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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I hated the Elder War Mages.

They were the most big-headed people out there apart from Normal politicians. Every time they got together, they puffed out their chests and acted important. They ruled most other Supernaturals with their powerful magic and they knew.

I wanted to throw up on the meeting below us, but Xavier stood beside me, and I didn’t want to gross him out. I couldn’t vomit unless I tried to eat regular food. If I managed, the sound of me upchucking would give away our position on this dark balcony.

The Elders loved to hang out in style. Regular meeting halls lacked the luxury they needed. The senior War Mages always met at each other’s grand estates. They likely didn't want other Supernaturals—even other Mages—to see how they lived. 

And this time, Primrose offered the Lovelli residence.

Xavier's family sported an elegant gathering hall, complete with chandeliers, an indoor waterfall, and classical music that caressed the surroundings. Below, twelve purple-robed Elders sat at a long table, enjoying a fancy dinner. Did they think they’d just hopped on a luxury cruise?

Next to me, I sensed Xavier shaking his head in disgust. They made him ashamed to be a War Mage. But we had to see what they decided for the future. 

Everything depended on it.

Also, we had a mole in their ranks, one who’d been working with Cazio.

It was only a few days since my last fight with the mayor. I’d bitten the Leon/Cazio hybrid in front of my mother, forever freaking her out and closing her off from me. 

It had only been a few days since a piece of Death, my distant ancestor, had woken up inside of me.

Now I possessed a new power that I hadn't discovered yet. 

But at least it protected Xavier from becoming a Shadow Wraith. That was good enough. If I learned no more about the power that came from Death, or kept it suppressed somehow, I’d win.

The problem was, I couldn't keep things suppressed forever.

Not my thirst for blood and not my new fire magic, which made some types of Supernaturals burn from the inside out when I stabbed them.

I feared my new death magic would be like that, or worse.

And worst of all, during these last few days, Xavier and I failed to convince anyone that Leon was back to life, now sharing the same body with Cazio. 

That wasn’t good.

We both grasped the incredible danger. Cazio now possessed War Magic, something few demons did, and he still had his full demon baron powers. He died once and returned. With Death herself at his side, it seemed like nothing would kill him.

Now with Leon merged with him, Cazio might learn the Underground’s location and how to get here. We told the Elders about that, too, but of course, they brushed off a pair of kids. What did we know?

Elder Thurton waved us off, which meant he was probably the mole.

Also, Cazio told us he was the mole, trying to get the city’s Supernaturals killed. But we had to make sure. The mayor could have lied and framed him, and I refused to fall into more of his traps.

Anyway, the meeting.

Three different turkeys rested on the table, along with all the staples. The old, magenta-robed men and women all absorbed it into their blood as they ate, and the scents made me hungry. It mixed with the wood smoke scent all War Mages gave off. My stomach growled, and I feared that even the Mages with their human hearing would detect it. 

But we stayed hidden up here in the dark. The Elders kept all meeting entrances locked, so us kids didn’t interrupt. We’d done that once before, too. But Liliana, Xavier's younger sister, stuck a penny in the lock of the balcony door so we could enter. Ninja mode activated.

The talking didn't start for a while. The Elders took their time enjoying their five-star meal. We waited and waited as the blood of the Elders smelled stronger and stronger. I wanted to leap down there and bite one of them, any of them, even if they all looked old and frail. 

No. Do not do that. You can wait.

The youngest must be about seventy, a woman who had come from Nigeria during Leon's funeral and stayed here in Cumberland despite the danger. I respected her. She made fun of Leon during his funeral.

Today, the Elders would decide for sure who would be the new leader of Cumberland’s Underground, and Xavier's Aunt Primrose hoped to get the spot. She was Leon's favorite daughter and didn't believe us about Leon coming back. To her, Xavier was just a pest. 

Aunt Primrose sat in the chair at the edge of the room, tucked into a corner like a sack of potatoes. Nobody served her any food. That lifted my mood because I hated the way she treated Xavier.

Nora, the Lovellis' Normal maid, collected used plates and shuffled in and out of the room. Bags hung under her eyes. Aunt Primrose had been working her to death lately.

