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The final book in the hit Half-Lich Trilogy!

As night gathers, chaos rains down on the city of Ashwood like acid. The New Order of Void Weavers led by Isaac Moreau are gaining strength, but the shield separating the world of humans from the things hungrily waiting for their turn at the batting plate is fractured and weak, and repairing it is no small task. Meanwhile Alice Werner, the supernatural Bounty Hunter, has her hands full with an increasing number of contracts, and as Ashwood starts simmering toward a boiling point, it's only a matter of time until something gives and all hell breaks loose.
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PROLOGUE

Call the Ocean
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Night came early to Ashwood. The sun, most days only a faint impression behind the ever-gray clouds, departed as if it were trying to avoid a dangerous neighborhood, leaving the city to depend on twinkling lights to protect it against the darkness. But the lights are only an illusion of safety, a rickety shack in the face of a black hurricane. When the wolf huffs and puffs, that house of straw comes crashing down leaving the person inside afraid and vulnerable. 

Nyx was that wolf, the wind was hers, and beneath her lay the city—unaware of what she was about to unleash on it, of what she dared to do. 

She took a long drag of her cigarette and flicked the butt over the edge of the Century Tower. The cigarette dropped beyond her sight, but the updraft rapidly climbing this 80-story monstrosity grabbed and sent it hurtling into the night sky. Nyx rested her arms on the ledge and stared down at the glittering street below. 

Ashwood stretched out like a beast of shimmering jewels, Nyx’s ice blue eyes chief among them. Sonia had been a pretty woman before Nyx had started wearing her skin, but carrying the dark lady’s essence had caused the vessel to transform into something truly striking. The purple hair was gone, replaced by a tumble of hair the color of polished obsidian. Her cheeks seemed to have been reshaped by the hands of a skilled sculptor, and her lips were perpetually pink and full.  

Thunder grumbled in the dark sky above and she watched the feeble lightshow as it cascaded through the clouds with a grin on her face.

“Pathetic,” she said, “I can do better than that.” 

She turned around and headed for the center of the rooftop. A giant antenna stood above her, its tip blinking red in stark contrast to the night sky. Nyx spun around on the spot and regarded each of the antenna’s four points individually. She nodded, and then looked up at the night sky again. A droplet of fresh rain hit her face. 

More cold rain droplets struck her cheek. Nyx smiled brightly and opened her mouth wide, letting the rain touch her tongue. “That’s it,” she said, “It’s time.” 

Nyx beckoned with two fingers, and the thing that had been lurking nearby fell in beside her like a dark mist. She turned to look at it, this shapeless cloud, and saw a face form in the mist; featureless, bland, and cold, but discernible. The face opened its mouth wide and distant, echoed words came from within, as if someone were trapped in there.

“The conditions are right,” said the soft, female voice from inside the thing’s large, open maw.

“Yes they are,” Nyx said, “And now we’re going to do magic. Just make sure you hold up your end of the bargain, otherwise I’ll send you back into the dark.” 

“No... please no... we like it here, with you. The dark was not a good place. We will be good to you.” 

“Good.”

She turned her attention up toward the sky. The rain had started to hit hard; heavy droplets were striking the antennae’s metal supports, but the heavens hadn’t truly opened up yet. Perfect, Nyx thought, and she threw her head back and closed her eyes.

Nyx reached with her mind, to the thing—the Guardian—standing at her side, and bid it to access the Tempest. She could hear the roar of the ocean, could taste the salt on her lips, and could almost feel the currents causing her body to sway left and right, left and right. The Tempest was there, pressing against the walls of her consciousness; all she had to do was reach out... 

Her hand came up and she closed her open palm into a fist as if trying to catch something in midair. Her entire arm began to vibrate, a sensation that climbed along the biceps and into the chest of this stolen body—the body that had lasted so long despite her possession of it. Had any of her predecessors been successful in doing what she was doing now? Yes. Of course they had. At least, one of them had; the first one. The most perfect being ever created. 

Nyx opened her eyes, and little lightning storms crackled behind them. “Soon,” she said to the sky, “You will come back to finish what you started, and I’ll be the one you thank. I’ll be your favorite again.” 

