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Prologue




The man in the alley appeared to step directly from the shadows. One moment, his black shirt and slacks were just another shimmer in the dark. The next, they took form, lines drawn into existence by the flick of a pen. Then his face appeared, pale complexion and platinum blond hair, as though he were surfacing from a dark lake. He opened his eyes, twin shadows that spilled out of the sockets, and looked to see if anyone was watching, but no one was there. The world was quiet in that moment. Calm. Empty. Suffocating.

The man strode out of the alley into the street, window shopping the closed businesses. The dark interiors made the windows act like mirrors, widening the street. Occasionally, a shop might have bars across its front, descending from the roof and locked into the pavement. He ran his fingers along those, listening to the clink of his steel ring rattling against the bars.

The man walked, his eyes more purposeful than his feet, until he reached a tattoo parlor. He stopped, reading the sign painted across the door: Half-Crescent Tattoos.

The shop was small, no bigger than a studio or a small gallery. The place had a retro sensibility, with art that drew from older styles and cobbled together furniture that matched the aesthetic.

The man’s hand hovered over the handle, inspecting it. The door had an impressive deadbolt, but it retreated back into its mechanism as he twisted his wrist. The lock clicked and the door swung open as if pushed by the breeze.

He could see better inside, uninhibited by the glare of the glass. He walked past the counter, dragging his finger along the wood and picking up dust he wiped off on his suit pants. The room was cold, but no colder than outside, and smelled like aging paper and magazine cologne samples.

In the back, he could piece together the mechanics of the shop: the vials of magically treated ink for tattoos, a pair of leather gloves, and the needle gun they used to apply the designs. There were a number of seats in the back, for people to sit or lie down in as need be.

The man walked over to the worktable, uncorking one of the vials of ink and tilting it to the side. A dark, thick fluid flowed to one side, leaving a film on the opposite side of the glass. He dipped his finger in like a quill, submerging it in the cold fluid, and then stirred its contents contemplatively.

The man scanned the rest of the table, looking for just the right means to exploit. The gears of his mind turned, and he smiled a bright, private grin, as he drew his finger from the vial and began to draw.


Chapter One




There were two things any respectable hunter would never be seen without: a wool coat and a crossbow. A good wool coat was durable and would keep them warm and dry during long nights chasing a bounty. A crossbow was simple, effective, and there were few things that could survive a shot from a properly treated crossbow bolt; forged in iron, dipped in silver, blessed and anointed.

A hunter with a weapon but no coat was a trigger-happy fool. And one with a coat but no crossbow was there for style, not substance.

Mason had neither. He was handsome, although, depending on taste, one might argue he was formerly-handsome. He had a square face with a sharp jaw, and evenly-bronzed skin. His hair was a dark brown, nearing black, and although his “stubble” had grown in well enough, it was clear he hadn’t shaved in a month or so.

With his head over his drink, he pushed his hair out of his eyes where it had fallen forward and stared at the wood grain of the counter. He had always preferred to keep it long, but in the last few months it had grown shaggy.

From his private corner of the bar, he raised his glass feebly in a mock toast. The sleeves of his canvas jacket pulled back, revealing the lingering red marks around his wrists where restraints had recently been.

“Happy anniversary,” he whispered, and took another sip from his glass of whiskey, drawing out the finger of alcohol as long as he could. A chill ran through him as the drink raced to his gut, and he adjusted his worn, gray canvas jacket, holding it closed.

With one hand he typed out a haphazard text message to a weapons dealer in the city he had been put in contact with. The message was short. Seraphian Blade. Looking to sell. Need quick turnaround.

He reread the message a couple times, before hovering over the send button. A Seraphian Blade was far from cheap. It was easily one of the rarest weapons he owned, forged from cold iron and anointed in a number of religious beliefs (one could never be too careful). It had taken him years to find one, and he had been lucky.

But he was drinking money he didn’t have, and so his options were few and far between.