And Thurton, the oldest Elder, dined at a sloth’s pace and made everyone wait on him. He was a hunched old man with severe wrinkles and a glare that rivaled Leon's. He was the scariest Elder down there and everyone knew. 

He also nearly roasted us when we interrupted the last meeting.

Yeah, things didn’t look good for his guilt meter. 

I eyed Xavier. He frowned at me as Thurton finished his last bites.

We had to do something about him before he betrayed the Underground. Elder War Mages were all close to death, and they knew. The worst ones would resort to anything to stay alive and in power, and clearly Thurton had a motive since he already had one foot in a grave. 

I sniffed again. Xavier carried his wood smoke aroma, like always, but it was weaker than normal. Since his Shadow Sickness ended, he vowed I should never bite him after all—I would become much closer to what Cazio wanted if I did—and he refused to eat much while around me. 

Hungry humans had very little scent in their blood, which tempted me less. 

I sidestepped closer to him. “They're taking forever.”

Far below, Aunt Primrose shifted in her chair again. She was nervous. I could smell the adrenaline in her blood, which always came out metallic.

At last, Thurton finished his meal and pushed his plate away. The old man shifted his glare to the double doors of the meeting hall, waiting for Nora to return. He drummed his fingers on the table as if he hadn’t finished a few seconds ago.

The classical music came to a crescendo, and I took the chance to whisper. “If you ever become like that, I'm biting you.” I nudged Xavier. 

“I won't, and don't kid about that, please.”

“So now we've reversed places,” I said. Xavier used to joke with me about my condition all the time.

Now that no one did anymore, I had to do it because it was the only way I could cope.

Now I was trying to make light of it, because no one else still did.

I thought clearing the Shadow Sickness would bring us closer together, but nope. My waking up Death inside of me made things worse. Sure, Xavier's bad moods packed up and hit the road, and his eyes took on a new vibrancy, but something else had changed.

“I am finished,” Thurton said, his raspy voice echoing through the room. “Where is the maid?”

Aunt Primrose cleared her throat. “She is taking care of the other dishes.” 

Thurton snapped his fingers at her and said, “Take my plate.”

Aunt Primrose's cheeks flushed with humiliation. Even the other Elder War Mages shifted with discomfort. I could see why Cazio had chosen this guy to work with him. They had to be best buds. 

“Take my plate.” Thurton pointed down at some crumbs he had left in the center. He turned to face her, and his purple robes whispered threats and warnings. “Now.”

Aunt Primrose got up and shuffled over, cheeks still burning like the surface of the sun. Xavier slowly slapped his hand to his mouth as she looked down and took Thurton's plate, then left the room with it. 

Then Xavier slowly turned to face me, and I spotted his smile between his fingers. And then he lowered his hand and mouthed a few words. “I wish I had a camera.”

I nodded, because now was not the time to speak. The music slowly died down, as if someone operating the room’s speakers didn’t want to anger the gods at the table. 

Aunt Primrose returned a few minutes later. She probably had to figure out where the sink was, since a person like her wasn't used to doing anything for herself. She shuffled in without speaking. 

Thurton didn't look at her. He had a very low opinion of everyone who wasn't himself, even other War Mages. I had the feeling this meeting to elect a new leader of Cumberland wouldn’t go well for her. With the way they treated her, my jaw dropped that they’d let her attend.

After Primrose took her place in the corner, Thurton cleared his throat with more force than I thought he could. “I, Thurton Billings, leader of the East Coast Supernaturals and head of this meeting, call it to order.”

I rolled my eyes. Elders never missed a chance to be arrogant and puff themselves up, so I devised a new nickname for them. Peacocks. I would have to tell Xavier about that later, as I was sure he'd get a laugh out of it.

Next to me, Xavier trembled with hunger. 

I couldn't help but blame myself for doing this to him. 

“We are here today to discuss who will be the new leader of Cumberland's Supernaturals Underground,” Thurton said. “As we know, Primrose is still here and is Leon's last remaining magical child. Leon had other children, but four did not inherit his magic and the other who has is currently missing and presumed dead, along with her battle partner.”

I took Xavier’s arm, hoping I could comfort him.

They were talking about his mother and her battle partner, and they hadn’t even mentioned his Normal father.

Xavier tensed under my grasp before letting out a breath and relaxing.