She pressed her hands together and a thunderclap echoed from the impact. Her palms were glowing with stolen magic, sending arcs of violet light streaking and jumping in all directions. Nyx clapped her hands together again and sparks flew, this time brighter and wilder, and when the violet sparks struck the underside of the antennae they scrambled up along the metal supports, illuminating the dark tower in a beautiful display. 

Nyx clapped her hands again. When the thunderclap broke them apart, she spread her fingers wide and let the magic of the Tempest pour through her and into the world. Sparks shot from her fingertips striking the antennae from all directions. The misty creature looked up, and the lightning enveloping the tower bathed its cold, almost marble face with light. 

“Now,” Nyx said as she curled her arms by her side. “Fly,” she commanded while at the same time pushing her arms upwards. The lightning crawled up along the length of the antennae and shot into the night sky, striking the clouds and filling them with roiling, cascading violet light. 

Nyx watched as the light stretched along the clouds, turning around to follow their movement toward the ocean. Good. That was where she had wanted them to go. The misty entity next to her watched with her and listened to the sequence of explosions coming from the sky, each sounding more distant than the last. 

A cool breeze caressed her face, and Nyx shook her hands to rid herself of any excess magic still on her. 

“Did it work?” she asked the Guardian.

“It did, mistress,” it said. 

“Good. Now we move on to the next part of the plan.” 

“So soon? Is this wise?”

“There are many pieces to this play, and we’re going to have to move all of them at exactly the right moment. Some of those pieces need to be moved simultaneously, , it’s time for me to move.”

“Of course, mistress,” said the floating mist, and its face disappeared, absorbed into the dark cloud. 

Nyx stepped casually along the platform where she had been standing. The tower was still sparking in places, spitting little motes of violet light like an exposed wire. She approached the edge of the building and, using an elevated stone block for support and balance, jumped onto the ledge. The updraft pushed her hair up and tried to push her back onto the building where it was safe. She slammed her closed fist on the stone block and cold energy spread through her body, infusing her bones, her skin, even her clothes. 

Then Nyx jumped.

The ground rushed up to meet her at an alarming speed, but she put her hands out to either side of herself and used her fingers to guide her fall. She could hear the wind whooshing past her. Droplets of water were racing down to the ground with a speed to match her own, though to her they appeared suspended in midair like tiny, glittering jewels. Down below she could see the flashing red and blue lights of police cars, as well as a traffic jam underway. 

There, she thought and, using only her fingers and her mind, guided her falling body until it struck the ground as soundlessly and as lightly as a raindrop. Nyx took a second to regain herself from the rush of falling, and then walked toward the parked cop cars. There were two of them, one on either side of a cab which was wrapped around a light pole. The driver was inside. His airbag hadn’t deployed, and his body had gone halfway through the windshield.

A police officer saw Nyx approaching and quickly intercepted with an outstretched hand.

“Hey, you,” he said, “You can’t be here. Can’t you see there’s been an accident?” 

“Has there?” Nyx asked, looking surprised. “Sorry, I didn’t see where I was going. I’m a little high.” 

“High?” The police officer’s eyebrow cocked upward. “What kind of drug are you on that you’d tell a cop you’re using?” 

Nyx approached. The cop backed up a step and reached for his gun, but stopped when he saw she wasn’t walking up to him. Walking past him, she touched his shoulder, and the police officer’s eyes became glassy, shiny, and lazy. “I’ll tell you,” she said, “But you have to do something for me first.” 

The officer nodded. Without saying another word Nyx let her fingertips slip off his arm and continued on her path across the street. She looked over her shoulder as she went and saw the police officer looking bewildered, like a dog that was sure he had a tail but was unable to see it.

She grinned and slipped into the mass of walking pedestrians as easily as a fish joining a school. The second part of her plan was in motion; now it was time to move on to ‘Phase Three’. This one required even more of a hands-on approach than the other two had, but ever since taking this body, Nyx had enjoyed those kinds of tasks the most. 