He pressed send, not bothering to watch the text make its way off, and took another sip of his drink. He winced, not from the sharp taste but from a pain shooting through his shoulder down his back. His dominant arm seized up, and he instinctually grabbed it with the other as he grimaced his way through the pain.

Most of the other bar patrons were young, waiting for a band that was set to perform that night. A few of them gave him concerned glances as he gritted through his pain, but most kept their focus firmly away from him, as they had all night. Either way, the end result was the same. They might stare, either because they had never seen a man in the city wearing a cowboy hat and boots or because they knew what he was, but no one ever bothered him. Eventually, the pain dulled back to its usual, tense ache, and he relaxed back into his barstool.

To the side, a man wearing slacks and a thin, silk dress shirt (far too fancy for an evening in this part of Revale city) showed off a set of sigils he had drawn on pieces of cardstock for a trio of women ten years younger than him.

“Do you want to see?” he asked, his voice carrying the same texture as cooking oil. The women nodded, so he took one of the cards and pinched it between his fingers.

He maneuvered his hands so that one was above the other, with their palms facing each other. Once he thoroughly had their attention, he began gesturing with the upper hand, giving each movement a flourish that was far from necessary. White flakes slowly fell from his fingers until a small snowbank piled up in his hand. When the cold got to him, he stopped the spell and the snow disappeared, while he rubbed his hands against his pants to warm them back up.

It was basic sigil magic. To use it, a magician simply made contact with the appropriate sigil and performed the appropriate hand movements to draw upon the ambient energy surrounding them. There were many schools of sigil magic; one for each of the four elements, as well as physics and the two forbidden schools, but they all followed the same basic principles.

Mason scoffed as the women cooed and congratulated him. Mason may not be a magician but knew enough to recognize that what he had seen was hardly impressive. Mason had seen magicians create winds strong enough to tear a home apart, or lift stones twice their size, or stop bullets as they were leaving the gun.

Mason finished the diluted remains of his drink and stood, feeling for the carton of smokes in his pocket and eyeing the exit for a chance to smoke them. There was a stage in the middle of the room where employees were setting up microphones in preparation for the show, and the gathering crowds were claiming their spaces nearby. By the window, a fashionably dressed fellow squinting to read a small, leather bound book claimed his place by the stage. Mason hoped to leave before the crowds got too intense.

Out of the corner of his eye, Mason saw a man stepping into his path. He waited for him to pass by, before realizing that he was staring at him, and smiling like a bank teller near closing.

He was also overdressed for the bar, although in a different way. He was wearing a three-piece midnight blue suit with a dark green tie, which in the poor lighting almost looked the same color. He had pale skin and silver hair, with pale eyes that struck him as nearly, but not entirely, fae.

“Mason Kane, am I correct?” the man said.

“You are,” Mason answered cautiously. “Hate to say I don’t know your name. Is that a blunder on my part, or yours?”

“We’ve never met,” the man assured.

Mason pulled a pack of cigarettes from his inside pocket and tapped them against his palm. The old, crushed pack was far from new, but tapping it was usually a good signal to other people that he wanted space. “Well, in that case, I think you missed the window. I’m not really meeting new people these days.”

“My name is Carson Povier,” he said, holding out his hand. “The man I work for is very interested in your work, Mr. Kane.”

“Then the man you work for is a freak.”

“I beg your pardon?” Carson answered, somewhat scandalized. When it became clear that Mason had no intention of accepting his handshake, he let his hand fall slowly back to his side.

“Hunters don’t have fans,” Mason explained, walking around the man. He pushed through the crowd towards the patio in the back. “We have people who need us and people who get nervous when they see us in the neighborhood.”

Carson followed him, weaving through the spaces he created in the crowd. “I disagree. I believe there are a number of people who appreciate the work you do.”

“Did,” Mason corrected, shoving past another patron trying to reenter the bar. “The work I did.”

