, why didn’t you close it?”

      “I tried,” he said. “I think it requires magic to reseal it, and I can’t use magic.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Sephi said, glancing at Echo. “We need to run back up there and close it somehow.”

      “It’s too late,” Moros said. “They’re already inside.”

      A sinking feeling gripped Sephi’s chest. “So we’re fucked.”

      Moros stepped toward her. “Not necessarily. It will take them some time to find the entrance to these caverns. If we hurry, we can get to the tower, grab the Whispers, and slip out before they find us.”

      “So we’re just supposed to trust you and bring you with us?” Echo asked. “I don’t like it, Sephi.”

      Moros straightened up to his full height, which made him about as tall as Magnus. “I don’t want to fight you, but I will if I have to.”

      Magnus took a menacing step toward the Nyx. “If that’s a threat, I’ll cut off your horns and feed them to you.”

      Moros raised his palms up in front of him. “It’s not a threat. Just understand that I’m not defenseless. But look, I’m here as a friend. Tell me how to prove that I’m trustworthy, and I’ll do it.”

      The others looked to Sephi, waiting for her to decide. She chewed her lip as she tried to think of how to proceed. She didn’t trust Moros at all, but she did believe him that the Occultum was here. The dark mages had been on their ass ever since leaving Duskwood. She had no reason to believe that unfortunate trend would stop now.

      If her suspicions were correct, someone on the Council or someone close to the Council was feeding the warlocks information. News of Sephi’s return would have reached the Council by now, which meant the Occultum would know too.

      She wasn’t sure how they could get into the Cradle, but the mountains were riddled with secret tunnels. Sephi had used a few herself. If the Occultum knew of some of them, they could have sneaked in undetected.

      She was willing to take his word on that, but her trust extended no further. Bringing him along to the tower was a bad idea, but what choice did she have? They could subdue him, but that would just ensure he was their enemy, and they couldn’t just leave him here, allowing him to follow and attack them later. And she refused to kill him in cold blood.

      She sighed. “Let us bind your wrists and we’ll take you along.”

      Moros appeared to consider it. “I’d prefer if you didn’t, but if it will prove that I’m on your side, I’ll do it.”

      Sephi nodded at Magnus, and he raised his hands to summon magical shackles. He sketched the symbols in the air and spoke the words. The glowing violet manacles appeared around Moros’s wrists, but then they fell apart. The spell seemed to unravel, disintegrating back into the separate arcane symbols that had summoned it in the first place.

      “What the hell?” Sephi asked.

      Moros smiled. “I told you. Magic doesn’t work on me. My people are immune. Does anyone have some rope or something?”

      Sephi scowled as she fished a length of iron chain from her pack. As she wrapped the chains around Moros’s wrists, she looked into his golden eyes. “I have a lot of questions for you.”

      He nodded. “And I will gladly answer them all once we get moving.”
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      They made their way through the dimly lit caverns with Moros in the lead. Not because he knew the way but so that everyone could keep an eye on him. As they walked, Sephi pulled Magnus’s arm, slowing his pace down until they trailed far behind the others.

      “Thanks for playing it cool back there and following my lead,” she said.

      Magnus nodded. “I’ve come to trust you, despite my better judgment, but you know damn well I won’t let you give the Whispers to this creature.”

      “I know, and we won’t. We’re taking the Whispers back to the Council. I swear upon my parents that’s the truth.”

      “A heavy oath,” he said. “I believe you. But what’s all this talk about hiring the outlaw Bobby Candle to find the Whispers?”

      She quickly explained Bobby’s job offer and how she had pretended to accept it before they left on their journey. She had thought the Occultum was behind the job, and she figured by pretending to accept it, it would keep the dark mages off their backs. She’d been wrong.

      “If you thought the Occultum was after the Whispers, you should have told me,” he said when she was finished.

      She shrugged. “You already knew the warlocks wanted the Whispers. I didn’t think this extra detail mattered. And it didn’t until now.” She looked ahead at Moros, who moved gracefully over the uneven path. “Have you ever heard of such a thing as a Nyx?”

      “No,” Magnus said.

      “That’s weird, right? I thought we knew of every living creature in Esper. There’s nothing about the Nyx in any of the books in the library.”

      Magnus nodded. “The absence of information is troubling, especially since they are apparently immune to our powers.”

      “Right? You’d think the Council would want all of us to know about a race of beings who unravel magic.”

      He let out a heavy breath. “Or it’s just the opposite. The Council may have wanted to keep their existence hidden for some reason.”

      “Well, that does sound like something they would do,” she said. “I’m surprised to hear you suggest that, though. Are you starting to see the Council’s imperfections? Am I rubbing off on you?”

      He looked annoyed. “The more I see of their secrets, the less I trust their judgment.”

      “There may be some hope for you after all,” she said. “Now, how about we go get some answers out of this guy?”

      “I’d like that,” Magnus said. “It’s good to know your enemy.”

      “Well, he’s not our enemy,” she said.

      Magnus frowned. “Not yet. But once he finds out we’re not on the same side, he will be.”

      Sephi and Magnus quickened their strides until they caught up with the group. The Nyx was still in front, and Sephi moved to walk beside him.

      He glanced at her. “Welcome back, Persephone Blue. Are you done talking about me in private?”

      Sephi’s heart beat faster, thinking he had heard her conversation with Magnus. Then she quickly discarded the idea. Simple common sense would allow him to conclude that they were discussing him out of earshot.

      She forced a confident grin. “Yes, and now it’s time to talk about you out in the open. Where are you from? Why haven’t I ever heard of your people?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, still walking along the path. “The mages certainly know of my people. At least, some of you do because you’ve been hunting us down and murdering us for millennia.”

      “Excuse me?” she asked. “That can’t be true.”

      “Oh, it is,” he said firmly. “My people have been in hiding for a long time now. Moving from place to place, never able to plant roots because when we did, the Citadel’s mages would swoop down and try to eradicate us. Men, women, children. We are all fair game to your kind.”

      “Duskwood,” Francisco said suddenly. “Did your people ever live there?”

      Moros nodded. “That was many generations before my time, but our elders still tell stories of the Duskwood massacre.”

      Sephi remembered the site of the ancient battle where Francisco reanimated horned skeletons like Moros. Those dead Nyx supported Moros’s story. “We’ve been to the site of that battle,” she said.

      “Not a battle,” Moros said bitterly. “A slaughter. One of the darkest days in my people’s history.”

      Sephi shook her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. Why would mages want to kill your people? I’m a mage, and I’ve never even heard of you.”

      Moros kept his eyes trained forward, not looking at her. “As to why you don’t know of my people, I cannot say. As to my people’s genocide, we were cursed by the circumstances of our birth. As if we had any control over our creation.”

      “Creation?” she asked. “Like, someone made you?”

      He nodded. “Hextius Black, the darkest of Zekariah’s twelve disciples. He conducted vile experiments in the tower, filling its walls with the screams of his victims. Countless humans perished as he failed, resulting in mutated abominations like the world has never seen. And then he created us, the Nyx.”

      “Why?” Echo asked. “Why go through all that trouble to create a new race of creature?”

      Moros shot her a hard look. “The same reason Zekariah created your people. The mages were created for war, bred to aid the First Mage in conquering Esper. When his own children turned against him in rebellion, Zekariah needed new soldiers to fight the mages. So Hextius gave him us, birthing us from the vilest magic.”

      Sephi nodded. “So they made you to be immune to magic.”

      “Exactly,” Moros said. “The mages’ most powerful strength could not harm us, making us the perfect soldiers to quash the rebellion.”

      “Is that why mages have hunted the Nyx down?” Sephi asked. “Because you fought against us during the rebellion?”

      “No,” Moros said. “We never fought in that war. The First Mage was defeated before our people had sufficient numbers to fight. But even after Zekariah fell, Hextius Black and some of the other disciples remained in the tower, creating more of us, improving on our design, so that one day they would be able to take the Cradle back from the rebels.”

      “But that never happened,” Magnus said. “After the First Mage fell, no other large-scale battles were fought. Some of Zekariah’s disciples started the Occultum, but they’ve never brought an army to bear on the cradle.”

      Moros held his head up proudly. “They never got a chance to use us for their evil ends. Like you mages, we rose up against our creator, breaking the shackles of our servitude to live life on our own terms. Despite our similarities to your own kind, the mages couldn’t see past the sins of our father. The Nyx are not evil, but evil created us. For that, my people had to die, it seems.”

      “This is insane,” Sephi said. “I can’t believe our people would do that to yours.”

      “Really?” Moros asked.

      “Well, I mean, I can, but I guess I just don’t want to believe it,” she said. “So how did your people survive?”

      “We went into hiding, finally finding peace in the far reaches of Tartarus, where few mages dare to go,” he said.

      “Wow, that sucks,” Sephi said. “Tartarus is a dump. No offense.”

      He shrugged. “When you want to hide from mages, you go to the one place they never go. And yes, existence is difficult, but like iron in a crucible, the land has forged my people into something stronger and better so that we’ll never be unprepared for an attack on us again.”

      “Wait,” Sephi said. “That’s not why you want the Whispers, is it? To exact some kind of revenge on the Cradle?”

      “No,” he said. “We can’t use magic of any kind. The Whispers hold the secret to controlling the Nyx, and we don’t want it to fall into the hands of our enemies. Claiming the Whispers for ourselves is the only way to ensure we’ll never be enslaved again.”

      Sephi chewed on what the Nyx had said. If it was all true, then the journey had gotten harder. How could she turn the Whispers over to the Council and put this undeserving race at the hands of their mercy? It wasn’t fair. But did she really have a choice?
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      They continued through the caverns for hours until finally, they saw light at the end of the tunnel. Sephi’s eyes slowly adjusted to the brightening surroundings, but when they emerged from the mouth of a cave under Tartarus’s perpetually gray skies, she narrowed her eyes at the harsh light.

      Ahead of them, a charcoal-gray tower spiraled up from the dusty ground. Its stone walls twisted around in an unnatural shape, as if the building itself writhed in pain, reflecting the agony of the unfortunate souls who’d been brought there ages ago.

      Above it, a black orb hung like an eclipsed sun, ringed by a fiery white corona as if gathering the living energy from the surrounding land to fuel the infernal arts inside. Nothing good awaited Sephi behind those walls.

      She glanced behind her at the Janus Mountains, feeling an intense sensation of familiarity. “I’ve been here before.”

      “At the tower?” Magnus asked. “Impossible.”

      “Well, not here at the tower, but I’ve been here in Tartarus.” She surveyed their surroundings, and her eye caught sight of an enormous bird skeleton. “Echo, look! Right there.”

      Sephi ran toward the stormbird bones to confirm her suspicions, and she collided with an invisible barrier. The force of the impact knocked the air from her lungs and sent her sprawling on her ass. She curled up and clutched her chest.

      “Ow, my tit,” she groaned. “I think I broke my tit.”

      The others rushed over to her side.

      Echo knelt by her. “What happened?”

      “Invisible wall,” Sephi said through gasping breaths.

      Magnus probed at the air with his hand like a blind man until his fingers pressed against the barrier. “It’s solid.”

      “No shit, dude.” Sephi glanced up and narrowed her eyes at him.

      Moros followed suit, but when his hand touched the wall, a sizzling sound filled the air, and black smoke curled up from his fingertips. He snatched his hand back.

      “Magic,” he said, making it sound like a curse word.

      Magnus looked at the Nyx’s blackened fingers. “I thought your kind were immune to magic.”

      Moros shook his head, his face contorted with pain. “Not the First Magic. Hextius Black wouldn’t make slaves Zekariah couldn’t control.”

      Sephi sat up, still catching her breath. “Obviously, this place is shielded from the outside. Echo and I were here like a week ago—on the other side of the barrier—and we never saw any of this.”

      Francisco stroked his beard thoughtfully. “It would appear there’s only one way in.”

      “And only one way out,” Magnus said. “How are we supposed to slip past the warlocks once we retrieve the Whispers?”

      Sephi shook her head. “We can worry about that once we get the damn thing. With any luck, we’ll all be dead before then.”

      “Not funny,” Echo said flatly.

      Sephi sighed. “Yeah, well, blame it on my injury.”

      “If you’re hurt, I can heal you,” Francisco said.

      “Keep your hands off the girls, you dirty old necromancer.”

      Francisco’s face flushed scarlet. “I didn’t mean—that wasn’t—”

      “Relax,” Sephi said, getting to her feet. “I’m just kidding.”

      “Well, at least one of us is having fun,” Magnus said.

      I bet I’m not the only one.

      She opened her mind to the Heretic’s voice. The Black Soul roared with mirth.

      There’s the crazy old warlock I’ve come to know and dislike. I guess you’re excited about seeing the tower?

      Yes, but my currently jovial disposition stems from seeing you smash into an invisible wall like a bird against a window.

      She frowned. Well, I’m glad my pain amuses you.

      Oh, it does. Thank you. If I had clothes and a cock, I would have pissed my pants with laughter. I mean, the look on your face alone—

      All right, I get it. Listen, we’re about to enter the tower. Any idea what to expect in there?

      A final test.

      Well, I hope it’s not a spelling test because I’ve never been great at that.

      It’s a test of power. A final trial to ensure that whoever finds the tower is worthy of its secrets.

      Do you know what that means specifically?

      No. I believe the artifact was intentionally vague so seekers of the tower couldn’t prepare. Either you’re strong enough or you’re not.

      Well, we’ve faced off against some overwhelming odds on this journey. I have confidence in my team.

      You’re forgetting one thing, nitwit. You’re in Tartarus now. Your so-called team’s magic is weak here, practically non-existent.

      Shit. Good point. Then how is anyone supposed to pass this test of strength?

      Not anyone. A warlock of sufficient power can pass. Blood magic works just fine here. It doesn’t draw power from the energy of the land like regular magic.

      Speaking of which, do you know why regular magic doesn’t work in Tartarus?

      Because the First Mage drained the energy of this land to create his perfect kingdom in the Cradle. He pulled so much energy, he left a permanent scar on the land, and Tartarus has never been able to recover. That’s the theory, anyway.

      Is there any way around that so our magic can work properly?

      Yes, use dark magic.

      I refuse to do that.

      Well, then I’ll keep my nonexistent fingers crossed.

      Aww, you’re hoping I pass the test?

      I’m hoping that after you die, I’ll be able to take over your body. I think it’s possible. You see—

      Okay, enough of that. Sephi blocked the Heretic’s voice and turned to her friends.

      “Are you done talking to your knife?” Echo asked.

      Sephi narrowed her eyes. “Was it that obvious?”

      Echo shrugged. “You were standing there staring at nothing, looking like you were sucking on a lemon. So, yes, it was obvious. What did he say?”

      “Well, it’s a good news, bad news situation,” Sephi said. “The good news is that we’ve got one more hurdle before we reach the Whispers. The bad news is that we have to pass a test of strength first.”

      “So, a fight?” Magnus asked. “We can handle that.”

      Sephi shook her head. “Not if your magic doesn’t work.”

      He frowned. “Tartarus. Shit.”

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Fucking Tartarus. My magic works here for some reason, but illusion won’t do much in a test of strength. I could probably sneak past any threat, but I can’t make all of us invisible if we’re walking.” She paused to let out a heavy breath. “So I should go in alone.”

      Echo scowled. “Fuck that noise. We’re all going.”

      Francisco nodded. “You can’t be sure you can sneak past the test. If we have to fight, we’ll have more chance of success together.”

      Magnus gripped his sword hilt. “And magic or no, my blade is just as sharp.”

      Sephi swallowed hard, choking back the emotion swelling in her chest. “Guys, I appreciate the offer, but this isn’t like anything we’ve faced before. I can’t ask you to come in there with me.”