Alice Werner had no idea what was coming, and Nyx was going to enjoy watching her squirm. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Jinx
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The night was still and cool, and strangely empty. Even the crows were nowhere to be seen, and there were always crows in Ashwood; just as there were always rats near corpses. Alice unlocked the door to Werner Investigations and pushed it open with her shoulder, but it only gave about half a foot before refusing to open any further. She peered around the gap and cursed. Cameron, who was standing behind her, tried to peek over her shoulder to see what the holdup was. 

“Dammit,” she said.

“What’s up?” Cameron asked.

“The boxes have fallen again.” 

Alice pushed her aching shoulder hard against the door and squeezed through the gap. The last time she had left this place there had been a neat stack of sealed boxes behind the door. The boxes fitted neatly enough to allow the door to open without restriction provided they remained where they were. But ever since she moved her Chest of Haunts to her office, things had a habit of moving around all by themselves. 

She dragged a box marked bedroom away from the door. This one had fallen flatly. Another box marked kitchen had fallen at an angle. Alice stacked them on top of the Chest of Haunts which was tucked in a corner. 

Cameron pushed the door open and let himself inside. “I don’t think that thing likes you stacking boxes on top of it,” he said.

“I don’t think so either,” Alice said. 

“Is there any reason why you haven’t moved it into Isaac’s place yet?” 

“Same reason I haven’t moved a bunch of other stuff into his place, I guess.”

Cameron gave her a sidelong glance. “And why’s that?” 

“I have my reasons,” she said, kneeling in front of the ornate brown chest. She pulled a key out of her back pocket, slipped it into the lock, and unlocked the chest. When she opened it, a breath of cool air seemed to exhale from within, causing the hairs on the nape of her neck to stand up. 

From out of her backpack Alice produced four Polaroids containing blurred half-shots of the same entity. She scanned them over one by one, flicking them between her fingers. The images were blurry and dark, and difficult to make sense of; splotches of black and light blue against an in-motion backdrop of artificial street light. She decided that, photographically speaking, these weren’t her best shots, but she had been in combat with the thing when she had taken them and was still getting used to Trapper 2’s rhythms, but she had nailed the thing with the last shot.

A blurred, bloody face came charging out of the picture and quickly retreated again. 

“This is the fourth one this month,” Alice said, sighing.

“What do you think it means?” Cameron asked.

“It means she’s up to something,” Alice said, and she tossed the Polaroids of the Pain Child she had destroyed into the Chest of Haunts. These pictures didn’t contain the creature’s essence as her older pictures of ghosts and souls did. Trapper had been on its MAT setting and she had destroyed the creature by continually attacking it. But the Polaroids made for decent mementos.

One more down, she thought as she closed and locked her Chest of Haunts before drawing herself upright. 

“Still no word from Isaac,” Cameron said. He had his phone in his hand. 

“He should have checked in by now,” Alice said as she moved across the room and around her desk. “Didn’t he say he would check in every hour?” 

“Maybe something came up.” 

“That’s the last thing we need tonight. Another thing. We’re already stretched thin enough as it is.” 

“You aren’t wrong,” Cameron said, sitting down in the chair on the other side of Alice’s desk. “Four Pain Children in a month, Isaac and his training, Jim busy trying to keep the magistrate calm, and Logan—”

“Let’s not talk about him, shall we?” Alice asked. “In fact, let’s not talk about Nyx, or the Pain Children, or any of that right now. I’m exhausted and hungry.”  

And not just for food, she thought.

Cameron’s hands came up in a gesture of surrender. “Alright,” he said, “We won’t talk about that. What do you want to talk about instead?” 

Alice opened her laptop and quickly skimmed over her emails—bills, junk, and replies from estate agents. As she was reading, an urgent item in her social media newsfeed popped up regarding an incident that had happened only an hour ago; a kid had gotten shot... by a cop. Damn, she thought, and then shook her head. Couldn’t worry about that now. She peered up at Cameron from behind her laptop screen and let a wicked smirk cross her face.

“I don’t like that smile,” Cameron said.

“I know what we can talk about,” Alice said.

“Out of the question, absolutely not.” 

“Please? You’ve been dating Becky for, what, five weeks now? I haven’t even met her yet.” 

“And it’s going to stay that way.” 

