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PROLOGUE

Dark Kiss
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Raegan Theroux was a dead girl walking, and within the next hour of her life she would know it. 

Her evening began just like any other did. At half past five in the afternoon, after the nurse arrived, Raegan left her mother’s side and took the subway halfway across town to her place of work; a small, 70’s style all-chrome diner clinging to the edge of the Warwick financial district, a dwarf among giants. The yellow neon light on top spelled the word “Kasey’s”, and hanging from one of the long windows was another sign which read “Burger and Fries, only $3.99 after 8pm.” 

The diner sat on a busy street opposite a gas station. It had a small parking lot all to itself, black and white checkerboard tiles, and red vinyl seats. Mounted on the walls next to a number of—tastefully fake—platinum records were images of Johnny Cash, the Beatles, and the three kings; Elvis Presley, Michael Jackson, and Freddie Mercury.

Kasey’s was also the proud owner of a classic jukebox that let you play a whole host of old-school songs, if you had the quarters for it. No one used it much these days, but Raegan did when the place was quiet. She had a special key she could use to make it work without the need for quarters and enjoyed watching the records slide out of the rack, slip onto the turntable, and wait for the needle. 

Just after six, a couple of minutes late for her shift courtesy of the clogged up and piss-ridden Ashwood metro system, Raegan slipped into her black and Barbie pink uniform and got to work waiting tables during the dinner rush. It wasn’t a job she enjoyed, serving plate after plate of burgers, chili cheese fries, and fried chicken for minimum wage plus tips, but it was something, and someone needed to pay her mother’s medical bills. 

Raegan had wanted to be a musician once, a singer, and had been for a time. She and a couple of her college friends had started a little rock band and had landed a couple of small shows playing covers. They were working up to originals. But when her mom got sick she had to, as her own mother had put it, give that crap up and get a real job. 

And now she was here, at midnight on a Friday, getting ready to close up on her own because Marie’s babysitter had only been paid up to eleven and she needed to get home early. It wasn’t the first time Marie had pulled a similar line on a Friday, and Raegan was sure if she checked her social media account in an hour or so she’d see pictures of Marie at some club somewhere with a drink in her hand and a guy attached to her mouth. 

Whatever, Raegan thought, and she went over to the jukebox, unlocked it, and slid a record onto the turntable. A mariachi band was playing and Johnny Cash was singing about falling into a burning ring of fire when Raegan spotted the large truck pulling into the diner’s parking lot. She wasn’t sure what it was at first, but when she went to the door to flip the sign from open to closed, the massive, rectangular crushing machine attached to the cockpit identified it as a garbage truck.

Raegan stared through the glass door, seeing both the truck and her own ghostly, caramel skinned reflection. When it became clear that the driver, a tall man wearing a set of blue coveralls and sporting a receding hairline and a comb over, was stepping out of his truck with the intention of coming into the diner, she grabbed the open/closed sign and held it between her fingers. The diner didn’t close for another half an hour, but she had been left on her own and she had a subway train to catch. It was either close early or miss her train. 

The garbage man came up to the door just as Raegan flipped the sign to Closed. 

“Sorry,” she said through the glass, “But we’re closed.” 

“Aww, no! Aren’t you normally open a while longer?” the man asked as he approached. 

“Yeah, but we’re closing early tonight for... maintenance.” 

The man smiled. “That’s a shame. Listen, if I could trouble you for a cup of coffee, that’s all I really want—I’ve got food in the truck.” 

“I’m really sorry but I’ve turned the machine off. I think they do coffee at the gas station across the road though, right? Maybe you could try there?” 

“I could, but if I’m honest, that coffee tastes terrible. Yours is pretty good.” 

Raegan realized she hadn’t yet let go of the sign on the door. Her hands fell away from it covered in a thin film of sweat. 

“All I need is a cup of coffee before my rounds and I’ll be out of your hair,” the man said, smiling. “I’ll drop you a big tip?” 

Raegan opened the door and let the night in remembering she had a baseball bat under the counter, and telling herself she would use it if she had to. 

“Ahh, Johnny Cash,” said the garbage man as he walked inside, rubbing his hands and courteously nodding at Raegan who had stepped aside. “I haven’t heard this song in a while. Big Country fan?”

“Big oldies fan,” she said, closing the door behind him. For a garbage man, he didn’t smell bad. She circled around the counter, making a mental note of the baseball bat lying inert under the cash register, and asked “How do you like your coffee?” 