      “You’re not asking,” Echo said. “I’m choosing to go. Besides, you can’t go in there without your sidekick.”

      Sephi blinked away the tears that threatened to fall. “You’re nobody’s’ sidekick.”

      Echo shrugged. “I am today.”

      “And I’ll stand by you until the end,” Magnus said.

      “Till the very end,” Francisco said.

      Moros looked around at everyone. “I don’t know about all that, but you’re not leaving me behind. The Occultum could show up any minute now, and I’m not going to be standing here alone when they do. Plus, you might find me useful when it comes to a test of strength.” The goatman yanked his wrists apart, shattering the chains binding him.

      Sephi gaped at him. “You could have done that at any time?”

      The Nyx smiled. “Yeah, well, I figured everyone would be more comfortable if I left them on.”

      Sephi nodded, then met the gaze of each of her friends individually. “Okay, I guess we’re all going in. Watch each other’s backs in there. No noble sacrifices. Nobody play the hero. We walk in together, and we walk out together.”

      She turned toward the tower and started walking, hoping like hell that by some miracle this would work.
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      The massive iron doors at the base of the tower swung open soundlessly as they approached, as if beckoning them inside. Sephi walked into the darkness, followed by the others, and as soon as they were all through, the doors clanged shut behind them, sealing them in.

      Orbs of burning blue light ignited along the walls around them, revealing a wide, high-ceilinged room with smooth stone walls. The massive room was noticeably bare of furnishings or ornamentation, and Sephi wondered what that could mean.

      Her question was soon answered when the rustling of a thousand leathery wings filled the air. A small hole opened in the ceiling, and a swarm of bats rushed into the room. The chittering creatures swirled around Sephi and her friends. She pulled the Heretic Blade and dropped into a fighting stance, even though her dagger wouldn’t do much good against these flying vermin.

      The bats didn’t attack. Instead, they amassed into a whirling black spiral at the opposite end of the room. A black figure formed at their center, and when the bats exited through the same hole from which they had entered, a spectral man in dark robes smiled at them.

      “Welcome to Zekariah’s tower,” he said, bowing his head. “I am Hextius Black. If you are seeing this message, I am most likely dead. Unfortunate for me, but lucky for you. If I was here to greet you myself, I would murder you where you stand for trespassing. But alas, those days are gone.”

      Hextius smiled sadly, as if remembering past victims fondly. “Your presence here means you found one of the artifacts I had my acolytes hide around Esper. And you’ve earned the secrets contained within. Congratulations. Such tremendous sacrifice shows your commitment to seeking ultimate power and to carrying on my work now that I’m gone.”

      Sephi took a step toward Hextius. “Tell us about this final test.”

      The ghostly figure didn’t react. Clearly, he was just an illusion and not a sentient ghost like Cris had been.

      Hextius continued. “Opening the artifact has put you on the path to greatness, but any idiot can kill the person they hold most dear. I have to ensure that you are worthy of taking up my mantle and inheriting the secrets at the top of this tower. To prove your worth, all you have to do is make it through this room and walk through this door.” An iron door appeared in the wall behind him. “Good luck!”

      “Good luck?” Sephi muttered. “What the fuck sort of message was that?”

      Slits opened in the wall beside the door, and two enormous saw blades shot at the group, flying horizontally through the air.

      “Move!” Sephi cried and rolled to the side. One of the blades sliced through the space where her head had been a second before.

      She looked behind her to see the blade buried halfway into the stone wall. “Everyone okay?”

      Her friends all answered in the affirmative, but before she could say anything else, the floor beneath her slid away, revealing a pit with wickedly sharp spikes jutting from the bottom. She hopped backward onto firmer ground, narrowly avoiding a lethal fall.

      Other holes opened in the floor all around them, but not all of them were traps. Nightmarish abominations crawled up from beneath their feet. The one nearest to Sephi looked like different body parts had been crudely stitched together, and not all of those parts were human.

      The thing had scaly arms with claws at the end, somehow connected to a man’s torso. The claws bit into the stone floor as it dragged itself up from the hole.

      All around the room, similarly mutilated creatures emerged from hiding. One had the horned head of a bull, another bristled with quills, and one looked like it was all hair and teeth. Seeing these impossible creatures, Sephi felt her sanity fray at the edges.

      She was almost relieved when the scaly-armed monster in front of her swiped its claws at her face. It forced her to narrow her focus on survival, blocking out the dreadful chaos around her.

      Her attacker moved sluggishly, but every time she darted in to slash with her dagger, the room itself got in her way. The floor beneath her would shift, or a gout of flame would shoot from the wall, forcing her to dodge out of the way.

      However, she noticed that the room didn’t target any of her opponents. If she stayed close enough to them, maybe the traps wouldn’t trigger.

      Sephi rolled forward, narrowly avoiding a clumsy, but powerful slash of the creature’s claws. She thrust her dagger up into its belly and twisted the blade. To her surprise, black fire erupted from the wound, engulfing her attacker. She ducked away from it, watching it writhe in agony.

      What the fuck was that?

      You’re welcome.

      In her panic, she’d let control of the Heretic’s voice slip. You did that?

      Not directly, but my soul is stuck inside your weapon now. Some of my power has imbued the dagger with strength.

      Your power? I think you mean some of your corruption.

      Call it what you want, you ungrateful bint. It saved your ass either way.

      Another creature lunged at her, and she clamped down on the Heretic’s voice so he wouldn’t distract her. Still, she was glad to know that having the Black Soul in her dagger wasn’t all bad. She made a mental note not to cut herself, though.

      Her new opponent had a hooded snake head like a cobra, and its long serpentine neck allowed it to strike at her from far away. The monster’s fangs dripped with venom as it snapped at her, and she didn’t want to find out what that nasty shit would do to her insides.

      As she dodged its darting attacks, she realized this creature reminded her of Moros. Hextius had created the Nyx in this tower, and she wondered if these creatures were the failed experiments of the mad warlock before he managed to perfect his designs.

      The floor opened up behind the snakeman, and Sephi kicked him square in the chest, sending him hurtling down into the hole before it could close up. She briefly wondered why a supposed test of strength had so many traps. That seemed more like a test of agility than power. Maybe the trial had been designed this way so that an army of simple soldiers couldn’t force their way through to the top.

      Sephi shook the thoughts away and took the opportunity to see how her friends were faring.

      Echo and Magnus fought back to back in a corner of the room where the traps didn’t seem to trigger. His sword cleaved through any creature foolish enough to get too close. Echo fired off wand blasts, but the arcane bolts looked fragile and dim, powerful enough to wound but not kill.

      Despite the weakness of their magic, Echo and Magnus were holding their own. Working in tandem, she would weaken a creature, and Magnus would finish it off. The pair made a good team.

      Francisco was near them. His hands moved in complex patterns as he manipulated a hulking golem of stitched-together flesh. Francisco’s guardian kept him shielded, but the White’s limbs trembled from the strain, and sweat poured down his face. The man was probably one of the most powerful mages alive—she had seen him command an army of undead—and even he could barely maintain his spell in Tartarus.

      Moros, on the other hand, showed no signs of fatigue. He leapt from one monster to the next, using his incredible strength to crush skulls with his fists or hurl one creature at another. As Sephi watched, the Nyx picked up a shaggy man with ivory tusks and dragged the creature across the saw blade embedded in the wall, slicing it in two.

      The Nyx took no joy in the slaughter. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he let out a bleating wail every time he struck down one of the creatures. His distress confirmed her earlier suspicions. These monstrosities were the ones who came before Moros’s people, somehow kept alive by the First Magic all these years.

      She didn’t know much about the goatman, but in the short time she’d known him, he had shown a fierce pride in his people. To Moros, this must be like killing his own kind.

      She would have to thank him for his help later. Without him on their side, she doubted they would all still be standing. Despite holding their own, Sephi knew they couldn’t keep fighting like this forever. The bad guys were still coming.

      New horrors worked their way into the room, each more vile than the last. Blobs of lumpy flesh oozed along like slugs. Things with giant spider legs and too many eyes dragged themselves across the floor, too heavy to walk. Men with bird heads and fleshy wings scrambled out of new holes in the walls.

      Sephi rushed over to her friends. They would have to stay together if they hoped to face the new onslaught of abominations. As she reached Echo and Magnus’s side, the doors to the outside flew open, bathing the room in daylight.

      A dozen warlocks streamed into the tower, drawing the attention of the monsters. A swarm of bats appeared in the center of the room, and the image of Hextius reappeared amidst the chaos.

      “Welcome to Zekariah’s tower,” he said, barely audible over the sounds of fighting.

      The warlocks didn’t seem prepared for the bedlam they’d walked into. A few of them were quickly swallowed up by traps, and others fell to the failed experiments. Hemogoblins arose from the blood of the dead to fight against the twisted guardians of the tower, and more dark mages filed in through the doors to replace their fallen brethren.

      Echo grabbed Sephi’s arm. “We’re fucked.”

      Sephi didn’t want to agree, but she couldn’t see a way out of this where her friends were victorious. The warlocks were too busy facing off against the room’s threats to notice Sephi and her friends in the corner, but once they did, Sephi couldn’t do shit to stop them.

      Without the full use of their magic, Sephi’s group had no chance against the blood magic wielding mages.

      She watched them hurl bolts of energy at the monsters, cutting them down almost as fast as they appeared. This was the strength Hextius was looking for when he devised this test. Only blood mages could tear through such overwhelming odds in Tartarus, ensuring that the evil legacy of this place could only be carried on by evil mages.

      Sephi had been a fool to think she and her friends could survive. The warlocks’ intrusion had probably saved their lives, but that was of little comfort, considering their stay of execution would be exceedingly brief.

      A feeling of intense hopelessness crashed over her, making her feel hollow. “Echo, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do.”

      Echo smiled sadly. “I know what to do. You have to sneak through that door and find the Whispers before they do.”

      Sephi shook her head. “I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “You’re not,” Echo insisted. “It’s our only chance now. We can’t beat them. And we can’t all escape. You can.”

      Magnus nodded. “Echo’s right.”

      “So I’m just supposed to leave you to die?” Sephi asked.

      “We won’t die,” Magnus said. “They’ll take us prisoner. If you get away, you can free us.”

      “You can’t know they’ll take you prisoner,” Sephi said.

      “They’ll want to interrogate me for Council secrets,” Magnus said. “And I’m certain they’ll want to talk to the Night Brother.”

      Sephi narrowed her eyes. “And Echo?”

      Magnus shrugged. “Leverage.”

      “Leverage for what?” Sephi asked.

      “Leverage against you,” he said. “To lure you out of hiding. Look, it’ll work out, but you have to go now.”

      Echo nodded. “Go.”

      “I’ll come back for you,” Sephi said, hating herself the minute the words left her lips.

      “Well yeah, you better,” Echo said. “Now go, dammit.”

      Sephi cursed and then went invisible. She weaved between monstrosities and traps, all the while trying to keep herself from falling apart with despair.

      She should have never let her friends come into the tower with her. If she had come in alone, she could have sneaked through the room like she was doing now, without putting their lives in danger.

      The monsters couldn’t seem to sense her through her illusion, and the traps didn’t trigger beneath her feet. What a stupid test this was if it could be defeated by a simple invisibility spell. Maybe Hextius Black wasn’t as clever as he thought he was.

      She made it across the room without incident, and now she stood in front of the door. Glancing behind her at her friends, she found them still holding fast in their corner of the room. She could only pray that they would be okay. Then she looked at the warlocks.

      The dark mages might notice the door opening and closing, but she hoped she would have enough of a head start to reach the Whispers before they could give chase. If she could manage that, this rotten situation of leaving her friends behind might be worth it.

      With a deep breath, she placed her hand on the iron door knob. It wouldn’t turn. The door was locked.

      “Motherfucker,” she cursed under her breath.

      Hey, Heretic. Any idea why this door won’t open?

      Isn’t it obvious?

      Not to me.

      The trial isn’t over, dummy.

      She sighed and forced his voice away before he could make her feel stupider than she already felt. So much for their great plan. Getting to the Whispers before the warlocks would be impossible now.

      But maybe part of their plan could still work.

      She could stay hidden and walk through the door once it opened. Then she could try to free her friends or sneak her way past the Occultum mages. She would have to figure out her next move on the fly.

      Whatever happened, she saw no sense in revealing herself. At best, she would be taken captive. At worst, well, the warlocks could think of a million ways to make her last hours on Esper miserable.

      Now, she just had to find a place to hide. Her invisibility was almost flawless when she stood still, but she couldn’t just hang out next to the door and hope no one bumped into her. The room offered little in the way of hiding spots. Its bare walls and floor had plenty of openings, but all of them contained things that would kill her, and they could seal themselves up at any time.

      She spotted a pile of misshapen corpses, their bodies charred and still smoking from the blast that had killed them. It wasn’t the most glamorous hiding place, but she didn’t see any other options close enough to the door.

      When she ducked behind the dead bodies, her hand landed in something wet on the floor. The black goo oozing from the corpse’s wounds wasn’t blood, and it smelled like the Devil’s diarrhea. Her eyes watered, and she forced back the bile rising in her throat.

      If she made it through this alive, she would definitely leave this part out when she retold the story of her adventure.

      The warlocks continued their assault on the tower’s guardians until their leader strode into the room. The blue flames engulfed his face, seeming to drink in the light around him. He raised his hands above his head and summoned a crackling ball of dark energy like he’d done in the Valley of the Lost.

      The ball exploded into a hundred smaller orbs, each one homing in on one of the hideous creatures standing in his way. The monsters fell before him like wheat to a scythe. The gurgling sounds of their deaths filled the air, and then everything went still and silent.

      The floor and walls returned to their smooth, solid state, leaving only the dead as evidence of the former chaos. The trial was over.

      Sephi’s brain told her to make a break for the door, but her body refused to move. She cowered in awe at the raw power of the warlock leader. He was the man who the tower had been waiting for all these years, someone evil enough and powerful enough to inherit its dark secrets. If he got his hands on the Whispers, all of Esper would be his.

      She couldn’t let that happen.
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      The remaining warlocks regrouped around their leader. The Occultum had arrived in force this time, probably because they didn’t want to get their asses handed to them like outside of the Valley, but the battle had taken its toll on the dark mages. Only about a dozen or so were left.

      As one, they confronted Sephi’s friends. Her fists clenched tightly at her sides as she watched from across the room, hoping that they would be all right. She couldn’t hear the words being exchanged, but the warlocks sounded angry. After some back and forth between both groups, the warlock leader barked some orders to his underlings, and they bound her friends in shackles.

      Sephi let out a breath, feeling relief flood through her. This situation had to be one of the few where seeing her friends get taken prisoner was a good thing.

      The dark mages relieved her friends of their weapons and then marched them single file through the carnage littering the floor. The mage with the burning face walked in front, and she got her first real look at him.

      Black robes and gloves covered his body, leaving only his hairless head bare. His skin had a dark blue cast to it like the ambient light reversed itself when it touched him. His eyes glowed a ghostly indigo as they scanned the room, and Sephi forced herself to remain motionless so he couldn’t see the telltale shimmer of her invisibility illusion.

      He didn’t hesitate when he got to the door. His hand grasped the knob firmly, and the door opened easily, like the tower welcomed its new master eagerly. He pointed at two of his warlocks.

      “Guard the door,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. “Watch for the girl.”

      With that, he walked through the door and out of sight. The rest of the group followed, including her friends. The two warlock guards planted themselves on either side of the door, which remained open.