“You cannot be serious. Didn’t you say you wanted us to go out on a double date? How are we supposed to do that if you won’t even let us see her?”

“I don’t remember saying that.” 

“I do. I remember it perfectly, as a matter of fact. We had just come out of our weekly meeting last Friday. Isaac, Jim, and I wanted to go get a bite to eat. We asked you to come. You said you had plans with Becky. I said bring her. You said no, some other time. I said double date? And you said sure.” 

“Isn’t Isaac the one with a photographic memory?” 

“He’s rubbed off on me.” 

“I bet he has,” Cameron said, with a smirk on his lips to match Alice’s. 

“Number one, screw you,” she said, pointing her index finger at him. “Number two, if I don’t meet this beautiful, mysterious bassist soon I’m going to assume you’re making her up.”  

“Maybe.” 

“Fine. Then maybe I’ll bring Silver on my next hunt. I’m sure he’s dying for a chance to be set loose on some Pain Children. He doesn’t need that amulet you’re wearing to protect him from their magic, either, so he’s less of a liability.” 

Cameron looked down at the amulet lying on top of his black shirt; a brass pentacle with a ring around it. He wasn’t used to wearing it, but after the battle at the cemetery Isaac had decided it best to create these amulets, which were decorated with Void Weaver sigils and infused with a protective spell designed to keep Nyx and her Children’s magic from corrupting him like it did everything else it touched. Jim wore one, too. Silver, the newest addition to the team, didn’t need one—but he was a special case; he had been touched by the Void before and, like Isaac, didn’t need an amulet. 

“That’s low,” Cameron said.

“I play dirty,” Alice said.

Cameron was about to speak again when a sudden, loud knocking on the door stole their attention. Alice could have jumped out of her skin at the sound and almost did, but only stiffened in response. It was late, and while most clients showed up on her doorstep after hours, this one made her jump.

Alice put her hand up to stop Cameron from rising and circled around the desk. Normally she wouldn’t have hesitated, but after their encounter with a Pain Child tonight she wasn’t about to take any chances. When Alice peered through the peephole, she saw a young woman standing on the other side. She had an elfin face with pointed features, a slight build, and a messy tumble of chestnut hair, most of which was hidden inside a hoody.

“Jinx?” Alice said to herself.

She opened the door to the outside and cocked her head at the woman standing there. Jinx never showed up in person, and the fact that she was here meant something was up. 

“Hey... are you okay?” Alice asked.

“Can I come in?” Jinx asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Alice said, stepping aside to let Jinx in. 

Cameron stood and turned to look at Jinx. She pulled her hoody down and ran her fingers through her hair to shake droplets of water out of it. Though her clear, green eyes weren’t exactly glowing per se, they did seem oddly bright against the dimness of Alice’s office. Jinx pulled an earbud out of her ear and stuffed it into her shirt. A moment of silence hung, until finally she said “Hi?” 

“Hi,” Alice said, “Yeah, sorry, I’m just surprised to see you. You don’t normally come here.” 

“I thought I should this time.” Jinx’s bright green eyes flashed at Cameron, and without speaking asked the question who’s this guy?

“Oh, yeah,” Alice said, “This is Cameron. He’s a friend of mine. Cam, this is Jinx.”

Jinx nodded. “Is he cool?” 

“Cool?” Cameron asked.

“If he wasn’t we wouldn’t be talking in front of him.”  

Again she nodded. “Okay, because what I’ve got to tell you is... sensitive. And urgent.” 

“Urgent? It’s not another contract, is it?” 

“No, but it isn’t exactly a social visit either.” 

“Dammit,” Alice said, groaning. “Then what is it?” 

Cameron hastily removed his phone from his pocket. It was vibrating. “It’s Isaac,” he said. 

“Answer it,” Alice said. 

He nodded, pressed the green button, and put the phone to his ear. “Isaac,” he said, “What’s up?” 

Alice listened. 

“Right now?” Cameron asked. There was a pause. “Uh-huh. And there’s nothing you can tell me? Right, not over the phone. Okay. We’ll be there.” Cameron hung up. “He needs us back at HQ.” 

Jinx’s face lit up with alarm. “No,” she said, “I need you. Like, right now. This is important. I wouldn’t have come here if it wasn’t.” 