“Diesel n’ dynamite.” 

Raegan stopped at the coffee machine and turned her head. “I’m sorry? I didn’t get that.” 

The garbage man smiled. “Sorry. Means I like it strong, dark, and with three sugars.”

“Alright, coming right up.” 

He drummed his fingers on the counter to the tune of the music until the song was over. When Raegan turned around again with the coffee in a to-go cup, she found him looming over the jukebox and selecting another song. 

“Coffee’s ready,” she said, placing the cup on the counter for him to pick up.

The garbage man turned around and smiled, but he did something she hadn’t expected him to do, something which didn’t... feel... quite right. He had started dancing to Johnny Cash’s “I walk the line” as he approached the counter, stepping and hitching, doing a cowboy boogie and singing along with the music. 

Raegan smiled a nervous smile. “You’re definitely a fan, then,” she said.

“Oh yeah,” he said, grabbing the cup of coffee and helping himself to a stool at the bar. “I went to see him back in, oh, ninety-three I think it was. Willie Nelson was at that one, and Mellencamp. Charlie Daniels, too. Man, that guy can fiddle, let me tell you. Still got the t-shirt from that one somewhere. Little faded now, though.” He took a sip of the coffee, smacked his lips, and raised the cup in a gesture of cheerful satisfaction. “Now that’s good stuff. Exactly what I needed.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” she said. “That’s two fifty.” 

The garbage man went to reach for his pocket and then his eyes went wide. His coveralls didn’t have any pockets. “Oh shoot,” he said, and he laughed at himself—a real high-pitched giggle more appropriate for a little girl than a grown man. “Left my wallet in the truck. I’ll just go get it.” 

“No,” Raegan said, having immediately decided that it would take longer for him to retrieve his wallet and pay her than it would for her to simply pay the two fifty out of her own pocket and call it a night. “It’s on the house... since you’ve given me a little dance.” 

The garbage man smiled again, a big, wide, wolfish grin. “That’s real kind of you. I’m going to come back here tomorrow night and make sure to plant a nice, crisp, twenty on your lap for being so kind.” 

“You really don’t have to, it’s fine.” 

“No, no. I insist. What kind of a man would I be if I didn’t repay such generosity? Too many bad things happen to good people these days, but I’m one of the good guys.” 

“Wow, that’s... that’s really nice of you...”

Doug,” he said, “Name’s Douglas M Church. I’m sorry, I should’ve introduced myself a long time ago. I come here so often I just assume everyone knows my name by now.”

“Well, now I do.” 

She looked up at the clock hanging sentry over the front door. Twelve fifteen had come and gone, and she hadn’t even started cleaning up yet. If she wasn’t out of here in ten minutes she’d miss her train, and a cab ride home would cost more than she had made here tonight. When her eyes fell back on Doug, he was grinning at her. 

A cold shiver ran down the length of her spine, rooting her to the spot momentarily. The world swam in and out of focus as Doug mentioned something about having visited New Orleans a couple of years ago. Instinctively she reached, as subtly as she could, for the baseball bat beneath the counter and gripped the handle. But the moment passed, her mind righted itself—what the fuck are you doing, Raegan?—and she let the baseball bat go.

“I’m sorry,” Raegan said, “But I really need to close up. I have a train to catch and—”

“Say no more,” he said, laughing and putting one of his hands up. He stood and snatched the coffee from the counter. “This big mouth of mine could talk for hours.”

“That’s okay,” she said, following him to the door. 

“Anyway, thanks for the coffee. I appreciate it. And I’ll be back tomorrow to keep my promise, don’t you worry.” 

Raegan reached for the door handle and, as she went to pull it, realized that the music had changed. Johnny Cash was no longer singing; instead she heard a woman’s voice humming some kind of soft, light, song. It felt almost like an operatic piece, but since when do we have operas in the juke? The record skipped, and when Raegan turned her head to open the glass door, the proximity of the—monster—woman standing on the other side of the glass made her jerk away and smack Doug’s coffee into his chest. 

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” she said, more concerned with having possibly burned the poor man than the woman who had just given her a fright.

“Don’t worry about it,” Doug said, “These clothes will get into a lot more trouble before the night is over, believe me.” 

The door twinkled open and the woman came in. Her blonde hair was frizzy and damp, her clothes were soaked, but she had an air of grace Raegan couldn’t ignore. The woman wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and smiled, but Raegan’s mind superimposed upon her the image she had seen from the other side of that door. The skin around the woman’s lips had been black, hadn’t it? Hadn’t she seen tiny black lines spreading out of the corners of her mouth? 