      The guards would be a problem. She couldn’t sneak past them without them noticing. Maybe if they were lounging around bored, they wouldn’t notice her behind her invisibility spell, but they were on high alert. And the entire room was still, so the slightest hint of movement would draw their attention.

      She considered casting an illusion to look like one of the monsters had come back to life, but she discarded the idea. The distraction would allow her to slip by, but as soon as they realized they had been tricked, they would know she was nearby.

      Getting through the door would require a subtler touch. She recalled the warlock leader’s voice. The deep tone of it. The raspy edge of his words. She thought she could replicate it.

      Her fingers sketched out a symbol, which she made invisible too. Then she let it fly. The spell soared through the open door and into the space beyond. She didn’t know what was beyond the door so she hoped luck would be on her side. When she thought it was the proper distance away, she triggered it.

      “Get up here,” the warlock leader’s voice called. It wasn’t perfect, but it sounded close enough to the real thing.

      The two guards glanced at each other and then rushed through the door. As scared as she was, she couldn’t hesitate. She sprang up from behind the dead bodies and hurtled past the door. A stone staircase spiraled up in front of her, and she could just see the guards’ boots disappear around the upward curve.

      She took a step toward the stairs, but her instincts told her to stop. She had to be patient now. A single mistake would ruin any chance she had of saving her friends. Instead of rushing headlong up into the tower, she hid in a shadowy corner of the room and forced herself to wait.

      Less than a minute later, the two guards came stomping back down the stairs before returning to their posts on the other side of the door. Sephi took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If she hadn’t waited, she would have run right into them.

      That’s one disaster avoided. Just a million more to go.

      She padded quietly up the stairs. After a few twists, the stairs ended and opened up into a long hallway lit by blue orbs like the ones from down below. Recessed doorways dotted the walls on either side, and she flitted from one to another, pressing her ear against the wooden doors but hearing nothing stirring behind them.

      The warlocks weren’t here. They had to be higher up, which only made sense. Hextius’s message had said something about the secrets being at the top of the tower. She looked into one of the rooms and saw what looked like old sleeping quarters. A bed and a wardrobe were inside, but she found it hard to tell for sure.

      Everything in the room had been thrashed some time in the distant past. The sight piqued her curiosity, but whatever had happened here was of no concern to her. Her friends were waiting for her somewhere on the upper floors.

      So up she went, checking for signs of her friends on every floor just in case. The stairwells seemed to alternate sides on every floor so she had to walk down every hall anyway. She didn’t look in every room, but the few she checked looked as destroyed as that first bedroom.

      A few levels up, she finally heard voices. Still invisible, she pressed her body flush against one of the recessed doorways. Two warlocks descended from the stairs at the other end of the hall. She narrowed her eyes when she saw them. She knew these dickheads.

      One of them was Ekks, the guy who had tried to kill her with his summoned blood hounds. The dark corruption swirled beneath the skin of his bare arms like inky clouds. Beside him was Grim, who had somehow survived the savage love of the manticores and Echo’s Stepmother bomb, although he hadn’t emerged unscathed. Half of his face was burned away, and he walked with a pronounced limp.

      As they approached, Sephi caught a snippet of their conversation.

      “So much scratching and biting,” Grim said, shaking his head. “Who knew Grandma was such a mean drunk? And she was not thrilled that Grandpa bought that teleportation potion. But then he disappeared, and she never saw him again. So that shut her up.”

      “Wait,” Ekks said. “Teleportation potions aren’t a thing. Are you telling me it worked?”

      “Nah,” Grim said. “He divorced my grandmother right after that fight. He moved to the coast of the Broken Seas to open a bed and breakfast with his friend, Ron David. It was a whole big thing.”

      The two men passed Sephi’s hiding spot, and she took the opportunity to creep down the hall to the stairs leading up. At the top, another identical hallway stretched in front of her. This time, when she listened at one of the doors, she heard a strange bubbling sound. Her curiosity got the better of her, and she opened the door to take a peek.

      Wooden bookcases and tables looked like they’d been knocked over and smashed to splinters. Books and torn out pages lay scattered everywhere. Huge glass tanks stood along the far wall. Most of them were broken. Although from the patterns of shattered glass littering the floor, it looked like they had been broken from the inside.

      The few tanks that remained intact were filled with a bubbling yellow liquid. The pipes attached to the bottom of the vats still pumped somehow, even after all these years. Misshapen skeletons floated in the fluid, having died long ago, if they had ever been truly alive in the first place.

      This must have been where Hextius Black created the vile monstrosities down below and where he gave birth to the Nyx. The wreckage of the mad laboratory looked like a fight had taken place. She was reminded of Moros’s story that the Nyx rose up against their creator and took their freedom by force.

      Perhaps that rebellion had started right in this room.

      She ducked out of there and closed the door softly behind her. Voices carried down the hall, and she froze, watching Ekks and Grim walking in her direction. They must be on patrol, probably looking for her. Although unlike the guards downstairs, they weren’t looking very hard.

      “It’s not the size she’s complaining about,” Grim said. “It’s the weird shape.”

      Ekks shook his head and sighed. “I really don’t want to hear about this, but I have to ask. What the hell shape is it?”

      “It’s like a mushroom,” Grim said.

      “Well, that’s not—”

      “But, like, upside down,” Grim finished.

      Ekks grimaced. “What the fuck? You know what? Forget I asked.”

      Grim continued, unfazed by the other warlock’s disgust. “Now she wants me to get some powdered unicorn horn, as if that will make any difference. But I told her, I’m not going into the Cyclopean Forest for that shit.”

      Ekks shrugged. “I don’t know, man. When she sees that new face of yours, you’ll be lucky if she doesn’t run away screaming.”

      Grim snorted a laugh. “Whatever. She’s no prize herself. I swear she’s half sea monkey.”

      “Well, you did meet her at the edge of the Broken Seas,” Ekks said.

      “Yeah, dude, at my grandpa’s bed and breakfast. That was a weird night. You ever eat pickled buru tail?”

      The two men disappeared up the stairs. Sephi counted silently to a hundred to make sure she wouldn’t run up right behind them. Then she ascended to the next floor.

      This hallway was different, narrower and shorter. She must be getting closer to the top, which was a relief. If she had to listen to one more inane conversation between Ekks and Grim, she might literally go insane.

      As she emerged onto the next level of the tower, the two warlocks were just ten feet away from her, heading toward the stairwell she just climbed. She pressed her body against the wall and held her breath, waiting for the inevitable cry that they had spotted her.

      “Stop,” Ekks said.

      Sephi clenched her lips shut and tried not to throw up.

      “What?” Grim asked.

      “Just stop talking,” Ekks said. “You’re so full of shit your eyes are turning brown.”

      They hadn’t seen her. Sephi would have sighed with relief, but Grim was so close to her now that she could smell his fishy breath. The billowy sleeve of his robe brushed against her breast as he passed, but he seemed too engrossed in the conversation to notice.

      “Dude, I’m telling you,” Grim said. “Angel meat tastes like chicken.”

      Ekks shook his head. “Bullshit! That doesn’t even make any sense. I mean, they’re not human, but they sure as hell aren’t poultry.” He paused. “I mean, okay. Maybe the wings.”

      “Right?” Grim asked. “It just makes sense.”

      “Why are we even talking about this?” Ekks asked. “I know damn well you’ve never eaten an Angel.”

      “Well, no,” Grim said. “But my cousin did!”

      The two warlocks passed from sight, and Sephi hurried in the opposite direction, wishing she had killed them back at the Valley.

      A huge round room opened up in front of her. Plush red carpets adorned the stone floor, and crowded bookshelves lined the walls. Cushioned chairs sat in front of long tables with half-melted candles in their center.

      The signs of destruction from the lower levels weren’t present here. She wondered if the ancient warlocks had been able to seal off the top floors when the Nyx rebelled. If that had been the case, it made sense why Hextius had kept the tower’s most precious secrets up here.

      What didn’t make sense was why no warlocks were down here rifling through the books. She doubted the Whispers would just be sitting on a bookshelf, but surely these shelves held information not available anywhere else in Esper. Something more interesting upstairs had to be occupying their attention if they were ignoring this treasure trove.

      She just hoped it didn’t involve her friends.

      As she approached what she hoped was the last goddamn staircase, she heard voices coming from above. Her footsteps were silent as she crept upstairs, although her heartbeat pounded so loudly in her ears that she doubted she could hear them anyway.

      She peeked her head around the last turn and saw a vast room that looked part study and part laboratory. The bleached bones of a dragon skull hung from the wall, next to the flattened-out pelt of an enormous wolf. Glass beakers covered tables throughout the room, once again filled with unidentifiable fluids and preserved specimens. And a massive wooden desk sat in the center, covered in books and papers.

      An ornately decorated chair was behind the desk, and in its seat sat a skeleton of someone long dead. It couldn’t be Zekariah. Perhaps it was Hextius Black, who died as a prisoner in his own tower after the Nyx revolted. As interesting as the dead man was, the living were of much more concern.

      Several warlocks searched through the scattered shelves and tables. A pair of them stood beside a door off to the side like guards, each holding curved swords in their hands. Sephi figured her friends must be inside that room. She couldn’t get to them now, not that she was about to try, but she took note of Magnus’s sword lying on a nearby table next to Echo’s satchel and Francisco’s pouches.

      Not ten feet in front of her, the warlock leader stood with his arms crossed over his chest and his back to the staircase.

      He shouted orders at his underlings, directing their search while he supervised. The muscles between his broad shoulders flexed with every breath, and Sephi suddenly had a really stupid idea.

      She unsheathed the Heretic Blade. She could end this now, once and for all. All she had to do was get close enough to strike.

      She couldn’t take everyone in this study at once, but maybe she could cut off the head of the snake. In the ensuing chaos, she might just have a chance to get to her friends, and then, well, she didn’t know what would happen after. She could cross that bridge after she burned this one.

      She took a silent step toward the warlock leader, and his back stiffened as if he could sense her presence.

      Fuck. No time for stealth.

      She bounded toward him, hoping to close the distance.

      The man turned to look at her, and the flames and color disappeared from his face. “Hello, Persephone.”

      She froze midstep, and the Heretic Blade dropped from her suddenly numb fingers. “Dad?”
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      Sephi couldn’t tell if this was a dream come true or if she was still stuck in the grip of the night mare’s trap. She’d spent the last five years wishing she could see her parents again, and now, her father was standing in front of her in the flesh. Only now, he was a corrupted Occultum warlock who had imprisoned her friends.

      The other warlocks in the room advanced on her, but her father held up his hand to stop them. She barely registered it, though. Her entire world was focused on the man in front of her.

      “You’re alive,” she said.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him in confusion. “And you’re a warlock.”

      “I am.”

      She shook her head at his simple responses. “Well, I mean, what the fuck, Dad?”

      He frowned. “That’s no way to talk to your father, Persephone.”

      “Oh, well, pardon me for my lack of fucking decorum,” she said. “Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on?”

      He sighed, as if her questions annoyed him. “I suppose you deserve some answers. Let’s talk downstairs.” He turned to the nearest warlock. “Keep searching the Sanctum. Let me know the minute you find anything. And if any of you think to double cross me, I will literally strangle you with your own intestines. Understood?”

      They all nodded, and her father gestured toward the stairs. “After you, my dear.”

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll run away?” she asked.

      He laughed. “As if you could walk away from this now. You were always too curious for your own good. I fear you got that from me. Besides, I have your friends, although I can’t say I’m pleased to see you teaming up with a Nyx. Evil creatures.”

      Sephi moved toward the stairs. “That’s rich, coming from a warlock.”

      “Exactly,” he said, following her. “I know a thing or two about evil, so believe me when I tell you they’re not to be trusted.”

      “Right now, I trust him more than I trust you,” she said.

      “Well, then you’re a fool.”

      She descended into the library, her mind churning with questions, her stomach sick with the truth. All of these years she thought she had killed him. Her father twitched his hand, and one of the cushioned chairs slid out from a table.

      “Have a seat,” he said.

      “No thanks. I’ll stand.”

      He narrowed his eyes and swept his hand in her direction. A wave of force hurtled her spinning into the chair. She struggled to get to her feet, but the invisible force held her in place.

      “Make no mistake, my child. I am in control here.”

      She stopped straining and sat sullenly, looking at the man her father had become. “How the hell are you still alive? I thought I killed you.”

      He smiled. “Silly girl, I am immortal.”

      Her jaw dropped open, and her eyes widened. “What?”

      Her father laughed. “I’m kidding. You should have seen your face. No, I’ve only heard of one immortal mage, aside from Zekariah, and if I ever get my hands on Ignis Fatuus, I’ll tear him limb from limb until he reveals how he managed that little trick.”

      “I’m confused,” Sephi said.

      Her father waved his hand dismissively. “That is immaterial. To answer your question, I didn’t die on your birthday, despite your best efforts. I escaped the fire.”

      “My best efforts?” Sadness swept through her at the idea that her father would think such a thing. It took a moment, but she realized the man in front of her wasn’t the same man that raised her. She cocked her head to the side. “Wait, if you’re alive, does that mean—”

      “No,” he interrupted. “Your mother died, and before you ask, yes, you killed her.”

      The weight of her guilt crushed her chest, and she could barely breathe. She had always blamed herself for what happened, but hearing it confirmed from her father’s mouth shook her to the core.

      “But how?” she managed to croak out. “What the hell happened?”

      Asterion sighed. “You never could follow the rules, could you? You changed the spell and ruined everything.”

      Sephi felt like a child again, insecure and uncertain beneath her father’s disapproving gaze.

      “I wanted to surprise you and Mom,” she said softly, emotion choking her voice.

      “Believe me, we were both surprised, although for different reasons.” He began pacing around the library. “I’d spent months planning out every detail of the ritual, but the one thing I couldn’t plan for was you changing the damn spell on me.”

      “What ritual?” she asked, shifting in her seat. “What are you talking about?”

      He stopped walking and turned to look at her. “I suppose there’s no reason to keep it a secret anymore. For years, I had been delving into the secrets of dark magic. Being born a Blue, all I had at my disposal was illusions, and there is no power in that. No way to crush your enemies or take control of destiny. Zekariah’s dark arts offered me the strength I desired.”

      Sephi shook her head. “Are you telling me you were a warlock this whole time? Even when I was a child?”

      “Yes,” he said nonchalantly. “Before you were even born.”

      “But dark magic corrupts the user,” she said. “Why didn’t I ever see any sign of the corruption in you? Why don’t I see it now?”

      He shrugged. “That’s the one thing Blue magic is good for, hiding the physical changes brought on by casting blood magic. Don’t look so surprised. I’m using it right now. This is my true face.” Her father’s familiar face faded, and the blue flames erupted around his indigo skin. “I just figured you would be more comfortable seeing me the way you remembered me.”

      She let out a soft yelp and tears stung her eyes. “You evil monster.”

      Asterion laughed, his teeth a stark white in contrast to the darkness swirling around his head. “Good and evil are just words, child. Morality is an artificial construct. The only thing that matters in this life is power, and I learned at an early age that power isn’t given. It’s taken. So I chose to claim power for myself, and I wouldn’t let antiquated rules against blood magic stand in my way. Surely you understand that?”

      She drew herself up as tall as she could against her invisible restraints. “Maybe I bend some rules from time to time, but I’m not on board with your twisted world view. Maybe nothing purely good exists, but evil is real. Just look in the fucking mirror and see what the dark magic has done to you.”

      He nodded his chin in her direction. “Well, all philosophical questions aside, you’re stuck in that chair, and I’m standing on my own two feet. That’s all the evidence I need to know I chose the right path.”

      Sephi rolled her eyes. “Right, you’re so powerful, forcing me to sit down. Big fucking deal.”