Alice pressed her lips into a thin line. “Did Isaac say what he wanted?” 

Cameron shook his head. “He couldn’t. Only that he wanted all of us back there—Jim too.” 

“Okay... you go. I’ll catch up.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I can’t just leave Jinx hanging and we can’t exactly bring her with us.” 

“Why not?” Jinx asked.

“Are you a mage?” Alice asked.

“No.” 

“There’s your answer.” 

“You aren’t one either, last I checked.” 

“Cam,” Alice said, “Just go. Tell Isaac I’ll be there later.” 

Cameron nodded and headed for the door. He opened it, letting in the cool night breeze, and said “If you need anything, just call me.” 

“I’ll be fine,” Alice said. Turning to Jinx, Alice said, “Alright, I’ve taken the bait. What is it?” 

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Jinx said, “But you should know two things first.” 

“I’m listening.” 

“Number one, we don’t have a lot of time. And number two, you won’t be joining your friends anytime soon. Something weird happened tonight.” 
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CHAPTER TWO

Ten of Swords
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Alice regarded Jinx carefully, aware of the way those green eyes of hers seemed to almost shine from within like lit pools. There was something in those eyes of hers, a kind of ancient wisdom wielded only by old sages in robes. Alice knew little about Jinx’s origins and her powers—probably as little as Jinx knew about Alice—but she was one hell of a tracker, and if it hadn’t been for her, those four Pain Children Alice had found and hunted down would still be at large. 

Before getting into any conversation, Alice sat at her desk, opened one of her desk drawers and pulled several hundred dollar bills from out of a money clip. She handed them over to Jinx. 

“Your commission,” Alice said.

Jinx nodded, took the money, and slipped it into her wallet. “Thanks,” she said, and she sat down by Alice’s desk.

“So,” Alice said, “What’s going on?” 

“I wanted to ask you the same question,” Jinx said.

“Me? What do you mean?” 

“Well, in the last month I’ve found four contracts dealing with stuff that’s way more dangerous than your usual work.” 

“Steady work is always good, right?” 

“Can you just tell me what’s going on? Please? I’m starting to get a little freaked out and what’s happened tonight hasn’t helped things.” 

“The whole story is too long and complicated for me to get into, Jinx.” 

“Just give me a run down, then. What am I tracking for you and why are there so many of them?” 

Alice sighed. “I call them Pain Children—spirits that have been tainted, corrupted, and transformed into nasty pieces of work by their master who, incidentally, is quite the piece of work herself.” 

“And why are they here?”

“Because their master got out of the dimension she had been confined to and now she’s causing all kinds of merry hell. She’d been quiet for a few months, but...” 

“There’s been an increase in activity?” 

“More like... they’re the tremor before a volcano explodes.” 

“Then you’re probably not going to like what I have to tell you.” 

Alice let herself sink into her chair and said “Alright. Hit me with it.” 

“I wouldn’t get so comfortable.” 

“By the serious look on that little face of yours I’m not going to get another chance at being comfortable, so you’ll excuse me if I do whatever the hell I want right now.”  

Jinx rolled her eyes, a motion that caused the whites to shine even brighter somehow, and then settled her gaze back on Alice. Outside, the rain had started to fall even harder, filling the air with a droning, static hiss pockmarked by the occasional thudding of heavy droplets on the dumpster in the alley behind Alice’s window. 

“Someone else needed help tonight,” Jinx said. She reached into the left breast pocket of her leather jacket and produced a purple velvet pouch. From it she pulled a deck of clean, glossy cards with pictures on one side and a purple, gold, and blue pattern on the other, and began to shuffle them. When Death slipped out of the deck and landed on the table Alice immediately knew what these cards were.

“Tarot?” Alice asked. “I didn’t know you played tarot.” 

But Jinx didn’t answer. Instead she delicately pushed the Death card to one side with her index finger and pulled another four cards from the top of the deck, laying them one on front of the other on the desk. Alice recognized some, but not all of them. Death, and The Devil, stood out, and Alice couldn’t say she was surprised to see them. But there were other cards in the line-up whose meanings Alice didn’t know. Three of wands, queen of swords, ten of swords. 