Primrose sat up in her chair and did her best to look important. I thought it looked pathetic. She was almost as vile as Leon and was more worried about honor than her family. She even kicked Xavier out of the house when he was the midst of Shadow Sickness. I could never forgive her for that and even Liliana, who loved calling Xavier and idiot, was angry with her for that Aunt of the Year move.

“I am sure that my sister is dead,” Primrose said.

Yes. She deserved nothing but shame.

Xavier balled his fists next to me because we both knew that his mother wasn't dead. She and Xavier's Normal father were both in a cursed sleep in the Infernal Dimension. Well, as far as we knew. It had been a bit of time since Cazio showed us the vision.

“Silence.” Thurton jabbed a finger at her. “You are rash, and you do not think before you speak.”

Primrose tightened her lip, and she already held it thin with tension. The air in the room thickened with scents and stress. It was almost unbearable.

“As I was saying,” Thurton continued. “We need someone who is very knowledgeable, compassionate, wise, and brave to lead Cumberland in these dangerous times. Therefore, I rule out Primrose Lovelli.”

Xavier's grin split his face now. I watched Primrose's mouth fall open as her face paled. She stood, but Thurton glared at her in a silent order to sit back down.

I had to resist leaning over the balcony for another view. I wished Janine had come in with her phone, but she was back at her second cousin George's house. Besides, her phone had the habit of buzzing every five minutes and wouldn't have done us good here.

Primrose sat. My superior vision betrayed the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. I doubted a human would spot them, but almost nothing escaped me. For a few seconds, I felt a little sorry for her, but I had no time for pity. Because of her, Xavier couldn't even pretend he was welcome in his own home. 

“That is why I nominate myself as the next ruler of Cumberland's Supernaturals Underground,” Thurton said.

I exchanged a look of horror with Xavier since I hadn't expected the meeting to take this turn.

His jaw dropped, and I knew we both thought the same thing. Thurton’s guilt meter had gone from a solid eight to a ten.

The table exploded into uproar. Elders pushed themselves up all at once. So, nominating yourself was a no-no, even in the realm of big egos.

“Thurton, you are already the leader of the East Coast.”

“How can you rule two dominions?”

“Not a single Elder has ruled two dominions before.”

Thurton put his hand up in a silent order to shut up. “I will step down from the East Coast,” he said, “and preside over Cumberland. This is the most dangerous Supernatural hideout in the world, with Cazio ruling in the city above. We need the most experienced and honorable Elder to rule the Underground here. My judgement saved many Supernaturals from falling victim to the ATC when the threat of Leon's missing body was looming over our heads. I gave the order for them to return to the Underground and not to believe the scare that Cazio placed in them.”

Then I let go of Xavier’s arm.

Cazio was supposed to do the massive killing rite through Thurton, but thanks to our actions, his plan fell through at the last moment. 

Now if Thurton got the Underground—

Horrible things would happen.

Cazio was closing in.

I had an urge to jump down there and attack Thurton right now. He and Cazio must have some new, diabolical plans. It was why we snuck in on this meeting—to stop him from making things worse. It was one thing on our huge to-do list. But I held back. Instead, I gripped the balcony railing and let out a breath. Thurton did not know of my presence. 

The seated Mages went quiet. 

Thurton's new idea was circulating through minds. I could tell by the way people looked at each other. His words sounded convincing. 

Primrose took her attention away from the proceedings. Instead, she gripped the chair like she wanted to rise and storm out of the room. The only thing stopping me from jumping down there and attacking Thurton was that he had far more power than us. Xavier and I wouldn't come close to his level of power until I bit my battle partner. We still had the equivalent of magical training wheels and knee pads. 

And I wouldn’t do that so long as the mayor lived. 

“Who do you propose to be the new leader of the East Coast?” an Elder man asked.

Thurton looked at Primrose. “Her, of course. It would be a great way for her to learn while she gains the experience to take on Cumberland.”

Primrose's mouth fell open again, this time with shock. 

Xavier’s jaw also almost hit the railing.

I knew what was happening. Everyone said the Lovellis were the most powerful War Mage family in the world. At least Leon liked to say that. 

Thurton was trying to get the big dogs out of Cumberland.

In other words, Xavier’s family threatened the mayor.