“Hello,” said the woman who, despite how cold the air was and how wet she was, didn’t seem to be shivering. “It’s quite cold out there. Could I trouble you for a cup of coffee?” 

“I—I’m sorry,” Raegan said, her voice shaking, “But we just closed.”

“Oh, now, don’t be like that Raegan,” Doug said, “This poor girl needs help. Why don’t you come inside and we’ll see about warming you up?”

The woman looked quizzically at Raegan and waited for an answer. 

“I, no, I really can’t,” Raegan said, “I have to clean up and catch the train before the metro closes for the night.” 

“I have a truck outside. I could give you a ride if you like?”

Her mouth was starting to dry up, and she could feel the steadily increasing speed of her own heart. Catching a ride with a stranger wasn’t exactly her idea of being responsible, but then wasn’t catching a cab the exact same thing? It wasn’t, she supposed. Cab drivers drove people around in exchange for money, and that—in itself—provided some level of security. Hopping into some random man’s garbage truck didn’t have that. 

She scratched the back of her hand, sighed, and said “Okay. Come inside.” 

Raegan was about to turn around and head for the counter when she realized the juke had stopped playing again. She headed toward it instead of going for the counter, pulled her key out of the machine, and shut it down. A moment later, when she was about to reach the counter, she heard the music start playing. She stopped walking, held onto the counter for support, and turned her head slowly, listening to each floaty note as it touched her ears and wormed its way into her heart. But the jukebox was dark. 

“Something wrong?” Doug asked. He had gotten up and was stretching his back. 

“Do you hear that?” Raegan asked.

“Hear what?” 

“The music.” 

Doug turned his head and looked at the jukebox. He turned back to Raegan and shrugged. “I don’t hear anything. Maybe you just got the music in you.” 

“Maybe...” 

“Anyway, let me know when you’re ready to roll. I’ll be in the truck.” 

“Sure...” Raegan said, trailing off. Her eyes were starting to sag. Doug said something else, but he sounded like he was underwater. She couldn’t hear anything now, in fact, except for the song. What is that song? 

Her hand slipped, her knees gave, and she hit the ground. She was aware, in the same way a dreamer is aware of anything, of the blonde woman fast approaching and kneeling beside her. She took Raegan’s hand and squeezed it.

“Everything’s going to be alright,” the blonde woman said, only Raegan heard that with her mind and not her ears. 

“Everything... alright...” Raegan repeated, almost dreamily.

Slowly, almost as if to kiss her, Helena bowed over Raegan’s face. The blonde woman smiled, and when she smiled, the same black veins Raegan had thought she had earlier seen surrounding the woman’s mouth reappeared. Helena’s eyes became bright blue headlights on a dark road. Raegan tried to turn her head to shield herself from the brightness—too much, too much—but the effort she made was too weak. In a moment, she felt a set of lips press against hers. 

They were cold lips, but Raegan surrendered to the song playing on the juke and in her mind, to the kiss, and to Helena. In the moment of transfer, when Nyx’s dark energy passed between mouths like a breath of shadow, Raegan’s mind took her back to the first time she had ever been kissed by a boy named Carter Higgs when she was fourteen years old. 

When Raegan opened her eyes again, it wasn’t as Raegan at all, but as Nyx. The Raegan that had poured coffee a few minutes ago was gone; banished to a place where she would forever re-live the moment of her first kiss. 

Nyx cricked her neck. She brushed her new, dark hair out of her face and checked herself out in the mirror across the counter. A smile swept across her full lips. This vessel would do. It would not last, she knew. Maybe she had a couple of days. But it would do, at least for now.

She turned around, stepped over Helena’s dead body which now lay slack mouthed on the floor, and walked across the diner to where Doug was standing. He had watched the whole thing, but he wasn’t scared. She didn’t expect him to be. He had, after all, ensured the girl stayed in the diner just a little longer. He had done well. 

“Hello Doug,” Nyx said. 

He nodded and smiled. “It’s really you.” 

“It is as I said it would be.” 

“I’m so glad you’re here. This is something like a dream.” 

“For me also.” She planted a kiss on Doug’s cheek, and he blushed like a fourteen-year-old boy. “Thank you for your help.” 

“Don’t mention it. Hell, you know I would do anything for you.” 