When Jinx had finished interpreting the cards, she looked up at Alice and said “You don’t play tarot. It isn’t a game.” 

“I’m sure it isn’t.”

“You ever had a reading done?” 

“No. I didn’t always believe in that stuff anyway.” 

“Oh, so ghosts are real but the tarot is a bunch of bullshit?” 

“You ever been bitten by a tarot card?” 

“Just listen,” Jinx said, “This is how I find the people who need me. Every couple of hours I’ll run a simple spread of five cards, one in front of the other. The first four cards tell me who needs someone found and where I need to be in order to find them. The last card tells me why.” 

Alice leaned forward, interested. “That’s kind of amazing,” Alice said. “You sure you’re not a mage?” 

“What I am isn’t important right now. Anyway, concentrate. Whenever I see these cards together,” she said, pointing at the queen of swords and the Death card with her index finger and her pinkie stretched out, “I know that the person in need of help will need your specific services.”  

“Am I the queen of swords?” 

“Kinda.” 

“I can live with that.” 

“Yeah, anyway, the reason why I brought these out was to test a theory.” 

“And what theory is that?” 

“Do you have any idea how rare it is to get the exact same spread of cards twice in a row?” 

“I’m not a mathematician, but in 5-card poker the odds of hitting a Royal Flush are something like 1 in 650,000, I’m gonna go with... double that?” 

“It’s probably less than that, but it still doesn’t happen. I’ve drawn this exact same hand three times tonight.”

“The same hand? In the same positions?” 

Jinx nodded. 

“That sounds pretty serious. You didn’t come all the way down here just because you drew the same cards a bunch of times, though, did you?” 

She shook her head. “What’s happening here isn’t normal,” she said, “It’s like I can’t get past this hand. I could grab the cards, throw them across the room, and this hand would come up again.”

Alice’s arms began to prickle and she remembered the way the Death card seemed to have almost been yanked out of the deck a moment ago. “That’s creepy,” Alice said.

“It’s fucking terrifying! The drawing didn’t feel natural. All of my instincts were wrong, I was thrown off, so I drew it a second time but again the same thing happened.” 

Alice hadn’t noticed but she had started to chew the back of a ball-point pen she kept on her desk. She pulled the pen out of her mouth and pointed at the cards. “Let’s try something,” Alice said. “Drawing the same hand three times in a row is unlikely, but it isn’t impossible.”  

“Alice—”

“Just listen to me. Grab the cards and shuffle them into the deck.”

Jinx frowned, and her peach colored lips turned upside down, but one by one she began picking up the cards and shuffling them like she was an expert poker player at the World Series. The cards whizzed out of her fingers, fanning rapidly from one hand to the other. No cards jumped out this time, so that was a start. When she was done shuffling, Jinx placed the deck on the table and lightly pressed her fingers on the top card.

“Alright,” Alice said. “Let’s go.” 

One by one Jinx drew the cards out of the deck and placed them on the desk, and with every card she revealed Alice’s body temperature seemed to drop by a full degree until she was cold and prickling all over. Death and the Devil looked up at Alice from within a spread of cards that was identical in placement and positioning to the hand that had come before it.

She didn’t know a great deal about the tarot, but not only were the cards themselves important, but so was their position on the spread, and whether they were right-side up, or upside down in relation to the person receiving the reading. Alice didn’t need to remind herself of the odds she had quoted a moment ago.

“Okay,” Alice said. She could hear her heart thumping in her head. “That was weird.” 

“That isn’t the weirdest thing that’s happened with this deck,” Jinx said. 

“Really? Because it looks pretty fucked up to me. What happens now?” 

“Now I tell you what I did after I drew these cards the second time.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I checked the place out like I’ve done every time before coming to you with one of these weird jobs this past month. It’s the hospital on Clarkson drive.” 

“The old City General,” Alice said.  

“That’s right, but that place hasn’t been used in years. City council had plans to turn the building into something else after the hospital was relocated, but things just stalled.” 

“So after you checked the place out, I mean, what did you see around the area?”  