“Me?” Primrose asked, unclenching her fists. She rose but made no motion to bail out of the room.

“Yes.” Thurton smiled at her, looking like a walking commercial for prescription drugs. “You are young, and the East Coast is an easier place to rule than Cumberland. It would be a great way for you to gain your necessary leadership experience. You will take my place there within the week. I will order my servants to prepare your quarters for you and your remaining family.”

I looked at Xavier again.

“The East Coast?” He mouthed that, too, because the music had stopped, and we couldn’t afford to whisper. 

Yes. Cazio was trying to get the Lovellis out of here so no one would be here to oppose Thurton, his little minion. I could tell that Xavier wanted nothing to do with moving, and neither did I.

“Thank you,” Primrose said, though disappointment made the edges of her words fuzzy somehow. But Primrose would take this position because it beat humiliation. Xavier’s aunt fell further into this new trap with each passing second.

Cumberland was about to fall to Cazio's minion because she refused to believe us.

Xavier leaned close and pressed his lips to my ear, which sent tingles down my spine. “What do we do?”

I shook my head. I didn't know. A single Elder War Mage was terrifying enough. They hated so much as being questioned. I knew that jumping down there and fighting them would only make things much worse for us—if we survived. 

I studied the other Elders. I had to find any potential allies among them. The Nigerian woman—I had already forgotten her name—looked as uneasy as I felt. Two of the Elder men also seemed uncomfortable in the way they sat. One man leaned to the side like his back was killing him, but that could just be because of physical pain. The other leveled a glare at Thurton.

The rest of the table quieted as shoulders dropped and tension released.

We had three potential allies down there.

But we also had ten potential enemies, and I didn’t like those numbers.

It was my turn to give Xavier’s ear the lip treatment. “We will have to catch Thurton once he leaves the meeting.”

“I agree,” Xavier said, all business-like, as he continued to study the meeting below. Thurton was wiping his lip with a napkin that Nora had forgotten to pick up.

“All in favor of elevating Primrose Lovelli to leader of the East Coast Supernaturals?” Thurton raised his hand.

All the Elders except for the three potential allies raised their hands.

“Then I approve this motion.” Thurton coughed. It was a wet, sick sound. I suspected he had an infection in his lungs, which made me wonder if that convinced him to work with the demon mayor. He could very well be dying and hoping Cazio and Death would grant him a boon.

He was going to be disappointed. Cazio didn't like to play fair. He had betrayed Allunna, after all.

“Now,” Thurton said. “All in favor of electing me as—”

The double doors to the meeting room first glowed magenta around the handles, stopping him from finishing his sentence. 

And then the locks broke, allowing them to swing open.

Horror exploded inside of me as a single, hunched figure forced himself through the doors with great effort.

Beside me, Xavier sucked in a sharp breath, but no one noticed. 

All heads turned to face the newcomer. I waited for an explosion of rage from Thurton, or at least some shock, but there was none. It was almost as if Thurton had expected this newcomer to walk in at this moment.

“Excuse me,” Leon said in his serious and terrifying voice that reminded me of dry leaves. “As far as I know, I am still the leader of Cumberland's Supernaturals Underground, so long as I live.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Then the entire room went so silent that I didn't dare move in case a board under me squeaked. 

Leon smelled even more strongly of wood smoke than the other Elders. The Lovellis held the most power out of any War Mage family, after all. Cazio wanted me to bite Xavier and gain full access to his power for that reason. 

“Leon?” The Nigerian woman’s jaw hit her chest. Her metallic fear filled the room and invaded my nostrils. This War Mage wasn’t scared. No, terror gripped her now as she no doubt rolled my words through her mind.

Leon didn't even face her. The other War Mages sat in stunned silence. Aunt Primrose's jaw dropped, but she made no motion to stand and go hug her father. 

Before, Primrose insisted her father died, just like she told us Xavier’s mother had. Did she even have feelings for Leon, or was all just another power struggle? She might be Leon's favorite, but Primrose wanted power just like the rest of them.

“I am alive.” He let the words hang between him and the table.

The Nigerian woman jumped. The air heated like she was ready to use her magic, but I knew that none of these Elders were as powerful as he. If she was smart, she'd hold back. But part of me wanted her to attack, so Xavier and I wouldn't have to.