      He scowled. “We’ll see how flippant you are about power when you watch me kill your friends and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Sephi bit back her response, fearing that he would make good on that threat sooner rather than later. She took a deep calming breath. “Okay, fine. Finish telling me what happened on my birthday.”

      “Right,” he said. “In my quest to learn all I could about dark magic, I gained access to the Council’s archives, and I read about the Zekarian Whispers, the ultimate guide to magical arts that the Council deemed forbidden. But my mother caught me and confronted me. I told her my research was just idle curiosity, but I could tell she suspected the truth about me. That I walked the left-hand path and immersed myself in the dark arts.”

      “So Pasiphae knew you were a warlock?” Sephi asked.

      Asterion shook his head. “I don’t know how much my mother knew, but I wasn’t about to stick around and wait for her to drop the hammer on me. It was time to leave the Citadel and pursue the Whispers in earnest.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me,” Sephi said. “I understand that you had a hard-on for dark magic, but why’d you have to fuck up my life, too?”

      “I couldn’t just leave,” her father said. “Pasiphae would have hunted me down like a dog for the rest of my life. I decided to fake my own death. It was the only way. But your grandmother wasn’t the only problem. Finding the Whispers was one thing, but reading them was another. Zekariah magically encrypted them. In the archives, I found part of a spell that would allow me to read them, but like so many of the safeguards surrounding these secrets, the spell required me to make the ultimate sacrifice of something I loved dearly.”

      The puzzle pieces clicked into place in Sephi’s head, and a violent rage burned inside her. She strained every muscle to break free of her bonds, wanting to wrap her hands around her father’s throat and choke the life from him.

      “You killed her, you piece of shit! You killed my mother.”

      Her father laughed, the bastard. “No, it was never my intention to harm your mother. I wanted to take her with me and convince her to join me in my quest.”

      Sephi froze, confused. “Well, then who—”

      “You,” he said. “I was trying to kill you.”

      Ice water crashed through her veins, extinguishing the rage inside her and leaving her feeling weak. “But I’m your daughter,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” he said. “And I loved you very much. I still do if it’s any consolation.”

      She shook her head, feeling some of her strength return. “Am I supposed to believe that? After you tried to murder me? On my fucking birthday?!”

      He shrugged. “Obviously, I’m telling you the truth. I did love you. That was the only way the sacrifice would fuel the spell. Why can’t you see that for the compliment it is?”

      “Because you tried to use me as a fucking spell component.”

      He smiled sadly. “Well, ‘tried’ is the operative word. I crafted the perfect spell that would weave itself into your simple illusion, and together, they would blend seamlessly into the spell I wanted to cast, killing you, while shielding your mother and me, and then causing a firestorm to make it look like we all died. But you fucked that up by casting a different spell. The results were unexpected.”

      “Why not just kill me and cast the spell like normal?” she asked. “Why go through all this complicated shit?”

      “Because dark magic leaves an imprint behind, and I didn’t want those Council pricks to know what I had done. Combining my spell with yours concealed what I did.” He sighed. “Looking back, I could have done things better, but I was under a bit of a time constraint, and your first casting seemed like the perfect cover. Of course, my biggest mistake was trusting you to follow simple directions.”

      “Don’t you talk to me about trust,” Sephi snarled.

      Her father had the gall to look offended. “Listen, young lady, I pulled you out of that fire. So, you know, you’re welcome.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. “You expect me to thank you after you tried to murder me? And after you killed my mother?”

      “Well, technically, you killed your mother,” he said. “That one is on you.”

      “What? No it’s not!”

      He shrugged. “Agree to disagree.”

      She could barely process everything her father had just told her, but one question hung in the forefront of her mind, giving her a tiny shred of hope. “Why even save my life after you tried to kill me? I mean, that means there’s still some good left in that black heart of yours. Obviously you regretted trying to kill me.”

      “Well about that,” he said. “I was just saving you for later. You know, if I needed to make another sacrifice.”

      Sephi felt like she’d just been kicked in the face. “What the fuck, Dad?!”

      He shook his head. “I would have taken you with me, but I couldn’t escape while carrying your unconscious body. You were a chunky little girl. Too many cinnamon rolls.”

      “Un-fucking-believable,” she said. “You utter piece of shit.”

      “Anyway,” he said nonchalantly. “It’s a good thing I saved your life. I heard about some of your exploits in Tartarus, and I realized something. My spell did work. It just ended up working on you instead of me. And I think your meddling with the spell had some extra side effects, but we can worry about those later. I’m just glad the rest of my plan worked.”

      “What plan?”

      Asterion grinned, looking utterly pleased with his own brilliance. “I’m so glad you asked. I had no luck finding the tower, but I knew the Council’s archives had information that could lead them to the Whispers. I was looking for that information when your grandmother caught me.”

      Sephi nodded. “So you sent your spy into the archives, but he got caught.”

      Her father shook his head. “No, getting caught was part of the plan. He made the Inquisitors think the Occultum was about to find the Whispers, forcing them to send someone to find them first. Then I arranged for the Council to send you on the mission, and you led me right to the tower.”

      Sephi couldn’t believe it. All of this had been a setup from the very beginning. She had just been a pawn in her father’s game, not even realizing he was moving her across the chess board for his own ends.

      “How did you arrange for the Council to send me?” she asked. “Is someone on the Council working with you?”

      He laughed. “As if I would tell you that.”

      His answer confirmed her suspicions, even though it didn’t shed light on which one of the Council members was compromised. If she ever made it back to the Citadel, she would ferret out the Occultum sympathizer and make them pay for their treachery.

      “So how does kidnapping mages fit into your plan?” she asked, thinking of Magnus’s betrothed.

      “It doesn’t,” he said. “The Occultum hasn’t been kidnapping anyone as far as I know. In fact, some of our people have been going missing as well. We thought the Council was behind it. Is that not the case?”

      Sephi frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      “Interesting. Well, we can figure that out later. One problem at a time.”

      “So why send me to find the Whispers?” she asked. “Is this just some sick joke for you, where you want to keep fucking up my life?”

      “No, of course not,” he said. “It had to be you. I need you to read the Whispers for me.”

      “Like I would ever help you,” she spat.

      “Well, you say that now, but I can be persuasive.”

      “There’s nothing you can offer me to get me to help you. Not after everything you’ve done.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not offering you anything. There’s no carrot here. Only the stick. I know that little Green up there is your friend.”

      “If you hurt her—”

      “Not if, but when. When I hurt her, her screams should serve as the proper motivation. Of that, I am certain.”

      “Asterion!” a voice called down from upstairs. “We found something.”

      A grin split her father’s face. “Perfect timing.”

      He gestured with his hands, and the invisible force holding Sephi down vanished. Blood rushed back into her numb limbs, and she got to her feet, but even without the magical bindings, she still felt trapped.

      She had to stop her father from getting his hands on the Whispers, but she had no idea how.

      He grabbed her arm. “Come on, kiddo. It’s time to go to work.”
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      Returning upstairs, the sanctum looked like a tornado had gone through it. The huge desk had been overturned, the chair behind it was on its back, and Hextius’s bones had been cast aside in an undignified pile. A hidden compartment lay tucked beneath the desk’s surface. Someone had bashed the wooden box to pieces, and inside, three intricately faceted crystals glittered in the light.

      Her father gazed down at the crystals greedily. “Finally, after all these years. The Whispers.”

      Sephi tilted her head in confusion. “I thought the Whispers were a spell book.”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes,” her father said. “Only this book isn’t written on paper or bound in leather. All of their secrets are inside those gems.”

      “But how?” she asked.

      Asterion waved her question away dismissively. “You’ll see soon enough.”

      He crouched beside the upturned desk and picked up one of the crystals, which was about the size of his fist. His fingers traced over the facets of the gem almost lovingly.

      “So much power in so small a thing,” he said softly.

      “What kind of power are we talking about?” Sephi asked. “Everyone keeps telling me how important these damn Whispers are, but no one seems to know what secrets they contain.”

      Asterion stared at the crystal as he spoke. “I’m sure there are many things hidden in their depths, but I know exactly what I’m looking for inside.” He picked up the other two Whispers. “In the archives, I found a report about Zekariah figuring out the most powerful source of magic.”

      “What, like the First Magic?” Sephi asked.

      Her father shook his head. “No, his connection to the First Magic was damaged, which is why he sought out alternative power sources. He could draw from the living energy of the land, but that wasn’t strong enough for him. Then he siphoned energy from the Elves, but they disappeared. That was when he discovered the power of blood magic, finding intense energy in suffering and death. Then he discovered something even more powerful than that. The power of the soul.”

      She frowned, not liking the sound of that. “The soul?”

      He got to his feet and turned to look at her. “Yes, the soul. The eternal essence of every sentient being. The part that lives on when our bodies die and travels to the Realm of Etherean. Just before Zekariah fell at the final battle of the rebellion, he figured out how to harness souls as fuel for magic, and he believed soul magic rivaled the power of even the First Magic.”

      Sickness ran through her in suffocating waves. She shook her head. “But if you use the souls as fuel, does that mean they still exist, or are they burned away like wood on a fire?”

      Her father shrugged. “Like any fuel, the souls are destroyed in the process.”

      “Destroying someone’s eternal soul is like the evilest shit you can do,” she said.

      “Yes, Zekariah seemed to agree with you, which is why he never shared the secret of soul magic with anyone before he died. But he recorded that secret in here.” He lifted up the crystals. “And unlike the First Mage, I have no qualms about harnessing that power for myself.”

      “You’re fucking insane,” she breathed.

      He laughed. “All genius is treated as madness at first. I wouldn’t expect you to understand. You lack the proper vision. Maybe someday you will see the world through my eyes.”

      “I seriously hope not,” she said. “What’s the point of all this? You want more power just so you can conquer the world?”

      “Yes, but conquest is just a means to an end,” he said. “The Council has held our people back for far too long, letting their petty morality restrict what mages can accomplish. We can create wonders that no one has ever seen. We can reshape Esper and all the Realms beyond into a perfect paradise.”

      She shook her head. “A paradise for mages, you mean? I doubt the people whose souls you erase from existence would think your new world order is so perfect.”

      He laughed. “Who cares what they think? They’re weak, and we’re strong. Why should we let the frailty of lesser beings hold us back from greatness?”

      She glanced around the sanctum at the warlocks listening to their leader. No doubts lingered in their expressions. Their eyes burned with excitement at Asterion’s vision for the future.

      “Because every life is sacred,” she said. “And what you’re talking about is worse than murder. So much worse that I don’t even think there’s a name for it yet. A world built on the husks of burnt out souls is a not a world I want to be a part of.”

      “As if you’ll have a choice,” her father said. “But enough of this petty whining. I want to look into the Whispers. Will you help me, Persephone, or should I fetch the Green?”

      Sephi lowered her head in defeat, not willing to risk her friend’s safety. “I’ll help you.”

      “Excellent.” He gestured at his warlocks. “Downstairs, all of you. This is for my eyes only.”

      A faint hope flickered in Sephi’s chest. If her friends were left unprotected, she might have a chance to free them and overpower her father before this madness continued.

      Asterion gestured at the two guards by the door. “Go inside and watch the prisoners closely. If you hear anything out here, execute them immediately.”

      The guards did as he asked, opening the door and entering. Sephi caught a brief glimpse of her friends inside what looked like a storage closet. Moros’s gold eyes met hers out of the dim light, and then the door closed again.

      She had been so focused on the safety of her friends, she had forgotten about Moros. The shackles around his wrists couldn’t actually hold him. He had snapped the chains Sephi had bound him with like they were made of glass. He could free himself at any time.

      She assumed he hadn’t made a move yet because of the warlocks’ overwhelming numbers—a sword in the heart would kill him just like anyone else— but that wasn’t a problem now. Her father was so confident in his own power that he thought he didn’t need backup. He was probably right when it came to Sephi and her friends, but not with the Nyx.

      With the goatman’s immunity to magic, the two warlocks guarding her friends in the storage room didn’t stand a chance if he attacked. Even her father would be hard pressed to fight against Moros without being able to rely on his magic.

      If only she could get a message to the Nyx, telling him that now was the time for action, she might just be able to turn the tables on her father. But that was easier said than done. She had a spell she thought would work, but she couldn’t let her father see her cast it. She would have to bide her time and wait for an opportunity to present itself.

      For now, she would just have to play along. “So how am I supposed to read these crystals?”

      Asterion deposited two of them in a leather pouch and secreted the bag inside his robes. Then he held up the remaining gem. “It’s an ingenious bit of craftsmanship. Watch.”

      He raised his index finger on his free hand, and a thin beam of blue light shot from the tip. He pressed the light to one of the facets of the crystal, and a three-dimensional image projected out of the gem, hovering in the air between them.

      Her eyes scanned the complex symbols and sigils. The strange geometric patterns were like nothing she had ever seen before. This magic was different than the kind she cast. Lines of text accompanied the symbols, looking like they’d been written by hand. When she concentrated on the text, the letters seemed to shift until they became legible.

      No wonder she didn’t recognize this magic. It was a blood magic spell that would boil a person’s blood in their veins. She felt sick just looking at it.

      Her father grinned like a child with a new toy. “Each facet is like a page in a book.” He rotated the crystal minutely, lighting a different facet, and the images hanging in the air changed. “Can you read it?”

      “Can you not?” she asked. “Are you not seeing anything?”

      “I see the symbols, but I can’t read the words,” he said. “And without the explanation of how to use the symbols, they’re worthless.” He glared at her. “I would have been able to read them if you hadn’t fucked everything up as a kid.”

      She ignored his abuse. “So you really do need me to help you,” she said.

      He glared at her. “Yes, but don’t think that makes you safe. I can always try to replicate the spell I cast on your birthday, sacrificing you in the process.”

      “Then why don’t you?” she asked.

      His brow furrowed. “Because after that clusterfuck, I can’t be sure the spell will work. But if you give me any trouble, I’ll take the risk. It’s in your best interest to just tell me what you’re seeing.”

      She looked at the new spell in front of her. It was another dark magic spell, although it was simpler in design than the previous one, almost crude in comparison.

      “It’s a blood magic spell,” she said, reading the spidery text as it came into focus for her. “Meant to be used in combat.”

      Asterion leaned in closer to the sigil. “Good, go on.”

      “It’s a healing spell,” she said, somewhat surprised. “A quick and dirty way to patch up a mortal wound in the heat of battle.”

      Her father looked disappointed. “I’m not looking for healing.”

      “Well, hold on,” she said quickly before he could move on to another spell. She didn’t want to teach him how to use any of the spells in the Whispers, but compared to the first bit of violent magic she’d seen, this seemed like the lesser of two evils. For all she knew, the next spell would be so much worse.

      And she was only doing this to buy time until she could figure out a way to contact her friends. The fewer horrifying spells she taught her father in the meantime, the better.

      He turned to her with a look of annoyance. “What is it?”

      “This might actually be useful to you,” she said.

      He shook his head. “I don’t see how.”

      “Well, healing is good, right?” she asked. “Even if it requires blood. Fresh blood apparently.” She shivered.

      “I know you’re inexperienced in blood magic, my child, so let me explain. If one of my warlocks gets wounded, that’s just more power for me to cast spells. Why in the hell would I waste my time healing them?”

      She shrugged. “Well, you never know when it might come in handy. To start, you invert Memnoch’s Star to activate the blood, and then—”

      Her father’s laughter cut her off. “I know how to harness the power of blood, thank you. We’re looking for soul magic.” He shifted the crystal, and a new set of symbols appeared. “What is this one?”

      She shuddered as she read the description. For a second, she thought about lying to him, but she worried that he would react violently if he caught on.