“Checked the place out? Hell no,” Jinx said, shaking her head. “Not this time. Creepy building in a bad neighborhood? No thanks. I don’t want to get stabbed by some lunatic with a rusty knife. That’s your job. It’s the reason why you’re the bounty hunter, and I’m just the fixer.” 

“I haven’t even taken the job.” 

“You have to. You’ve been summoned.” 

“Summoned? What am I, the devil?” 

Jinx didn’t point out the irony looking up from the desk with horns and a pointy red tail, but she didn’t have to. Alice noticed. She thought, for a moment, about picking up her phone and calling Isaac. He had, after all, spoken to Cameron only ten minutes ago so he had to have it on hand. But in calling him she ran the risk of Isaac wanting to get involved, and whatever he needed Cameron for sounded urgent; like it would take precedence over this. 

“You have to go,” Jinx said. 

“I know I have to go,” Alice said. “I know I do. It’s just, your magic requires there be someone in need of my expertise, which means there was someone in that hospital when you first drew those cards. What are the odds they’ll still be alive?” 

“I’m not about to spill my secrets to you, just know that time isn’t linear; when I draw the cards doesn’t matter. You’ll get to the place when you’re supposed to.” 

“I guess I’ll take you at your word.” 

Jinx paused for a moment, and the silence hung. “You haven’t asked me about the fifth card,” she said. 

Alice was starting to rise but she paused. “What do you mean?” 

“Remember how I told you it’s the first four cards that tell me the who and the where, but it’s the fifth card that tells me the why?” 

Alice nodded. “Yeah.” 

Jinx tapped the fifth card on the spread. The ten of swords. “Everyone thinks Death and the Devil are the two worst cards in the deck, the ones you never want to see appear in your own reading. But they’re wrong. This is the card you don’t ever want to pull.” 

“Ten of swords?” Alice’s eyebrows furrowed. “What does it mean?” 

“Upright as it is now, this card stands for absolute destruction. It stands for someone being pinned down and beaten until they’re defeated and bleeding. It’s the end of things.”

Alice circled the desk and picked the card up. On it was a picture of a man lying on the floor with ten black swords sticking out of his back and neck. Blood was trickling from the wounds and pooling on the floor beneath him. The sky above the victim was filled with dark clouds, but a single ray of light was shining through. 

“This card isn’t all that bad,” Alice said, and she handed it to Jinx. “The ray of light; that’s hope, isn’t it?” 

“There’s always hope.” 

Alice nodded and grabbed her jacket and her backpack. She headed for the door, opened it, and stepped out into the street. Alice’s black Mustang was parked only a few paces away from the front door of the building. Jinx exited the office and pulled her hoody up. She shoved her hands into her pockets and started to walk down the street. 

“You sure I can’t convince you to come?” Alice asked.

Jinx turned, walked backwards, and smiled at Alice. “Maybe one day I’ll hear the call to heroism, but today isn’t that day. Be careful out there.” 

Alice smiled, shut the door, and locked it. When she turned to face the street again, Jinx was gone. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Master, Apprentice
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The old Ashwood Harbor became a ghost town many years ago. Two arms stretched out onto the ocean. One was a long, artificial, L-shaped arm on which cruise ships could dock and unload their living cargo of travelers hungry to experience a new city. The other was a crooked, stony, slightly curved arm on the tip of which stood a derelict hotel on the verge of collapse. The two arms were separated by a large lot on which, once, there had been an immigration building, a small gift shop, and a bus depot. Now those buildings were gone, replaced with crumbling, salt-beaten warehouses. 

The city itself was a glimmer of glittering lights with an orange night sky visible in the near distance. The only sounds were the lapping of gentle waves and the faint rustle of the wind. The smell of seawater floated in on the evening breeze—seawater that had been polluted by many years of detritus, gasoline, and muck that had been accumulating on the shore. 

Isaac Moreau stood with his back to the warehouses, staring out at the ocean. He could see the ghosts of ships, barely more than illuminated impressions against the night fog. To the left, a lighthouse blinked as it spun, casting its powerful beam of light over the sea. To the right, the skeleton of the Resplendent Hotel, a once posh, magnificent building, now stood like the ghost of a woman mourning a lover lost at sea. Above it all and far, far away, the distant crackle of inaudible lightning lit the clouds in wild, sporadic bursts.