Now Leon stood there, merged with Cazio. Both now stood here in the Underground, and even if Leon kept full control of their shared body, this spelled nothing but doom. Could Cazio remember how to get here from the surface?

He sure got through the wards that kept most demons out of the Lovelli’s district. Though no sign of the demon mayor showed itself, that meant nothing. Check. A faint sewage odor hit my nostrils, so Leon failed to check some control boxes. The cologne Cazio used to cover it also reached me, somehow overtaking the metallic terror scent.

Or perhaps Leon had gained control and come here for help, knowing that Cazio couldn't manifest inside the wards. I hoped for the latter. 

If they were working together—

I didn't even want to think about that. It couldn't be possible. Cazio and Leon didn't like each other and had been fighting to be the one in control before. But Cazio would try to use Leon to his advantage.

“How are you alive?” another Elder man asked as Aunt Primrose turned an even lighter shade.

“I was quite dead before. Cazio used one of his Dark Mages to steal my body, and he planned to extract my magic and use it against the Underground.”

Thurton coughed and shifted, keeping his voice level. “Continue.”

Then Leon did, and as he spoke, he turned his ancient lips up into a smile. “I got taken to a faraway temple, but I do not know where it was. I woke there with Cazio next to me, so it turns out that he made a grave error. Instead of taking my magic, he resurrected me by mistake. The spells have a very close relation and many things in common, from what I understand. He may have mispronounced a word or two.”

My favorite Elder shook her head with doubt all over her face. Xavier and I would have to talk to her later. “We need to know you are the true Leon, and that this is not an Illusion standing in front of us. Primrose, ask him some questions that only he would know the answer to, and tell us if his answers are correct.”

Primrose stayed still, then rose and shuffled closer to her father. She didn't dare to take her gaze off the hunched man in the doorway. Genuine fear spread across her features, but Leon only smiled at her.

Xavier nudged me, but he said nothing. I knew what it meant: maybe Primrose would reject the sight in front of her, and the Elders would bounce the monstrosity in no time.

“Okay.” Primrose gulped as she mentally prepared herself. I must be the only one who picked up that sound. “What did you buy me for my twelfth birthday?”

Leon didn't hesitate in answering. “Your tennis court on the corner of third and Cedar.”

“Is this correct?” My favorite Mage faced Primrose with wide eyes, waiting and dreading.

Primrose's bottom lip quivered, and she eyed everyone at the table and nodded.

“But this is one question, and you need to ask another.”

Thurton rose and grasped the table, staring at the other Mages. “We do not have time for this, as Leon clearly stands here, blessed from a rare resurrection.”

Primrose thought, while Leon waited patiently. “What was your nickname for me when I was a small child?”

This was getting worse because every answer would pass the Primrose test. I wanted to get down there and stab Leon. Xavier and I might injure the guy, even though his being merged with Cazio might have made him immortal. 

“Princess.” He lifted his head and stared right at Primrose.

Primrose choked back a sob. “He's right, and this is him. I know it is.”

“There is something strange about this.” The Mage exchanged glances with the two skeptical old men. "I have never once seen someone come back from the dead and walk in on a major Elder election. We should deliberate before we decide whether to return Cumberland to him."

Leon’s eyes flashed. "My term as ruler of Cumberland's Underground lasts for life. I am still alive. Therefore, I am still ruler of Cumberland's Underground and there will be no election today. Except for Primrose, of course. I second the motion to make her leader of the East Coast." 

So, he caught that part of the meeting from outside the doors. True pride shone in his eyes, softening the anger. 

And then with an exhale, my favorite Mage slowly sat down, defeated.

Thurton stood and smiled at Leon. My superior vision revealed the silent agreement between the two. "Since I have already agreed to step down," he said, "I suggest we keep that decision in place, and I cannot go back on that now."

Oh, now he was acting humble.

"But what about you?" another man asked.

Leon cleared his throat before Thurton could speak. "I would like to invite Thurton to work with me as we make plans to keep the Underground in Cumberland safe. That is the most important thing right now. Cazio is out there, and I am sure he is planning to invade the Underground."