      She sighed. “Mind control.”

      His eyebrows raised in interest. “Now that could be useful. Explain.”

      Her mind raced, searching for a way to end this. She couldn’t let him know how to learn fucking mind control. If he knew that, she would never be free, and no one in Esper would be safe. She had to do something now while his focus was on the glowing sigils in the air. If only she could get behind him.

      “This image is reversed,” she lied. “Let me get a better look from the other side.”

      She moved to cross behind his back, and her father turned to face her. “What are you doing?”

      She forced an annoyed expression on her face. “I’m trying to read this fucking thing from a better angle, so stop moving the image around already.”

      He stared at her for a moment and then nodded. “If you try anything—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “I get it. Gloom and doom.”

      She walked around his back before he could think too hard about what she was doing. Her father’s body remained still, but his eyes followed her the whole time. When his neck wouldn’t turn any farther, he swiveled his head around to the other side.

      In that split second when he couldn’t see her, she sketched out the spell she’d been thinking about since she saw Moros and fired it off at the door to the room where her friends were being kept.

      The casting had been so quick, she couldn’t be sure it had even worked. If it had, the spell would allow the sounds in the sanctum to carry through into the storage room. Everyone inside would be able to hear her conversation with her father. She just hoped Moros got the hint before the warlocks inside realized something fishy was going on.

      Her father’s eyes searched her face, and she hoped he couldn’t see the jittery tension she felt inside.

      “Listen,” she said loudly, praying Moros would hear the command. “We have the Whispers in hand, and it’s just the two of us in this room, so let me ask you something. How much do you really know about the Nyx?” Her father opened his mouth to speak, but she just plowed ahead. “Like Moros in there? Do you know he can break free of those manacles, easily overpower those two warlocks, and come out here to beat the ever-loving shit out of you?”

      That was it. All her cards were on the table. If Moros didn’t get her message, Sephi had just warned her father about his mistake in taking the Nyx captive. A mistake he would quickly remedy if given the chance.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” her father asked, anger burning his expression.

      The sounds of a struggle erupted from the storage room, and her limbs trembled with fear. Either Moros had taken the hint, or the warlocks inside were executing her friends like her father had instructed them to do.

      He looked at the door and then back at his daughter. “What did you just do?” Without waiting for a response, he slipped the crystal into his robes and roared out commands. “Kill those prisoners! The rest of you, get up here!”

      Heavy footfalls reverberated in the stairs leading to the library. Reinforcements were about to arrive.

      Her father smiled at her grimly. “As for you. I’ll make you suffer for even thinking of crossing me.”

      Sephi narrowed her eyes and smirked. “Go fuck yourself.”

      She turned invisible and leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding the dark bolt of energy that sizzled through the air where she’d just been standing. Her father fired off more blasts at her shimmering form, forcing her to bob and weave around the room to stay alive.

      Then the door to the storage room exploded outward in a spray of splinters. Moros rushed into the sanctum with her friends right behind him.
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      Moros charged at her father. Asterion fired a stream of dark energy at the Nyx, but the magic disintegrated into nothing as it came into contact with the goatman. Her father’s spells did nothing to slow Moros down, and he lowered his horned head before slamming it into her father’s chest.

      Asterion flew across the room and collided with the wall, where he crumpled to the floor. Moros advanced on the stunned man, but warlocks streamed up the stairs and formed an arc around their fallen leader, which Sephi thought ironic since he’d made it clear he wouldn’t do the same for them if they were wounded.

      Then again, maybe they were acting out of self-preservation, knowing their only chance of leaving this tower alive was with their leader to protect them. She’d seen her father’s big dark balls of energy save the warlocks twice already, once from the ghosts in the Valley and once during the trial of strength.

      The warlocks threw lightning and flames at Moros, but the attacks parted around him like mist. He surged into the mass of dark mages, flinging them around like rag dolls. The warlocks quickly adapted to Moros’s immunity and assaulted him with clubs and blades. These physical attacks were much more effective against the rampaging Nyx, and they forced him back.

      He would need help.

      While he had the dark mages’ attention, Sephi rushed to her friends’ side and dropped the invisibility illusion. “Are you all okay?”

      Echo nodded. “I’m better now.”

      Sephi glanced at Francisco and Magnus, who looked to be in good shape as well.

      “Grab your gear,” she said, pointing at the table where their weapons were. She was pleased to see the Heretic Blade there, too, and she took it. “Asterion has the Whispers hidden in his robes. Oh, Asterion is the warlock leader with the blue face. He’s also my dad.”

      “What the hell?” Echo asked, her mouth agape.

      “I know,” Sephi said. “It’s been a super fucked-up afternoon. If I survive this, I’m going to curl up in a ball and cry for three days. But first, we get the Whispers from him. They look like three fist-sized crystals. We grab them and then we can get the fuck out of here.”

      “Do you have a plan?” Magnus asked, grabbing his sword.

      Sephi shook her head. “Do I ever?”

      He snorted a laugh. It was a nice sound, one that was long overdue. “No, I guess not.”

      Echo frowned as she slung her satchel over her shoulder. “If he’s your father, should we, like, be careful when we fight him?”

      “Absolutely not,” Sephi said. “You kill that motherfucker if you get the chance. Trust me. He’s a real piece of shit.”

      Francisco surveyed the wreckage of the sanctum with a troubled expression.

      Sephi put her hand on his arm. “You all right, Brother?”

      His eyes lit upon the scattered bones of Hextius Black, and a smile split his face. “I am now.”

      With a quick gesture, Hextius’s skeleton sprang to life, picking up a fallen sword nearby before springing into the fray.

      Magnus rushed to the skeleton’s side, slashing with his own blade. A group of warlocks split off from the main group to face this new threat, giving Moros more room to maneuver. The Nyx’s tunic was torn, and blood oozed from cuts all over his body, although Sephi noticed that the wounds seemed to seal themselves up quickly.

      Did the Nyx heal fast, as well as being immune to magic? Moros hadn’t said anything about that, but she couldn’t argue with what her eyes were telling her. The Nyx really were the perfect soldiers to conquer a magical army.

      Before she could wonder about this any longer, a warlock slipped behind Moros, looking to attack his unprotected flank.

      Sephi intercepted the dark mage and sliced his arm with her dagger. The corruption from the Black Soul engulfed the warlock, and he fell to the floor in writhing agony. A hemogoblin coalesced from the dark mage’s wounds, but the corruption burned it up, too.

      Seeing what happened to their friend, the other warlocks backed away from her and Moros.

      The goatman spared her a quick glance. “Thanks.”

      “No, thank you,” Sephi said. “I’m glad you got my message.”

      The Nyx smiled. “It wasn’t exactly subtle.”

      “Heads up,” Echo called from behind her.

      Sephi saw a green bottle hurtling overhead, and she grabbed Moros’s arm and yanked him back from the clustered warlocks. Echo’s Widow Maker bomb shattered against a dark mage’s face and splashed a viscous green liquid over his flesh. Outside of Tartarus, the bomb would have taken out multiple people in a wide radius, but even in its weakened state, at least it worked well enough on the one enemy.

      The man clawed at his skin as the poison ivy extract kicked in, and he screamed something about giant spiders as he started hallucinating. He swung his sword in a wild arc around him, wounding some of the other warlocks in the process. His friends cut him down before the poison even had a chance to kill him.

      Echo chucked another bomb, and the warlocks scattered, presumably because they now knew what her weapons were capable of. But this also painted a huge target on her back. A group of five warlocks trained their sights on her.

      Sephi tapped Moros on the shoulder and gestured at the group. “Take care of them.”

      He shook his horned head. “No, I’m going for the Whispers.”

      Before she could argue with him, he was moving toward Asterion, who was back on his feet now. At least the Nyx could keep her father occupied. Sephi surged at the warlocks targeting Echo. She cut two down before the others turned on her, casting spells in her direction which forced her to fall back.

      Magnus reared up behind them and slashed them to pieces before they ever saw him coming.

      “Get to Echo,” Sephi told the Red.

      He glanced in her direction and nodded before fighting his way over to her. Sephi took a second to make sure Francisco was all right. His back was to the wall beneath the dragon skull. Hextius’s skeleton kept most of his attackers at bay, but one of them slid past his undead minion and lunged at the Night Brother.

      The dragon skull lurched against its moorings and chomped down on the warlock in midair, grinding him between its sharp teeth and cutting him in half. Sephi grimaced at the grisly sight, but she also felt a sense of relief. Even with his powers severely weakened, Francisco seemed to have his portion of the room well under control.

      By now, Magnus had joined Echo, and the pair fell into the rhythm they’d found when fighting the tower’s guardians. They stayed back to back while dodging dark bolts of energy. Echo blasted warlocks with her wand, and Magnus took care of anyone who got too close.

      As Sephi watched, Echo pulled a bottle of red liquid out of her satchel and flung it at a dark mage’s face. The glass shattered, and the warlock hunched over in pain, screaming while tearing at his eyes.

      Echo grinned triumphantly. “Hot sauce, bitch!”

      Knowing that her friends were safe for now, Sephi turned her attention to her father. He and a handful of warlocks had faced off against Moros. Her father lashed at the Nyx with a barbed whip, slicing open his skin with every strike. Despite his numerous wounds, Moros wasn’t backing down.

      He ducked beneath a warlock’s swing and brought his head up into the warlock’s chin. The Nyx’s sharp horn impaled the man’s skull. With a wild shake of his head, Moros dislodged the dead mage and flung him to the side. The other warlocks cowered back in fear.

      Asterion wasn’t so easily intimidated. “Enough!” he yelled.

      His hands weaved a complex pattern in front of him, and the entire tower rumbled on its foundations. The floor beneath Moros’s feet fell away. The goatman scrambled to latch onto something, but all he found was empty air as half the floor of the sanctum crumbled away.

      Sephi hopped back from the falling stone. Standing on the edge of the newly formed pit, she saw that several of the levels had given way to Asterion’s power, and Moros fell through thin air until he was lost from her sight. The Nyx had proven how tough he was time and time again, but she doubted even he could survive a fall from that height.

      Her father drew himself up and shook the dust from his dark robes. “Now that this little nuisance has been dealt with, it’s time to do something about you, my treacherous little whelp. I warned you what would happen if you crossed me, and now it’s time to pay the price.”

      Her father raised his hands, and Sephi prepared to evade whatever came her way. A blast of black energy arced from his hands, but it wasn’t aimed at Sephi. The lethal spear darted directly at Echo.

      The Green froze in place, but Magnus dove in front of her, taking the bolt through his shoulder. He fell to the floor, clutching his shoulder. His face was twisted in pain, and he groaned in agony.

      Echo gazed down at him and then at her stomach where the blast had torn right through her. She looked at Sephi with sadness and confusion in her eyes, and then she collapsed beside Magnus.

      Tears clouded Sephi’s eyes, and her heart shattered into a million pieces. Time seemed to slow as she ran to her fallen friend. Despair weighed down her limbs, and she felt like she was moving through quicksand.

      Sephi knelt at Echo’s side and pressed her hands to the gaping crater in her friend’s flesh to staunch the life force flowing from her body. Echo gazed up at her, her mouth opening and closing, but no words could come out.

      “You’re gonna be okay,” Sephi said. “Brother, get the fuck over here! She needs a healer.”

      Francisco sidled around the hole in the floor to reach her, but a black bolt seared the air in front of him, stopping him in his tracks.

      Asterion laughed cruelly. “I don’t think so. No healing for her. No second chances. You’re going to watch her die in front of you so you know what happens when you disobey me.”

      “Shit, Dad, let me save her,” she pleaded. “I’ll do whatever you want. You’ve proved your point.”

      “Not yet I haven’t. Not until she dies.”

      “You first,” she snarled, filled with a bottomless rage she’d never felt before. He had taken everything from her and crippled her with grief and guilt. Now he had attacked the only person in the world she considered family.

      She sprang to her feet and gathered every shred of energy inside her to fuel her spell. When that wasn’t enough, she pulled directly from the living energy of the land.

      White hot fire scorched her focal lines, but she didn’t care if she burned herself out or even if she died. Any sacrifice would be worth it to save Echo.

      She unleashed the spell, and her father threw up a protective shield in front of him to deflect it. But she had taken a cue from him. Instead of being directed at him, her destructive spell sheared the outcrop of floor upon which he stood. He fell into the hole he had created, his arms and legs flailing madly as he screamed.

      Casting a spell outside of her illusion skills had taken everything out of her, and her trembling knees buckled beneath her. The handful of remaining warlocks retreated down the stairs to find Asterion, leaving Sephi and her friends alone.

      Francisco rushed to her side, but she shook her head. “Echo. Save Echo.”

      He nodded and laid his hands on either side of Echo’s wound. He closed his eyes and chanted the words. The gash began to close up, and Sephi sighed in relief. Then the wound opened up again.

      Francisco let out a heavy breath and his shoulders sagged. “I can’t. The damage is too severe. I’m not strong enough. I’m so sorry, Echo.”

      Echo looked up at him with something like forgiveness in her expression. She drew in a ragged breath and her eyes closed.

      “No, Echo,” Sephi said weakly. “Stay with us.”

      Echo didn’t respond.

      “No,” Sephi said. “You’re not dying today. No fucking way.”

      She grabbed Magnus’s sword and sliced her forearm along its edge. With the last of her strength, she forced her fingers to move, inverting the shape of Memnoch’s Star, and she felt a rush of energy surge through her veins.

      “Persephone, no!” Francisco cried out, but it was too late to stop her.

      The power of the blood filled her to bursting, intoxicating her, making her feel unstoppable, invincible. Her mind seemed sharper, her limbs felt stronger, and the raw magic inside her was full of limitless potential.

      Why stop at saving Echo? Why not use this amazing power to take the Whispers for herself and be feared and worshiped?

      Yes, embrace the power.

      The Heretic’s approving whisper shook her to the core and brought her back to the present. She clamped down on his voice and on the dark ambitions swirling in her head. With intense focus, she worked the rest of the healing spell she’d learned from the Whispers and pressed her hand to Echo’s wound.

      The flesh knitted itself together instantly. Echo gasped and sat up like Sephi had poured cold water on her.

      “What the hell was that?” Echo asked.

      Sephi shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. How do you feel?”

      Echo twisted her shoulders, flexing her core. “I feel good. Kind of great actually. A little hungry, I guess.”

      “Good,” Sephi said. “How about you, Magnus?”

      The warrior groaned and sat up. “A little banged up, but I’ll live.”

      “Perfect.” She turned to Francisco, who looked shocked. “Brother, can you get everyone down to the first floor safely?”

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah, but what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going on ahead to get what we came here for,” she said.

      “Be careful,” Francisco said, eying her warily. “We’ll meet up with you at the bottom.”
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      Explosions rocked the tower as she descended the stairs. The walls creaked and groaned, and hairline fractures spiderwebbed along the stone structure. When she made it a few levels down, she saw why.

      When her father had punched a hole through the floors, he had shaken the very bones of the tower. Falling debris had knocked down walls and doorways, and other parts of the ceiling had caved in as well. In one of the newly revealed rooms, she watched cracks spread along the surface of huge glass vessels, each with a different-colored fluid inside.

      Liquid leaked through the tiny fractures and dripped onto the table, and when the different chemicals came into contact with each other, a flash of white light blinded her, and the blast knocked her off her feet.

      She groaned as she stood, although she barely felt the pain through the buzz of the blood magic still roaring inside her. Other explosions rumbled up from the lower levels where other volatile ingredients must have been responding similarly to being disturbed by the tremors in the tower.