“Good... because we have more work to do.” 

Nyx opened the diner door and the bell above it tinkled. She looked over her shoulder at the diner, at Helena, and then at Doug. 

“What do we do with her?” he asked.

“Leave her,” she said, “This isn’t our problem anymore.” 

Doug nodded and followed her outside. “Anywhere you want me to take you?” 

Nyx closed her eyes, breathed deep of the night air, and when she opened her eyes again they were a misty gray, where before they had been brown. She gave him an address—Raegan’s address—and said, “Take me to her house.” 

“Any particular reason? The cops will come looking for her when they find this body.” 

“I suspect they will, but I’m still hungry, and this girl has a mother who is not long for this earth.” 
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CHAPTER ONE

One Week Later
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Something is chasing me. I can hear it, the click-clacking of... something. Nails? Whatever it is sounds metallic. These objects scrape against each other and my stomach goes cold every time the awful sound touches my ears. My heart doesn’t stop pounding. It can’t. I need the adrenaline if I want to get away, but it’s dark in the movie theater and I’m running out of places to hide. The auditorium is the only place I can turn into, so I do, and it follows, whistling a happy tune as it goes. I know what the objects it’s carrying are, now. I don’t need to see them.

They’re scalpels, and if he catches me, he’ll cut me open again.

The sound of grumbling thunder rolling overhead dragged Alice out of a deep but restless sleep. When the dream slipped away like morning mist, Alice grabbed her phone from the bedside table and looked at the time. Seven in the evening had come and gone. She had laid her head down for a nap with the intention of only resting for half an hour, but had somehow managed to sleep for three. The thunder rolled off into the distance in a series of cascading explosions of sound. 

Alice rubbed her eyes.

The silence in the house suggested Dustin wasn’t around and Isaac... the last time she had seen Isaac had been in the Greek exhibit at the Ashwood Imperial Museum. He had kissed her on the forehead and told her, promised her, everything would be okay. And she had believed him. She had allowed herself to be ushered along the staff corridor, through a hidden door nestled between the male and female restrooms, and into a car where Emily and Nate were waiting. 

She thought he would have been right behind her, and for what seemed like forever she had waited in that car, hoping to see the door she had just come out of open up again. But then Dustin’s phone had chirped. He read the message, and then started the engine and told her they had to leave. She was about to throw some questions at him when her own phone buzzed inside her pocket with a message from Isaac. 

“Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.”

“What the fuck?” she had said aloud. 

Dustin had told her not to worry about it, that he just needed to answer a couple of questions. Standard procedure when this kind of thing goes down. Isaac would be back in no time. But then there was the text message. “Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.” It seemed pretty final, more like a full stop than a comma. By the time the car had peeled out of a back alley and into the harshly lit city streets of Ashwood proper, Alice knew he wouldn’t be joining them that night. 

She was right.

The big security guard assistant had driven Alice to her place so she could gather some things, only with her body being in as much pain as it had been in, the task fell to Nate and Emily to do her a favor and grab a couple changes of clothes out of her bedroom. They were happy to do it and promised they, too, would be doing something similar soon enough; in the back seat of Dustin’s car, they had decided to get out of Ashwood and go someplace else. Maybe Seattle, or San Francisco. Didn’t matter which as long as it was on the other coast.

She wondered how they were doing now.

When the grogginess of waking disappeared, Alice rose, with a little effort, from the bed and immediately transitioned into a series of stretches. Her back still complained about the pain, but not as much as it had the morning after the night at the museum. Partly this was thanks to the exercising, but mostly it had to do with the strange infusions she had been drinking. 

Isaac had promised she would have help with her injuries. She thought he meant he would be sending someone over, a mage skilled at the arts of healing, maybe. What she had found instead, though, was a box of specially made coffee beans which would apparently speed the healing process. It tasted like earth and milk, but after a couple of cups she didn’t mind the taste much, and she had to admit moving around was starting to feel a whole lot easier.

She also didn’t much mind the safe house she had been brought to. From her upstairs bedroom window, she could see the twinkling lights of the city off in the distance, skyscrapers standing tall above a sea of trees. Where exactly she was, she didn’t know. Somewhere south, she supposed, given she could see the Ashwood International Airport towers from here. But she also supposed it was a good thing she didn’t know where she was. If she didn’t know where she was, then neither did Nyx.