"He cannot," Primrose said. I could hear the hope in her voice. She didn't want to believe what Xavier, and I had told her. "The wards around this district prevent a demon from entering unless they are a battle partner. Even Cazio himself cannot come here."

Leon smiled. "I know."

The table below exploded in nervous talk. 

So, the wards were holding Cazio back, after all. I wondered how much Leon stood against the demon mayor, or if he planned to stay here and keep Cazio suppressed. That would help us all. I hatched an idea in my mind, but before I could finish, Leon slowly turned his head up to face us.

His blue and magenta eyes flashed to black, and flames danced inside.

And he smiled.

 

* * * * *

 

I rarely ran fast enough to carry Xavier, but this was one of those times, and I was glad he’d given me a new belt to hold my sword.

I’d never let Cazio’s hellish eyes strike such terror in me. 

We bolted down the balcony entrance and then out the doors. That’s when I seized Xavier and put him over my shoulder.

“Alyssa—”

“Not now. Deal with the blow to your masculinity.” We ran through Xavier’s carpeted mansion, and then burst outside where Liliana waited on the front steps. 

She rose to ask us what happened, and I stopped long enough for Xavier to deliver the warning.

“Sis, hide.” Xavier wasn’t messing around. “Now!” 

Liliana looked as pale as Primrose. “He’s here. I saw him walk in, so you saw him go into the meeting?”

We agreed already, so I turned so that Xavier could face his sister and give her further instructions. “We’re going to Thorne to warn the others about what we saw. Leon’s got control, but Cazio can get through enough to cause some trouble. Now hide somewhere because you can’t run as fast as us.”

I agreed with that, and I doubted I could carry Liliana away from here. “Yes. Hide, and we’ll come back with help as soon as we can.”

She backed off behind one of the lion statues that flanked the marble steps of the underground mansion.

And then I ran through the underground streets, leaving the rich district and passing old wooden signs and flickering candles. Other Supernaturals meandered in their quarters, resting after returning to the Underground from the scare. We ran past an open pub more crowded than it had been in days. A couple of greenish men with dark green hair turned to face us. They were drinking a golden liquid—an ambrosia of some sort.

Ignoring them, I carried Xavier around another corner. He asked me to set him down, and I refused. I didn't stop until I reached the closed doors of Thorne's dojo. Only then did I let Xavier climb from my grasp and catch his breath.

The sounds of a sword fight echoed from under the wooden doors. I knocked as loudly as I could, and Thorne shouted an order for his students to stop. He opened the door a moment later and stood there, a serious look coming over his face. Thorne had a rule about not interrupting any matches unless it was an emergency, so he knew we didn't bear good news.

I got right to it. "Thorne. The Cazio/Leon hybrid is here in the Underground. He's convincing the Elder War Mages that he's going to take back over."

"And he knows the two of us were spying on him," Xavier said. “Well, Cazio does, because he looked right at us and let his demon eyes come through.”

Thorne let out a swear word that was very uncharacteristic of him. He opened the door all the way and his students, a girl dressed in a green robe and another girl who gave off the doggy scent of a werewolf, waited with swords in their hands. Thorne frowned at them and made a hand motion for them to separate. The green-robed girl—she must be a Nature Mage, judging from the mossy tone in her eyes—backed away. It was the first time I'd seen a Nature Mage in here because they didn't exactly have fighting skills. Her attitude reminded me of Janine, yearning to be something she couldn't become. 

"We’ve finished for today," Thorne said to the girls. "Put away your weapons, go home, and tell your families that it is not safe to be in the Underground right now."

"Why?" the Nature Mage asked.

"Just do it.” Thorne left no room for argument. He was always protective of his students, and maybe that was because he had no family of his own. I'd found that out when breaking into his apartment once. "Find a safe place and get out of Cumberland. Things are not looking up around here."

The Nature Mage faced the werewolf girl, and they both walked out of the room, swords in tow.

Xavier and I told Thorne what had happened in the meeting, how we had run out when Cazio revealed he was present after all, and how we concluded that the two of them might work together now. "They're both slimy enough," Xavier said. "I'm surprised they haven't been friends for longer. I already found out Leon used to work with Beatrix, the crime boss."