      The whole goddamn place was going to come crashing down if this continued. Sephi liked the idea of seeing this bastion of evil reduced to rubble, just as long as she and her friends were outside when it happened.

      Before she could even think about leaving, she had to get the Whispers from her father.

      Four floors below, she found the remaining warlocks. They were fewer in number than when they’d retreated from the sanctum. Some of them must have had the good sense to flee, not wanting to risk their lives any further for her father’s mad desire for the Whispers.

      The five who were left huddled around Asterion where he lay on the stone floor. He was still moving. A part of her was pissed that he was still alive, but another part of her drooled at the prospect of plunging her blade into his black fucking heart and watching the life fade from his eyes.

      He deserved worse for causing her mother’s death, but Sephi would have to take solace in avenging her death with her own hand.

      She didn’t bother to hide herself as she advanced on the dark mages. The power throbbing inside her filled her with a hideous strength, and she planned to use every ounce of it to give these assholes a taste of their own medicine.

      If these fuckers liked blood magic so much, she would show them just what it could do. Healing wasn’t the only spell she had learned from the Whispers.

      Her father saw her coming before the others did. “Kill that bitch!”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking about you, Dad,” she called out.

      His warlock minions turned to face her. Some of them grinned like she would be easy meat. They had no idea what was coming for them.

      Before they could take a menacing step in her direction, she was already casting the first spell she’d learned from Zekariah himself. Her hands modified the glowing symbol she created to include multiple targets.

      Sephi let the spell fly, and all five of the warlocks screamed in pain as the blood inside their veins boiled. Her father watched in surprise as his daughter incapacitated the rest of his Occultum army in one fell swoop.

      The warlocks’ skin blistered and turned ugly shades of crimson as their own life force scalded them from the inside out. They tore at their flesh, trying to get at the source of their pain, but they couldn’t do anything to stop it.

      Their bodies swelled up and huge rents tore open along their veins, releasing superheated steam. The sanguine mist filled the air, stinking of copper and death. One by one, the warlocks collapsed on the stone floor. Some continued moving. Some didn’t. Either way, they posed no more threat to Sephi or the rest of Esper.

      The intensity and complexity of the spell had drained most of her ill-gotten power, leaving just a sliver of energy left. It was enough to keep her limbs feeling strong and her mind alert, but something inside her urged her to harness more. The dying warlocks’ blood vapor hung tantalizingly in the air. She could drink it up and replenish her magic in a heartbeat.

      The power of blood was seductive, offering her strength like she’d never felt before, but she wouldn’t let herself give in to its siren song again. That road led to madness.

      Sephi walked past the fallen warlocks toward her father. He scrambled away from her on his hands and knees like a whipped dog. It was a good look for him, weak and beaten.

      “Where are you going?” she taunted. “Is the mighty Asterion running from a fight? Where’s all your power now?”

      She caught up to him easily and kicked him in the ribs so hard he flipped over onto his back. He looked up at her with that horrible burning blue face, and she saw fear in his eyes.

      The fall had clearly hurt him, probably fracturing a few bones, but he didn’t look completely broken. Sephi figured it was the power of blood magic raging inside him. Now that she had experienced it, she understood why these dark mages were so damn hard to kill.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said.

      “What? Kill you?” She shook her head. “Like I would ever show you mercy now.”

      “But I’m your father, Persephone.”

      She laughed. “Oh, it’s Persephone now? A minute ago, I was a bitch.”

      He reached out a hand toward her in supplication. “Forgive me, child. That was before I knew you practiced the dark arts like me. That changes everything.”

      “No,” she said. “That was a one-time thing.”

      He barked a harsh laugh. “It’s never a one-time thing. You’ve felt its power now. You know what it’s capable of. What you’re capable of. Now you understand the power our kind can harness and all the wonders it can perform.”

      “Boiling the blood in your enemies’ veins isn’t what I would call a wonder.”

      He smiled. “But it is. No one could stand against you with power like that. Not the Council. Not the Occultum. Not anyone. Don’t you see? This is what Zekariah wanted for us, to be strong and to shepherd the weaker species toward our vision. To reshape the world the way he did.”

      “I don’t want any of that,” she said. “I just want to be left alone. And to make you pay for killing my mother.”

      “Technically, you killed her,” he said.

      Sephi slid the Heretic Blade from its sheathe. Its black blade swirled with the Black Soul’s corruption. “Say that again, you piece of filth. Pretend like it’s not your fault.”

      Her father shied away from the blade. “Okay, forget I said anything. What I’m trying to get you to see is that together, with you reading the Whispers and me using their power, we would be unstoppable. We could do anything you want. You and I could be a family again. The strongest family Esper has ever seen.”

      She shook her head. “I had a family, and you stole it from me, you son of a bitch. Goodbye, Dad.”

      Sephi plunged her dagger at her father’s heart. Quick as a snake, he lashed his whip at her. The metal barbs studding the leather punctured her skin as it wrapped around her wrist, and he yanked her arm sideways so that her blade clanged harmlessly against the stone beside him.

      Ignoring the pain, Sephi tossed her dagger into her free hand and slashed through the whip, releasing its grip on her. The blood dripping down her arm dried and cracked as her father harnessed its energy, and a powerful bolt of energy blasted against her chest, flinging her backward.

      Her back hit the cold stone floor, and pain rocked her entire body. She groaned and tried to get up, but her father’s hard boot stomped down on her chest, pinning her.

      “You stupid child,” he said, glaring down at her. “I gave you one last chance to join me, which is more than I give anyone. Turning me down will be the last mistake you ever make. And believe me, I’ve watched you make a lot of mistakes growing up. Not the least of which was when you—yes, you—killed your mother by casting the wrong spell. I mean, really. How difficult is a simple sparkler spell?”

      “Like this?” she asked, weaving the spell quickly with the last shred of magic inside her.

      A multi-colored burst of light exploded in her father’s face, and he stumbled back. Now that she was free, Sephi wouldn’t waste the opportunity.

      She lurched up and stabbed her father in the stomach, right in the same spot he’d blasted Echo, then pulled the blade out again. The wound erupted in dark fire as the corruption of her blade sought to devour him. She stepped back and waited for the darkness to engulf him completely, like it had done to everyone else the blade had cut, but something strange happened.

      Her father’s own darkness swirled out of him, seeming to fight against the corruption of the Heretic Blade as if her father’s defiled soul was as dark or darker than the Heretic’s. She wasn’t sure what was happening exactly, but the struggle between the two forces had her father rooted in place.

      She plunged her hands into the warring darkness, hoping it wouldn’t kill her. Black tendrils like smoke swirled over her wrists, making her feel nauseated and dizzy, but that seemed to be the extent of its effects. Either way, it was too late to back out now.

      She tore at her father’s robes, and she felt the hard lumps of the Whispers through the fabric. Reaching inside, she fished out the pouch holding the crystals. The bag was bulky but weighed next to nothing as she fastened it to her belt.

      Sephi gazed at her father, who still fought her blade’s corruption. Well, if the corruption won’t kill him, a knife in the heart will.

      She lifted her blade to end her father’s miserable fucking life, and something hard slammed into her skull.

      The world went fuzzy, and her knees gave out beneath her. She knelt on the floor and clutched her head, feeling like someone was ringing a huge bell between her ears. The nausea from touching the corruption intensified, and she emptied the contents of her stomach on the floor.

      Someone other than her father was beside her, tugging at her belt. When her vision cleared, she saw Moros standing over her, holding the Whispers in his hand.

      Unlike her father, Moros’s fall had banged him up badly. His face was a swollen mess of bruises, and one of his horns had lost its sharp tip. The Nyx’s shoulders slumped, and his breath rasped from his lungs in ragged pants. His free hand pressed against his side, where he must have had broken ribs, and he seemed to be favoring his right leg.

      “Moros, what the hell, man?” she asked groggily.

      “I’m just taking what’s mine,” he said.

      Before she could gather her wits enough to respond, he staggered toward the end of the hall where the stairs descended.

      Sephi groaned and tried not to pass out. Every part of her ached in a chorus of pain. She hadn’t held anything back in her fight with her father and his warlocks. Her magic reservoirs were empty, and her muscles burned with fatigue.

      She cursed herself for not being prepared for Moros to take the Whispers from her, although she had thought he was dead. He certainly looked like he was one step from death’s door as he shambled away from her. His condition didn’t offer much comfort to Sephi. He looked like she felt, like twice run over dog shit.

      Still, she should have planned for the possibility that he was alive. Of course he was, considering her luck. Nothing could ever be simple or clean. Every damn victory she earned ended up being short-lived.

      She glanced at her father, who had collapsed on the floor. His body was still trapped in the struggle between evil forces she didn’t understand, which was good because she doubted she had the strength to finish him off now. She would just have to let nature take its course.

      Right now, she needed to go after Moros.

      She was in no condition to fight, or even move, really, but she had to figure something out. She’d come too damn far and suffered too fucking much to let the Nyx just walk away with her prize.

      Summoning the last wisps of strength, she forced herself to her feet. The effort made her dizzy, and the world seemed to tilt on its axis for a moment. She stayed upright and conscious through sheer stubbornness alone.

      Moros was just turning down the spiral of the stairs, and she followed, focusing all her attention on putting one foot in front of the other.

      “Get back here, you goat fucker.”
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      What followed had to be the slowest and saddest chase in all of Esper’s history. Moros limped ahead of her, and she shuffled after him, managing to keep pace with him but never gaining ground.

      Francisco’s reanimated corpses had more life in them than Sephi and Moros. She would have laughed at how ridiculous this was, but she couldn’t spare the energy. Even a slight chuckle might kill her at this point.

      Explosions rumbled through the tower, and chunks of ceiling fell around her. She almost welcomed the prospect of the place collapsing down on her. At least then, she could get some rest. And Moros and the Whispers would be buried right along with her. Mission accomplished.

      But she didn’t want her friends to die here. They deserved better than that.

      She briefly wondered how they were doing. With their injuries, they had to be moving slowly, but at the pace Sephi crept along, they would probably catch up with her soon enough. That would be nice. Then maybe they could carry her out of here while they took care of Moros. Maybe she didn’t have to catch the Nyx at all. Maybe she just had to buy her friends some time to reach her.

      The thought gave her strength and kept her legs moving. She edged around the hole in the floor and saw the first floor of the tower beneath her. The bodies of the dead still lay scattered along the stone floor. That fight felt like a lifetime ago.

      Being so close to the exit, she knew she had to do something to slow Moros down. It was now or never.

      “Hey, goat,” she called, not liking how weak her voice sounded.

      Moros kept staggering forward without looking back.

      “Don’t ignore me, asshole,” she said. “I know you can hear me.”

      “Save your breath, mage,” he said, sounding as bad as she did.

      “Hey, I’m more than just a mage. I thought we were friends.”

      He finally looked back at her. “We were never friends. You were a means to an end. Nothing more.”

      She shook her head wearily. “Well, that’s hurtful.”

      “Maybe, but it’s true,” he said.

      “Can we just stop and talk for a second?” she asked, putting her arm out to lean against the wall.

      To her relief, Moros stopped walking. “There’s nothing you can say to me that will alter my course. I’m taking the Whispers back to my people. End of story.”

      “Look, I know you’re worried about someone using the Whispers to control the Nyx, but I can promise you that won’t happen. I won’t let it happen.”

      He shook his horned head. “Your promises aren’t worth the breath you speak them with. Mages cannot be trusted. Besides, that’s not the only reason we need the Whispers.”

      “Then tell me what you want from them,” she said. “Maybe I can help you.”

      “You won’t help my people,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Why, because I’m a mage, and mages can’t be trusted?”

      His golden eyes burned with fury. “Because you’re a mage, and mages have been waging war on the Nyx for thousands of years. What’s in the Whispers can give us what we need to turn the tide in our favor, and I doubt you’ll help me destroy your own people.”

      “What war, Moros?” she asked. “I know you said mages hunted the Nyx down in the past, but—”

      “Not just in the past,” he said. “Now. Today. It’s still happening.”

      “Then why don’t I know about it?”

      He shrugged. “Do you know everything your precious Council is up to? Perhaps you should ask your own people instead of me. There is a war going on. Just because you don’t know about it doesn’t mean it’s not happening. My people are still being killed by yours, forcing us to hide like rats beneath the earth. But no more.”

      “So you want revenge?” she asked. “How boring.”

      “Not revenge. We want freedom.” He lifted the sack of crystals. “This will give us that freedom.”

      She sighed. “You speak like we’re enemies, Moros, but I don’t consider you one. I bear you and your kind no ill will. Hell, I didn’t even know you existed until recently.”

      He nodded. “It’s strange to think that my people’s oldest enemies don’t all know about us.”

      “It’s the truth, Moros,” she said.

      “I know,” he said. “The other mages said the same.”

      Her brow furrowed in confusion. “What other mages?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not your concern.”

      “Wait, have the Nyx been kidnapping mages?” she asked.

      He smiled and stood up straighter, like he was proud of the fact. She also noticed he seemed stronger and he wasn’t favoring one leg anymore. Panic gripped her chest. Maybe letting him rest had been a bad idea.

      She thought she was being clever by slowing him down, but was it possible he had tricked her into giving him time to recuperate? She remembered the way his cuts healed during the fight in the sanctum. If the rest of his body could heal the same way, she would never be able to catch him.

      She could only hope that her friends would reach her before Moros recovered enough to escape. Or worse, before he was strong enough to kill her. The only thing she could do was keep him talking.

      “You are kidnapping mages,” she said. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “It didn’t start that way. We captured a raiding party of mages. I believe you call them Purples.”

      “Violets,” she said off-handedly.

      “Whatever fucking color,” he said. “They came to our homeland sniffing around for us, and we subdued them. After extensive interrogation, we found out about the Occultum’s search for the Whispers, and about the Whispers themselves. Then we started kidnapping mages to find out more, even snatching up some warlocks.”

      She frowned. “So it was all about information? Then why keep abducting more once you got it?”

      “It started as gathering intelligence, but now, we have much bigger plans for them.”

      Her eyes widened. “So they’re still alive? Do you know a mage named Myrina?”

      Moros laughed. “Magnus’s woman. Oh yes. I interrogated her myself.”

      “So she is alive?”

      “Yes,” he said. “You know, it was quite the surprise to see Magnus with you on this quest. She kept telling me about him. How strong and brave he was, and how he would come for her and rescue her. I rather enjoyed watching the hope fade from her eyes when he never showed up. You can tell him I said that.”

      “You fucking monster,” she spat. “They’re supposed to get married.”

      Moros shook his head. “Not anymore. She’ll be my bride now. Once I bring these home.” He held up the sack and shook it again. “Speaking of which, I should be on my way.”

      Moving with pure strength of will, Sephi ran at Moros. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Before she could reach him, the Nyx hopped down through the hole in the floor, landing nimbly on his hooves. Without a second thought, Sephi jumped down after him, but her descent was far less graceful. In her weakened state, she couldn’t stick the landing, and something in her leg snapped and flared with intense pain.

      Moros looked at her like he was impressed. “It has been interesting to know you, Persephone Blue, but if we ever meet again, it will be as enemies.”

      She looked up at him sadly. “We don’t have to be on opposite sides. We can choose a different path.”

      Moros met her gaze with a thoughtful expression. “That’s a nice thought. That maybe things could be different.” He cleared his throat and shook his head. “But they’re not. The sides have been chosen for us. We never got a say in the matter.”

      He turned and ran through the open doors leading out to Tartarus. Then he was gone from sight.

      Sephi roared with frustration, and the movement jarred her injured leg, turning the roar into a moan of pain. The tower groaned around her like it felt her rage and grief too.