The patio was far less crowded, with only a select few partaking in their own private business away from the rest of the establishment; a woman working her way through a cigarette, a college student nursing a beer, a young man tensely typing a message on his phone and then staring at the screen anxiously for the reply. Mason found his way to a corner, set his arms on the balcony and flipped back the lid of his cigarettes. Carson’s eyes darted towards the pack.

“Yeah, I know,” Mason said, dryly. “They’ll kill me.”

“Those…” he said, trailing off. “Those aren’t right.”

Mason paused. “Beg your pardon?”

“It’s not the same brand as the box. The rolling paper isn’t right. Yours are off white while the brand uses bleached paper, with a brown rim.”

Mason nodded slowly, finally sizing the stranger up. “Good eye. You smoke?”

Carson smiled, bowing quickly as he spoke. “No. I simply have an eye for detail, Mr. Kane.”

Mason hummed suspiciously. “The witch I go to makes them for me special, but she recycles the packaging. They’re medicinal. Helps with the pain.”

Carson nodded, his eyes capturing all the details. He didn’t ask about the pain though, Mason noted.

“So, how did you find me?” Mason asked, interrupting Carson’s internal cataloging.

“My employer is interested in offering you a job,” Carson said, happily.

“Doesn’t answer my question.”

Carson’s face wavered, speaking cautiously. “I assure you that nothing underhanded has occurred. We’re simply very well connected.”

Mason nodded, accepting that he wasn’t going to get an answer. Sometimes, it was good enough just to know that someone was keeping something from you.

“My employer is interested in offering you a job, Mr. Kane,” Carson repeated. “Exclusive bounty.”

“I told you, I’m retired.”

“By choice or by necessity?”

By then, some of the other people on the patio had noticed the conversation. The woman had finished her cigarette and walked back inside, and Mason caught the student’s eye darting towards them once or twice. “It is by necessity that I made the choice to retire. Does it matter? I’m closed for business.”

“Mr. Kane, I don’t think you understand the opportunity you are turning down here.”

Mason pulled one of the cigarettes from the carton, as well as a folded piece of paper he had tucked in the back, and then put the carton away. “Exactly who is your boss? The big fan?”

“I’m not at liberty to say at the moment,” Carson said. “Only that he enjoys keeping track of all local hunting activity.”

“Well, I’m not a local,” Mason said. “So, how’d he hear about me?”

“He took an interest in you after we became aware of your…injury.”

Mason scoffed, nodding. “The lethal ones always do draw more attention.”

“We’re not seeing it that way, Mr. Kane.”

“Then your boss is a freak and a fool.”

Carson sighed, and reached into his pocket, pulling out a card. “Mr. Kane. We’re not just offering you work. We’re offering you a solution.”

Mason narrowed his eyes, intrigued despite his intuition. “Solution? What kind of solution?”

“Unfortunately, I’m not at liberty to share in this setting. But I can assure you that you’d be happy with our offer.”

“Of course, you’re not. So, what’s the job? A hunt? A rescue? Capture?”

Carson tilted his head to the side, like a confused puppy. “Would it matter?”

Mason considered that for a moment. His curiosity tempted him along until a wave of pain shot down from his shoulder, not strong enough to make him buckle like before, but enough to clear his mind of any foolish notions.

“Listen, I’m not looking to get back into the business. The business is the reason I’m in this mess in the first place. And even if I was, I’m hardly in a state to get back to work. You say you’ve been keeping an eye on me? Well, my shooting arm isn’t exactly in tip-top shape.”

Carson chewed on his lower lip for a moment, like he was letting his words arrange themselves properly. “We know you’re having financial troubles. Living like the world is ending isn’t cheap. Perhaps we can lighten that load.”

“I have options,” Mason said. “Trophies to sell.”

With a disappointed sigh, Carson held out the business card he had taken out to Mason. “Suit yourself. But if you change your mind.”

Mason took it and turned it over. The card was black with white text across the front that said Senbō. Envy. When he tilted the card, a foil green flashed across the front in the image of a striking viper.