“How much longer?” asked a voice from behind.

“Not long now,” Isaac said.

The man in Isaac’s company stepped up next to him and also cast his eyes across the ocean. Silver was younger than Isaac, in his twenties, but he had an old soul—and an even older Guardian; Sonia’s Guardian, in fact. After Bazor, the monster with the Glasgow smile, had appeared to Isaac at his apartment, he feared the creature would soon die, but the Good Doctor was able to save it, and together with Isaac’s help they were able to help it choose a new mage. 

That mage was Silver.

Blessed with a pair of jade eyes that sparkled against the moonlight, and hair the color of the darkest night, Isaac supposed he was the kind of guy any man wouldn’t want around his girlfriend, and any father wouldn’t want around his daughter. Isaac gave Silver a sidelong glance, which was soon returned. The younger man’s face was stern, and ready for anything; one of the qualities Isaac both enjoyed and disliked about his new student.

“Something about this doesn’t feel right,” Silver said.

“You can feel it too, then?” 

Silver nodded. “Ever since we got here.” 

“It isn’t all around us, which tells me they didn’t spend any time looking for a way in. They knew where to go and what to do.”

“An inside job?” 

“It’s possible. We shouldn’t rule it out.” 

“What do you think the magistrate will do?” 

“I don’t know. The first thing is for Jim to step inside and see...” Isaac trailed off.

“See what?” Silver asked.

Isaac shook his head. “Jim will know if anything has been destroyed and what exactly is missing.” 

“If someone took the time to break past the wards, they took something; probably cleaned the place out.” 

“You’re probably right. Still, we can’t make assumptions about what did and didn’t happen.” 

“That means we also can’t assume there isn’t someone still inside.” 

“That isn’t an assumption; it’s a calculated guess. Whoever broke in must have known the moment the wards were breached that someone would find out about what had happened here and respond.” 

Silver’s lip curled into a grin. The beam of light from the lighthouse caught his eyes and they sparkled, almost maliciously. He reached over his right shoulder and grasped the hilt of the sword strapped to his back; the sword Isaac had once displayed at his museum—the sword Nyx had touched. “We can’t assume,” he said.

“With any luck we won’t need that.” 

“I wouldn’t call that luck, exactly,” Silver said, releasing the sword. 

“I know you’re eager to try your magic in a live environment, but we have to exercise patience. Right now it’s the only card we can play.” 

A distant grumble stole Isaac’s attention. Thunder? No, too close to the ground. He looked toward the only serviceable road leading in to this particular section of the harbor and waited. A moment later he saw a glow, that turned into a headlight, that then turned into a motorcycle. Silver spun around when he heard the noise. Isaac, knowing who was on the bike, stepped into view and watched the bike pull up from behind a smaller warehouse. 

Cameron drew his Harley to a slow stop at Isaac’s feet and flicked the engine off. The headlight died instantly. 

“What did I miss?” he asked, smiling brightly.

“Nothing,” Isaac said. “We’re waiting for the others to arrive. Jim is collecting one of the praetors, but they will be getting here by car. No magic.”

“Makes sense. Gotta keep this place safe and all.”

“As safe as possible, in any case. Where’s Alice?” 

“I left her with a friend. She said she wouldn’t be long—had something to take care of.” Cameron kicked the bike’s kickstand and dismounted. He cracked his neck and stretched. “So, what’s this about? Isn’t every day I get called out to this site.” 

“We’ve had a break-in,” Silver said. 

“Shit,” Cameron said, his face suddenly tightening with concern. “Here? At the vault? I thought this place was top security.” 

“It is,” Isaac said, “Whoever got in bypassed all of our security systems. We only found out because of the spell I put on this place to let me know if anyone tried something like this.”

“You’re not thinking—”

“It’s too early to say,” Isaac said, “We need more information. But this so far being the only data point we have, one can only assume Nyx is involved.” 

Cameron stared up at the large warehouse building immediately to his left. A gentle breeze washing in from the ocean carried on it the tinkling sound of a buoy bobbing off the shore. 
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