      Some time later, her friends reached the bottom floor and gathered at her side. Echo helped Magnus along, and even through her pain, Sephi thought it was funny seeing the smaller Green support the massive warrior. Francisco walked with a bit of a limp, but he seemed otherwise unharmed.

      “Moros escaped with the Whispers,” Sephi said. “I failed.”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” Francisco said. “Right now, we need to get the hell out of here before this whole tower comes down around our ears.” He knelt by Sephi and placed his hand on her arm. “Can you walk?”

      She shook her head. “I think I broke something.”

      “I can fix that as soon as we’re out of this accursed place. For now, we’ll do this the old-fashioned way.” He slid his hands beneath her and lifted her up in his arms. “Let’s go.”

      Francisco hurried to the door while Echo and Magnus limped up behind them. They emerged into Tartarus under gray skies which seemed too bright after the dim lights inside. Crashing sounds of falling stone rumbled from behind them.

      “Keep moving,” Francisco said, managing to run on his gimpy leg. “We have to get away before it collapses.”

      Sephi lifted her head to peek over the Brother’s shoulder to see Echo and Magnus struggling to keep up. Sweat beaded on the Green’s forehead, and Magnus looked like all the blood had drained from his face. His shoulder wound slowed him down considerably. It must have been a lot worse than it looked, and she wondered what they would find when they removed his armor to fix him up.

      They had all gotten hurt in that tower, although some of the wounds were more than physical. Sephi’s broken leg would heal, but she doubted she would ever recover from the reunion with her father.

      “Hey,” she said suddenly. “Did you see my father up there when you came down? Was he still alive?”

      Francisco shook his head. “We didn’t see him at all.”

      Sephi’s brow furrowed. “No, you had to have run past him. He was lying on the floor somewhere around level seven. There should have been some crazy dark magic stuff going on over his body.” She touched the blade at her hip, wondering what it said about her father if the corruption had failed to kill him.

      “We saw a bunch of dead warlocks around there,” Francisco said. “But not your father. Sorry.”

      Could he have gotten away? Knowing him and how he’d schemed to fake his own death when she was a child, she wouldn’t put it past him to find a way out of the tower while she slowly chased down Moros. He could have gone invisible and walked right past her.

      The more she thought about it, the surer she was that he had escaped. It was the only explanation for why her friends hadn’t seen him on their way down. One thing was for sure. She would hunt that motherfucker down, no matter where he was hiding, and she would finish what she started.

      They saw no sign of Moros as they hurried back toward the cavern entrance. He must have made it through long before them and escaped. She vowed to herself that she would find him, too. After today, she had a lot of scores to settle, and she would stop at nothing to make sure everyone got what they deserved.

      She tapped Francisco on the shoulder before they got to the caverns. “Stop, please. Put me down.”

      He frowned. “What? Why?”

      She pointed back at the tower. “I want to see.”

      He did as she asked, and they all stopped to gaze back at Zekariah’s lost tower. The burning black sun above its peak crackled and distorted, as if the instability of the tower made it unstable too. As they watched, the black orb exploded in a shower of darkness, obliterating the top of the tower.

      The blast finished what Asterion started when he cracked open the floors and ceilings. The charcoal gray walls tumbled in on themselves until the tower was nothing but a pile of rubble. The crashing tower sent a dust cloud out in every direction, strong enough that it reached Sephi and her friends, stinging their eyes.

      With the tower gone, the enchantment hiding it seemed to dissipate too. The dark orb must have been fueling the enchantment, sucking the living energy from the land continuously. Now that it had been destroyed, she wondered if Tartarus could finally start healing from the damage that had been done to it.

      She watched as the invisible walls that kept this place separated from the rest of Tartarus flickered and then blinked out.

      She looked at her friends. “You know, it might not be the best idea to travel back to the Cradle through the palace. Who knows if more warlocks are waiting for us up there or even my father?”

      “Then how do you suggest we get back?” Magnus asked.

      “Echo and I know of a secret tunnel nearby,” she said. “The walk will be just as long, but it should be a hell of a lot safer. I vote we head that way. Francisco, if you don’t mind?”

      He smiled and picked her up again. “Not at all.”
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      They entered the secret tunnel through the opening hidden below a craggy overhang at the base of the mountains. Echo pulled her lantern from her satchel to banish the shadows and light their path. Magnus walked with his hand on her shoulder to support his injured frame, and Francisco carried Sephi in his surprisingly strong arms. After a few minutes of walking, Francisco let out a triumphant yell and commanded everyone to stop.

      “My power is back,” he said, smiling. “Time to mend everyone.”

      Sephi looked up at him. “If you were tired of carrying me, you could have just said so.”

      He smiled warmly at her and shook his head. “I’ll happily carry you back to the Citadel if you’d like. You weigh next to nothing.”

      She patted him kindly on the shoulder, and he laid her gently on the ground. “Thank you, Brother. For carrying me and for saying that. My father reminded me how fat I was when I was younger.”

      Echo made an offended sound on her friend’s behalf. “What an asshole.”

      Sephi laughed. “I know, right? Mind you, that was just after he told me he tried to murder me on my birthday. Somehow, him calling me chunky hurt almost as much.” Her friends all gaped at her with surprise, but she continued on. “I mean, I get it. He’s a warlock. He’s evil. But did he have to be such a dick?”

      She made light of the revelations her father sprang on her, but it was mostly to hide the deep pain their reunion had caused. Now that the immediate danger had passed and her adrenaline faded, the enormity of her father’s treachery weighed down on her.

      She needed something to distract her before the heavy burden crushed her completely.

      “But we can talk about all that later.” She clapped her hands together. “All right, Brother. Use your magic to get started on Magnus. He seems to need your healing the most.”

      Magnus didn’t protest or suggest someone else get treated first, which told Sephi that he was in serious pain. He lowered himself to sit on the cave floor, although it was more of a controlled fall than actually sitting down. When his butt hit the stone, he winced and his hand clasped his wounded shoulder.

      Echo and Francisco helped to remove his bulky breastplate, unfastening the leather straps and buckles as quickly as they could without jostling him too much. Echo peeled off his bloody white undershirt with a slight flush to her cheeks. She gasped when she saw the brutal damage to the warrior’s shoulder.

      The spell had shredded the skin and muscle in a wide radius, and the wound went all the way through to his back. Sephi’s eyes widened, and her hand covered her mouth. She had no idea how he had walked out of the tower at all. His perseverance was a testament to his strength.

      Echo’s eyes filled with tears. “You shouldn’t have taken that hit for me. You could have been killed.”

      Magnus met her gaze and smiled weakly. Then he looked away quickly as if he felt guilty.

      Francisco laid one hand on the Red’s chest and the other on his back, muttering the words of a healing spell. The gash began to close up almost instantly, and Magnus gritted his teeth against the pain.

      As the spell continued to repair the damaged flesh, Francisco watched the healing. “Honestly, as bad as this is, it’s a damn good thing Magnus stepped in. Judging from the extent of the damage, blunting that blast is the only reason it didn’t kill you outright, Echo.”

      “So you saved my life,” she said quietly. “Thank you, Magnus.”

      “You would have done the same for me,” he said, looking up at her again. His deep voice sounded stronger now.

      Sephi considered pointing out that she had saved Echo’s life, too, but she didn’t want to call attention to the fact that she’d used a blood magic spell to heal her friend. Besides, the two of them seemed to be having a moment together. No reason to interrupt.

      In the time they had been friends, Sephi had never known Echo to show interest in a guy. The Green was always too busy tinkering with projects or losing herself in a book to pay much attention to anything else. Sephi liked seeing this side of her friend, and Echo deserved a chance to indulge in her little crush while she could.

      At some point, Sephi would have to tell Magnus what Moros had revealed about Myrina, and that would be a grim reminder that nothing could ever become of Echo’s infatuation with the warrior. The man was spoken for. Even if he shared Echo’s feeling, Magnus was too honorable to break his vows to Myrina.

      She decided to wait until they got back to the Citadel before telling Magnus what she’d learned. Knowing him, he would want to rush off immediately to chase down the Nyx, and without proper preparation, all that would do was get him killed. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Sephi had respected the serious Red from the beginning, despite their differences, but after everything they’d been through together, she kind of liked him now. Not the way Echo liked him, of course, but she felt a certain kinship with him.

      They had fought alongside one another and bled together, and that was a bond that could very well last a lifetime. She silently promised she would be at his side when he found his kidnapped betrothed, and she would make Moros pay for what he had done.

      She wondered what Moros had meant when he said that Myrina was his bride now. Had the goatman just been messing with her head, or did he intend to force Magnus’s bride-to-be into some kind of unholy union?

      She had no way of knowing for sure, but she knew that she would leave that detail out when telling Magnus what she’d learned, along with the bit about the hope fading from her eyes when he never showed up.

      Hearing the news would be hard enough on the Red. He didn’t need to picture what might be happening to Myrina while in the Nyx’s captivity. They wouldn’t be able to do anything about it anyway until they tracked the goatman down. No sense in making him suffer before then.

      Francisco moved away from Magnus, leaving Echo to fuss over him while he insisted he was fine.

      “Let’s see about that leg,” Francisco said, kneeling beside Sephi. He ran his hands gently over her shin. Even with his light touch, when he reached the spot just above her ankle, pain flared through every nerve ending in her body, and she hissed through her teeth.

      “Easy, Brother,” she said, clenching her fists until her fingernails dug into her palm.

      “It’s definitely broken,” he said.

      “Thanks for the update. Can you fix it please?”

      He glanced quickly at Magnus and Echo. The two were laughing about something quietly. Echo lifted the hem of her shirt slightly to show him the little puckered scar on her stomach where her own wound had been. It looked kind of like a second belly button. Not bad, considering the wound had almost killed her.

      Francisco looked back at Sephi. “I saw what you did up there when you healed her,” he said quietly.

      She considered playing dumb, but the certainty in his eyes made her discard the idea. She sighed. “Yeah.”

      “You shouldn’t have used blood magic,” he said, still talking softly enough that Echo and Magnus shouldn’t be able to hear.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I know it’s forbidden, but what was I supposed to do? Just let her die?”

      His brow furrowed. “I’m happy you saved her, of course, but dark magic is nothing to be trifled with.”

      “It was a matter of life and death,” she said. “I wasn’t trifling with anything.”

      “How did you even know that spell?” he asked, leaning closer. “Have you used dark magic before?”

      Sephi shot him a withering glare. “Absolutely not. That was the first time. It’s something I saw in the Whispers, and believe me, that was the least repulsive spell I saw in there by far.”

      His eyes widened. “So you read the Whispers?”

      She shook her head. “Only a few different spells, but they were dark, Brother. And powerful. Too powerful for anyone to possess. And from what my father said, that was just the tip of the iceberg. Who knows what kind of terrible secrets still lay hidden in their depths?”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “It seems the legends surrounding the Whispers were true, then. No wonder so many would sacrifice so much to obtain them.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “But anyone who wants that kind of power can’t be trusted to have it. The only consolation is that the information is encrypted. Maybe someone can crack the code, but as of right now, no one else can read them.”

      Francisco lifted an eyebrow. “Then how could you read them?”

      She sighed. “It’s a long story, which I’ll gladly explain to you someday over a bottle of fortified absinthe. The short answer is magic.” She paused. “Listen, I would appreciate if you didn’t tell the others what I did to save Echo. I don’t want them looking at me the way you’re looking at me right now.”

      Francisco averted his gaze. “I won’t say anything. For now. As long as that was the first and last time.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “That was almost certainly the only time I’ll ever use it.”

      “Almost certainly?” he asked, giving her a hard look.

      She fidgeted with her hands, feeling uncomfortable. “Well, yeah. I mean, I did it to save my friend’s life. I don’t regret it, and I would do it again in a heartbeat.”

      He shook his head. “And that is the problem with using blood magic. It’s a slippery slope. Once you’ve opened the door, it’s too easy to walk through it again and again. Before you know it, the darkness is a part of you, and there’s no coming back.”

      She bristled at his tone, but then she thought about the second spell from the Whispers she’d used, the one that boiled the warlocks’ blood in their veins. Using that spell hadn’t been to save a friend’s life. She had cast it because it was convenient. Just because she could.

      She knew everything Francisco was telling her was true, although she decided not to tell him about the second spell. It would just deepen his suspicions.

      “I’ll be careful,” she said.

      “There is no such thing as being careful when it comes to the power of blood,” he said firmly.

      She cocked her head as she stared at him. “I have to ask. How do you know so much about dark magic?”

      His expression turned bitter. “Everyone in the Citadel who knew about my work accused me of being a warlock. It got to the point where they even had me convinced. To make sure they weren’t right about me, I studied everything I could about the Occultum’s magic. I learned how powerful it is, and I learned how seductive that power can be. Better mages than you have succumbed to its temptation.”

      Sephi had a feeling there was more to his knowledge than he was letting on, but she didn’t press the issue. She was more worried about defending herself against his subtle accusations than prying into his troubled past.

      “Look, I was out of power and out of options,” she said. “I did what I had to do.”

      “There are always other options,” he said. “And another time will come in the future when you find yourself in a similar position, weak and struggling, powerless and facing overwhelming odds. That’s when the darkness will beckon you, and that’s when you have to be strong enough to resist it.”

      She sighed. “I know you’re right, and I promise you I’ll try. That’s all I can do.”

      “Good,” he said. “For the record, if I’m ever on the brink of death, don’t use that darkness on me. I’d rather die.”

      “Why?” she asked. “It only hurts me. Not you.”

      “Exactly. I won’t let you corrupt your life to save mine. That’s not a trade I will accept.”

      She nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Francisco paused for a moment, looking thoughtful. “We’re friends, right?”

      She smiled, confused. “Yeah, I’d like to think so. We haven’t known each other long, but we’ve been through hell and back together.”

      He looked hard into her eyes. “Good. Then as your friend, I have to tell you. If you go dark, I’ll kill you myself.”

      She shuddered at the severity of his tone. “That doesn’t sound very friendly to me, Brother.”

      He smiled sadly. “On the contrary, it’s what any true friend would do. And I would expect you to do the same for me.”

      “Fine, whatever,” she said. “Now, do you think you can heal my damn leg so we can get out of here and go home?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The walk back to the Cradle was long. Luckily, Sephi’s leg was as good as new, and Francisco had also healed the rest of her injuries, which had been numerous. The burns along her focal lines had been particularly bad.

      They moved through Sephi’s secret tunnel with Echo’s lantern to light the way. The cave that led underneath the Janus Mountains had always been safe and unpopulated. She had discovered it a few years prior when she was searching the mountains for a buru to tame.

      She had found Princess and the secret path on the same day.

      As far as she knew, no one else in the Cradle was aware of the tunnel’s existence, but there had to be other passages like it. Passages known to the Occultum, which would explain how her father had been able to bring a warlock army to Zekariah’s palace. And passages known to the Nyx, which would allow them to snatch up mages from inside the Cradle itself and carry them away unnoticed.

      The Council had the Reds guarding the passes through the mountains, but they did nothing to keep pathways like these under control. Sephi used to think that was a good thing. It allowed her to slip in and out of the Cradle without getting hassled. That was before she knew how much danger truly lurked outside the Cradle.

      The threats to her homeland extended further than the occasional Cyclops raiding party in the north or scattered bands of warlocks looking to cause trouble. The Occultum was more powerful than she’d ever realized, and they had plans for conquering Esper, much like the First Mage. They thought they were carrying on his legacy, after all.

      She didn’t know if her father was the leader of the entire Occultum or if he answered to a higher authority. Either way, he hadn’t been working alone. More warlocks were out there, and she had to believe he was out there with them, licking his wounds while regrouping.