“The offer will stand for some time,” he continued. “Not forever, and not as long as you might want, but it will stand.”

“Senbō. This is that club in Chester, right?” Mason asked.

“It is indeed. I hope to see you there,” he said. He began to turn away and leave, then paused. “I promise you, we do want to help. It doesn’t have to end this way.”

“That’s how I know your boss isn’t paying attention to the real hunters,” Mason said. “It always ends this way.”

Carson nodded solemnly, and then left through the back gate, avoiding the bar.

Mason’s arm twinged as he placed the cigarette between his lips. He never had a hand for magic, but he had taught himself a few tricks he felt would come in handy.

With one hand, he unfolded the sigil he kept tucked away in the carton and pressed it into his right palm with his thumb. He took a deep breath and began moving his fingers, trying to spark his cigarette to life. An electric surge of pain shot through his arm, causing him to recoil and drop the piece of paper.

Mason cursed quietly, shaking his hand. It was a simple charm, but he still often needed a chart to remember the correct finger placements. He picked the paper up and tried again, this time with no pain but producing nothing but smoke.

“Your form is off,” a voice said. Mason looked up. The fellow who had been reading by the window had given up his spot and was now watching him from the doorway.

“I kind of figured,” Mason mumbled through the cigarette still in his lips. He felt the sigil between his thumb and forefinger, rubbing the ink.

Encouraged, the man left the doorway and walked towards him. Mason noticed the book he had been reading was actually a notebook, and was now tucked into the pocket of his tailored jeans.

“Would you like me to teach you?” the man offered. “Or should I just light it for you?”

“Both, preferably,” Mason mumbled. “I’m a visual learner.”

The man chuckled, reached over, and plucked the sigil from Mason’s hand. He placed it into position the same way Mason did, but his form was distinctly different. His fingers were tighter, crisp and individual. He made a snapping motion, and then, caught between his remaining thumb and forefinger was a flame.

“The trick is keeping the bottom three fingers aligned, peeking out from one another. They’re a staircase, not a ladder,” he explained, moving under Mason’s cigarette. The fire was bright, flickering this way and that in his fingers as if it were struggling to escape. “And when you snap, you have to catch the spark fast or it won’t light.”

Once the cigarette started to burn, he released his fingers and the flame was dismissed. As Mason’s vision readjusted, he took a second look at the man. He was handsome, Asian — he guessed Japanese — with a long face and wrinkles under his sunken eyes that suggested he was a frequent and indiscriminate reader. His clothes were fashionable, yet discrete, choosing fit and quality over flashy colors or materials. He had long hair, pulled into a bun at the top of his head, of which some had fallen out and fell across the front of his face, blurring autumn-colored eyes.

The same color as Jessie’s, Mason thought.

“Thank you,” Mason offered. He brought the cigarette to his lips, then let it burn between his fingers, like a sage stick banishing his thoughts.

“No problem,” he said. “Toma Shigomina. What’s your name?”

“Mason Kane,” he answered, his words hot with smoke. “So, what brings you here?”

“It’s a busy city,” Toma answered. “It was a busy day. This is where I come to unwind.”

Toma folded the sigil back up and held it out. Mason could still feel the heat on his fingers when he took it, shoving it back into his pocket.

“You come to the bar to read?” Mason asked, taking another drag of the cigarette. The charmed herbs did their work, working out the tension in his body. In a moment, the pain in his arm would disappear, a feeling he could ride as far as the subway before crashing back down; a temporary yet appreciated relief.

“If I have the time,” Toma said. He gestured towards the exit. “Who was your friend?”

“No one,” Mason said. “Just work. Finding me wherever I go.”

“Are you a magician?” Toma asked.

Mason scoffed. “You think I’m good enough? The profession has fallen.”

“Everyone is a novice at one point,” Toma said. “I could teach you.”

Mason looked down, knocking his boots. He leaned against the railing and exhaled, blowing smoke away from the patio. “I think I’ll stick to being an amateur. People are more forgiving that way.”
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