Thorne sighed and looked at the floor. "I'm sorry, Xavier, but we need to eliminate the two of them, and we need to do it now. We don't know, of course, but it sounds as if Leon could side with Cazio if he let the mayor come through like that. The wards by themselves should have stopped that, from what I understand, so Cazio had help. I don’t understand why Leon has now gone to his enemy's side."

Xavier’s eyes darkened as Thorne’s words hit, and I wrapped my arm around him as he spoke. "There must be some benefit in it for him, because that’s what my grandfather is like. He wanted to be the one to kill Cazio for years, even though he was too big of a coward to go after the mayor. Now he can't kill the mayor, so he's got to go for whatever he thinks the next best thing is."

I thought about it, and it made sense. "Leon liked to go after his own family, and you’ve seen that, too.” I faced Thorne, hammering my point home.

 Thorne smelled like a vanilla shake. Unlike Xavier, he didn't deny himself food. So, to take my focus off that, I kept talking. "Cazio might have promised Leon something if Leon's getting him into Elder War Mage meetings. Cazio's stronger than Leon, or the two must have reached a deal before coming down here. I've seen how they interact before."

"That was my first time." Xavier shuddered, as the memory must have swept over him. "Seeing Leon with Cazio's eyes... well, who needs sleep?"

"And I hope it's your last," I said. "I guess my threats to expose Leon's secrets to the world scared them both, so Cazio offered him something better."

"You said that three of the Elders didn't seem comfortable with Leon's return?" Thorne asked. "We need to talk to them. I'll go with you."

Then Xavier said, "But you're a Normal, and they won't listen to a Normal."

"But I'm also an adult," Thorne said. "I know the Elders don't like to listen to the young since they're all-knowing and wise. It might help a little.”

Xavier nodded and stepped back, eager to get back to his sister. "Thanks.” 

I felt like a Grade-A jerk for running and making Liliana hide, but I hadn’t had another choice. "I wanted to attack Leon, but I didn't. Maybe I should have."

Thorne motioned us down the hall as he closed his doors. "You did the right thing by running, because Leon and Cazio both expected you to be there, and maybe they wanted you to attack. They had something planned."

Xavier sighed. "I'm hoping that my grandfather is too proud to let the mayor control him. He won't want to hurt Primrose, since she’s still his favorite."

"Obviously. Princess, huh? And a tennis court. No wonder she's so spoiled."

Footsteps approached from the direction of the rich district. 

I tensed, as I was always the first to sense trouble because of my heightened senses. My stomach was rumbling, and I was ready for a fight. 

"Someone's coming," I said, tightening my grip on my sword with one hand and tapping Xavier on the arm with the other. I went nowhere without it since losing my last one on the top of that building, and Thorne had let me keep the stolen blade. 

"How many of them?" Thorne asked, re-opening the dojo doors. The space spread out in front of us, and the smell of metal weapons and dried blood hit. He ran over to the other side of the room, stepping over a fresh blood stain that must only be a few hours old. He grabbed a staff from a bale of hay and got ready. At least he was a fighter, and though he was Normal, he was strong and skilled. 

Xavier tensed, and he was still shaking from his hunger, which meant this would not be good.

"Three," I said, cupping my ear. "They're not moving fast, so I think we have Elders on our hands."


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Thorne cursed. "The two of you need to hide, and I will speak with them. I imagine Leon is looking for you."

He spoke Leon's name with such hatred that it brought back the memory of him and Leon arguing after it looked like Leon roasted us alive. Thorne had no love for the guy, and a fight might break out without us even here. 

I paused there in the doorway with Xavier, who looked at me with wide eyes. 

And then Thorne stared daggers at me, warning me back into the dojo with his gaze. “Hide. Right. Now.”

I knew Xavier wasn't in a fighting state, so I grabbed his arm and did the hardest thing I could do. I dragged him towards a stack of hay bales and pulled him behind the pile. The scent of straw filled the air, blocking out Xavier's weak wood smoke scent. If straw could do that, it meant Xavier hadn’t eaten in forever.

Another horrifying thought hit me. War Mages needed plain old food to use their magic and Xavier wouldn't be able to Transpose us five feet if things got too bad. As soon as we got out of here, I was taking him to that pub and forcing him to eat. I shook my head at him, letting him know I wasn’t happy with this new behavior.
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