      She couldn’t allow herself to believe her father had died in that tower. Not because she wanted him to still be alive, but because she wouldn’t let herself get caught off guard by him again.

      The Nyx were planning something, too. Moros had been clever enough not to reveal what their plans for the kidnapped mages were, but it couldn’t be good. She needed to find out everything she could about the Nyx, and she knew just who to ask.
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      The Spire loomed over Sephi and her friends as they made their way along the Citadel’s streets. They hadn’t stopped along the way to freshen up or bathe. Sephi wanted to get this final part of her errand over with so she could go home and sleep for like a year.

      Dirty and disheveled, banged up and bloody, she and her friends looked out of place among the perfectly manicured landscape. People wrinkled their noses in disgust as they walked by, but Sephi stared right back at them defiantly.

      Every speck of dirt was a badge of honor. Every drop of blood spoke of the sacrifices they had made and the battles they had fought. The pampered mages here on the Citadel didn’t know a damn thing about what Sephi had done to keep them safe. They would probably never know, but they had no right to judge her. Not now and not ever again.

      As they walked, she addressed her friends. “Listen, guys. Before any of us talk to the Council or the leaders of our families, we need to be on the same page about a few things. Everyone is going to want a full report, but we can’t tell them we know someone on the Council is compromised.”

      Magnus frowned. “Why not? If I tell Minerva, she will hunt down the traitor and make them pay for their crimes.”

      Sephi shook her head. “Unless she’s the one who’s helping the Occultum.”

      “Impossible,” he said. “She’s spent her whole life fighting them.”

      She held up her hands to keep him from going on. “I’m not saying it’s her. It could be any of the Council members or someone close to them. Someone who has their ear and gives them counsel. We can’t risk telling them, or we’ll all wind up dead.”

      “I trust Minerva,” Magnus said, his expression dark.

      “And I trust Artriojas,” Echo said.

      “I trust them, too, guys” Sephi said. “Except when it comes to this. The only Council member I know for sure isn’t compromised is Pasiphae, as hard as that is to admit.”

      Magnus scoffed. “Why, because she’s your grandmother?”

      “No,” she said. “Because the one thing my father let slip was that he had faked his own death to keep her from hunting him down and killing him. That means she can’t be working with the Occultum.”

      “Are you going to tell her about your suspicions about the Council?” Echo asked, looking at Sephi.

      Sephi chewed her lower lip in thought. “I’m not sure yet. First, I want to talk to her before we report to the whole Council. Either way, I’m asking all of you to leave that part out when you talk to your matriarchs and patriarchs.”

      “Fine by me,” Echo said.

      Magnus nodded. “I’ll do as you ask.”

      Francisco shrugged. “I don’t answer to these buttholes, so I’m not telling them a damn thing.”

      Sephi grinned. “Good man. Now, the other thing I’d like you to keep under wraps is that I can read the Whispers. The only people who know about that are the four of us and the Occultum.” She paused. “Moros might know, too, but he never saw me read them and I never told him I could.”

      Echo’s brow furrowed. “I won’t say anything, but why hide it?”

      “If any of the Council members reveal that they know I can read the Whispers, they’re our bad guy. Because they could only get that information from the Occultum. That will help us root out whoever is betraying us to the warlocks.”

      “You plan to track down this traitor yourself?” Magnus asked.

      She spread her hands. “I don’t want to, but I don’t see who else can do it. We’re the only ones who even know there’s a traitor in our camp.”

      “Why not tell the Violets?” Magnus asked. “It’s their function to ferret out secret threats to the Cradle.”

      “Those sneaky bastards? I trust them least of all. Who knows what they’re up to behind that veil of secrecy? No, this one falls on us, unfortunately.”

      “For someone who wants nothing to do with the Council, you’re taking on a big responsibility here,” Magnus said.

      She sighed. “Yeah, well, there’s no one else. And of course, this is all assuming they don’t banish me outright for not bringing back the Whispers.”

      “What will you do if that’s the case?” Magnus asked.

      She shrugged. “Maybe Francisco would like some company out in Duskwood.”

      He nodded happily. “If you can milk a cow, you’re welcome to my spare room. It’s my sewing room, but I can move some things around.”

      “Perfect,” she said. “Unless the Council sends me packing and allows you to stay.”

      Francisco glanced around. “I miss people, but I don’t miss this place. I’ve been gone for a century, and this no longer feels like home.”

      “I don’t blame you,” she said. “All right, gang, into the Spire.”
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        * * *

      

      Sephi stormed into Pasiphae’s study by herself, slamming the door behind her. Her grandmother looked up at her from the book she was reading at her desk.

      “Look who’s back,” the old woman said. “Do you have the Whispers?”

      “My father is alive,” Sephi said.

      The old woman’s expression darkened. “My son? That seems unlikely.”

      Sephi collapsed into the chair in front of her grandmother’s desk. “I know, but I saw him. I talked to him. He’s a high-ranking member of the Occultum, and his corruption runs deep.”

      Pasiphae sighed. “Fuck me, I should have known he didn’t die in that fire.”

      “A fire he caused, by the way.” Sephi gripped the arms of the chair as she spoke the words aloud. Giving voice to what happened reawakened the pain of her loss. “He said you suspected he was going dark. So he devised a plan to kill me, making it look like an accident and faking his own death.”

      Her grandmother raised an eyebrow at her. “And why would he want to kill you?”

      “To cast an evil spell, which seems to be a running theme for these warlock assholes.” She left out the purpose of the spell, not yet ready to entrust that secret to her matriarch.

      Pasiphae nodded. “I’m sorry, Persephone.”

      “For what?” she asked. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Perhaps it was,” her grandmother said. “I suspected he’d been seduced by the darkness for some time, but you never want to believe something so horrible about your own child. I confronted him about it, hoping that would put an end to his madness. I kept an eye on him afterward, but after he died, I figured the matter was settled.”

      “So his plan worked,” Sephi said.

      Pasiphae sighed. “It would appear so. I should have done more. I could have prevented the tragedy of your mother’s passing.”

      Sephi shrugged. “Well, there’s no changing the past now.”

      The old woman shook her head. “I suppose not, though I wish I could. Your father had always been a curious and rebellious child. If only I had nipped his dark tendencies in the bud earlier, so much pain could have been avoided. I think that’s why I’ve always been so strict with you.”

      “Because of him?” Sephi asked.

      “Yes, you remind me of him in so many ways,” Pasiphae said. “Defiant of the rules, curious to a fault, and drawn to the forbidden. I feared you would walk the dark road that he did, and I couldn’t bear to see another one of my loved ones fall from grace.”

      Her grandmother’s words made Sephi think about how seductive the blood magic was. Its power still called to her from the dark recesses of her mind. Maybe Pasiphae was right about her. Maybe under different circumstances, Sephi would embrace that power and get swept away in it.

      She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t let herself become a monster like her father.

      “I tried to kill him,” Sephi said. “But I’m pretty sure he got away.”

      The old woman nodded. “We’ll find him. He’ll pay for his crimes.” She paused. “Did he get the Whispers?”

      “No, but I don’t have them either. The Nyx got them.” She eyed her grandmother to see her reaction to the news.

      Pasiphae scowled. “The cursed Nyx. Bloody fucking balls!”

      Sephi leaned forward. “So you do know about them?”

      “Of course I do. Everyone on the Council does, although it’s a closely guarded secret from the rest of our people. Aside from the Inquisitors.”

      Sephi threw up her hands in frustration. “Well, what the fuck, Grandma? Why didn’t you warn me about them? Why keep their existence a secret?”

      Pasiphae stood from her chair to pace behind her desk. “The Magic Council wasn’t formed to rule over the Cradle. That is a side effect of our original purpose, which is to prevent the rise and spread of dark magic.”

      Sephi frowned. “I didn’t know that.”

      Her grandmother glanced at her. “Few remember or even care, but the Council hasn’t forgotten. Zekariah’s quest for power led him to commit terrible atrocities, and after he was defeated, our ancestors vowed to never let something like that happen again. Our entire society was built around that purpose.”

      “So how does that affect the Nyx?” Sephi asked.

      “The Nyx were created by the darkest kind of magic,” she said. “We keep them a secret so that no other mage tries to replicate that sorcery.”

      Sephi shook her head. “And that’s why the Council slaughters the Nyx wherever they go? To keep their existence a secret? To erase them from the history books?”

      Pasiphae stopped pacing. “You think it cruel?”

      “Well, yeah,” Sephi said. “You can’t just go around killing people because their presence is inconvenient.”

      “It’s more than a simple inconvenience, child,” the old woman said firmly. “Imagine if the Occultum learned how to make their own army of supernatural soldiers again. Soldiers like the Nyx, immune to magic, stronger than any human, and able to heal quickly. We would be helpless against them. The only way to ensure that it never happens again is to erase the very idea from the world. That requires us to erase the Nyx right along with it.”

      Sephi gaped at Pasiphae. “That is unforgivable. You’re worse than the warlocks. Committing genocide to bury an idea?”

      “I don’t like it any more than you do,” Pasiphae said. “The Council members of the past made the terrible decision to eradicate the Nyx, and all of us who followed in their footsteps had to carry on their work.”

      Sephi shook her head. “You didn’t have to. You could have tried something else. Tried to establish peace between our peoples.”

      “I think the chance for peace with the Nyx passed a long time ago.”

      “Yeah, that’s an understatement,” Sephi said. “The Council was afraid of a big unstoppable army of super soldiers attacking us, but by trying to kill the Nyx, all you’ve done is ensure that they’re our enemy. And they will be coming for us someday soon.”

      Pasiphae sat back down like the discussion tired her out. “I fear you’re correct.”

      “Oh, they’re also the ones kidnapping mages, although I have no idea why.”

      The old woman shook her head and drummed her fingers on her desk. “One more log of worry to burn. We’ll have to discuss it with the rest of the Council.”

      Sephi frowned. “About that. Who suggested that I be the one to go get the Whispers?”

      Her grandmother looked up at her curiously. “Well, I did after I found out you were in trouble.”

      “Okay, then who told you I was in trouble?” Sephi pressed. “Who brought up the idea of banishment and making a deal?”

      Pasiphae tapped a finger to her lips. “Artriojas and Minerva approached me about it. Why do you ask?”

      Sephi sighed. “Because Asterion said he made arrangements with the Council for me to be sent on this quest. So someone here is working with the Occultum.” She lifted a hand. “And before you say he might have been lying, the Occultum knew exactly where I was for the whole journey. Somebody was feeding them information.”

      The old woman’s shoulders slumped. “This just gets worse and worse.”

      Sephi laughed humorlessly. “Welcome to my life.”

      Her grandmother met Sephi’s gaze steadily. “For the record, I’m not an Occultum spy.”

      Sephi waved her comment away. “Yeah, I know. My father seemed very interested in not letting you know he is alive. So I know he wasn’t working with you. But that still leaves the rest of the Council. From what you said, we have to suspect Artriojas and Minerva.”

      Pasiphae sighed. “Enemies all around us and even on the Council itself. Dark days are coming.”

      “I think they’re already here,” Sephi said. “I’ll help you in any way I can.”

      Her matriarch’s eyes flickered to her. “That’s quite the change from before you went after the Whispers. I’d very much like to hear about what else happened to you out there.”

      Sephi laughed. “I’ll tell you. The Council’s enemies suddenly became my enemies, too. All I want is for the world to leave me alone again, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, Arabella Zara came to fetch her just after the sun went down. It was Wednesday, after all.

      The little girl chattered away happily while they walked, unaware of the darkness gripping Sephi’s soul.

      The orphaned girl didn’t need to know about the storms looming on the horizon. She had enough to worry about, just surviving from day to day. Her tiny shoulders didn’t need to bear the weight of the world’s problems. Sephi’s didn’t either, but she hadn’t been given a choice in the matter.

      Sephi’s future was uncertain, but for tonight, she would bring a little magic to these children’s lives, helping them forget. And helping Sephi to forget, too, if only for a little while.

      As they approached the entrance to the Foundling Theater, Sephi saw Bobby Candles leaning against the burnt-out building’s wall, smoking a pipe and looking bored. His eyes lit up when he saw her.

      Arabella scowled at the man who had no business being there, but Sephi placed a gentle hand on the girl’s shoulder. “It’s all right. Go ahead inside, and I’ll be along in a minute.”

      Arabella gave Bobby one last dirty look before disappearing inside.

      Sephi nodded at the outlaw. “Bobby.”

      “My real friends call me Robert,” he said.

      She frowned. “Are we friends now?”

      “We’re something,” he said. “You made me a very wealthy man, Persephone Blue. And you didn’t rat me out to the Council, which means a lot.”

      She shrugged. “They didn’t need to know about our deal.”

      “Still,” he said. “Your discretion is appreciated. And speaking of our deal, your part is done. Say the word, and I’ll start making preparations to sneak you into Etherean. And sneak you back out, of course.”

      Sephi sighed. “About that, I’m going to have to hold off on that for a while. I’ve got some business to take care of on this Realm first.”

      His eyes widened. “It must be important. You’ve been trying to get into Etherean for as long as I’ve known you.”

      She nodded. “It is, but heaven can wait.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said. “I’m ready when you are. Until then, let your shadow grow long, Persephone Blue. May your enemies tremble at the mere mention of your name.”

      “Thank you, Robert. And may your enemies also—you know what? Fuck it. I suck at goodbyes.”

      He smiled as he walked away. “Then it’s a good thing we’ll see each other again.”

      Robert turned a corner and disappeared. Sephi turned toward the burned building and walked down into the theater. Arabella was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs.

      “What story do you have for us today?” she asked.

      Sephi smiled. “Today, I have something extra special for you all.” She took her seat beside the stage, and her hands began to move.

      “Let me tell you a story about Persephone Blue.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Sephi sat on her bed and stared at the wooden magpie in her hands.

      The figurine had made it through the fire like she and her father. Though in truth, none of them had survived that inferno except the bird. The father she knew had died there, along with her mother and her entire world.

      The horrible, twisted version of the man she’d once loved was still out there somewhere. Of that, she had no doubt.

      Anger flared in Sephi’s chest, and the magpie burst into flames in her hands. She tossed it into a metal bowl and watched it burn. The Heretic blade at her hip seemed to throb in rhythm with her galloping heartbeat. For some reason, she found its presence comforting.

      She thought about her father’s accusation. Maybe he had been right. Maybe Persephone was partially to blame for her mother’s death.

      If so, she’d killed her mother on accident.

      When she killed her father, it would be on purpose.
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        Continue the Saga…

      

        

      
        The Last Council Releases July 25th! Stay informed here!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Stay informed HERE!
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      Dear Reader,

      I’ve written a bunch of books, but this is the first one I’m publishing under my own name. After years of pen names and ghostwriting for other people, it’s exciting to have a book with my name on it. Scary, but exciting.

      Ever since I read my first Stephen King book at a too young age, I wanted to be a writer. It took a lot more growing up, but I finally did it.

      I had a good time writing this book, and I hope some of that joy comes through in the work.

      As much as I love fantasy books, I never thought I’d write one, but when I got the opportunity to be a part of this project, I couldn’t say no.

      I’ve never been good at starting conversations.

      Bring up an interesting topic, and I’ll jump all in with both feet. But someone else has to get the ball rolling. When it came to the Seven Sons project, Laurie Starkey and Michael Anderle started the conversation.

      Then they came up with a bunch of crazy ideas, they recruited a bunch of crazier writers, and they came out with a bunch of wild stories. But none of it would have happened if they hadn’t started the conversation for everyone.

      So I thank them for that.

      And I want to say thank you to my family for literally everything.

      And I thank all of you for reading!
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