Alice had been cooped up in here for a week with strict instructions not to leave under any circumstances. The place was stocked with food, and Dustin came around at least once a day with fresh fruit, vegetables, and—if she asked for it—takeout. He also went back to her place occasionally and fed her cat; something she truly was grateful for. But how long was she expected to stay here? She had heard nothing from Isaac, and Dustin didn’t know any more than she did.

Alice went downstairs into the kitchen and made herself a cup of earth-coffee, making sure to keep the lights off. She didn’t leave the lights off in the interest of safety; the area was about as remote as it got. But she enjoyed looking out of the kitchen window and seeing the orange glow of the city impressed upon the clouds floating above. A single sip of earth-coffee—she could really taste the herbs this time—caused her body to fill with warmth, and when she had her fill of the city lights, she walked over to the kitchen table where a large box sat.

She set the cup down on the table next to the box, which she then opened. Inside there were four shiny metal film cases and a sword carefully placed so that it would fit. The sword and the metal cases gleamed even in the dim light, seeming as if to wink up at her. Alice ran her fingertips along the length of the blade and over the curve of the discs, but felt nothing besides the cold. 

“Talk to me,” she said to it. “Tell me something, anything.” 

But if the objects in the box had the ability to speak, they weren’t talking. Alice wasn’t sure if the problem was that they didn’t have any secrets for her to learn, or that after the destruction of her camera she had lost her powers. She didn’t think she had; Alice didn’t feel any less like herself. But the possibility was there, and the fact that after a week of studying these damn things she had learned nothing only served to add more weight to the idea that Alice had lost something crucial when Trapper smashed into a hundred little pieces.

“This box cost me a lot of money,” she said to herself, “And it’s been fucking useless.” 

Neither of these things was strictly true, but vocalizing her frustration made her feel better. She had struck a deal with Nate to dismiss the rest of the fee he owed her if he would break into the Cinema Royale and retrieve this box. Alice hadn’t thought he would be able to pay her anyway, and since he was skipping town this was the next best thing she could get from him. It hadn’t been entirely useless either. The film reels inside were blank, or at least they looked blank. Maybe they needed to be played on a projector, but Alice wasn’t about to try that out even if she did have one lying around. However, there had definitely been more film reels in the box when she first saw it, and now there weren’t. 

This told Alice that more of those things, Nyx’s Pain Children, had gotten out and were now roaming the city like rabid animals. So what the hell was she still doing here?

Waiting, she thought as she closed the box. She picked her cup of coffee up and took another sip. A comfortable wave of warmth gently pulsed through her system causing her to shudder, and when it passed, she padded toward the front door of the house. As far as houses went, this one was pretty bare. The walls were a kind of asphalt gray, black wooden support beams raced along ceilings and around door frames, and the wooden floors creaked with every step she took upon them.

The night was dark, and only the barest sliver of light was coming through the window. Alice approached and, as she did so, noticed the markings drawn into the door. More symbols, only these she didn’t recognize at all. Squares, semi-circles, and hexagons were knitted together. Within the shapes there were more shapes; straight lines, jagged lines, and Roman numerals. Lots of Roman numerals. 

She touched them lightly with the tips of her fingers, just as she had done to the items in the box a moment ago... and felt nothing. Not a buzz, not a chill, not so much as a whisper of energy. This time she had been expecting something. These markings were magic. Dustin had told her the entire safe house had been protected against spying and intrusion from physical and ethereal beings, so it stood to reason that she should feel something from them as she did whenever she got close enough to the wards in her own apartment. 

Not good, she thought. But then another thought occurred to her. What if her being inside the house was somehow stunting her senses, too? This nugget of inspiration made a lot of sense and Alice chewed on it like a dog with a bone, but she didn’t act upon it. Not immediately. The neurons in her brain were firing, connections were being made, and choices were being laid before her.

“I could leave,” she said to herself in a soft whisper. “I could open this door right now, step outside, and leave. Find Isaac. Find... her. Find out if my powers truly are gone.” 

She grabbed the handle but didn’t turn it. If she opened the door, would the magical protection around the house disappear? She doubted it. Dustin had been coming and going, and he didn’t have the ability to create and dismantle magical wards that she was aware of. This meant that the wards would remain even if Alice didn’t, but then, if she left, she would forfeit the magic protection built around this place and would expose herself for Nyx to find. Assuming Nyx was even looking for Alice, but why wouldn’t she be? 

The thought of staying here another day, though, with Nyx and her beasts out there, was a tough pill to swallow.

Alice decided at the last moment not to do it, to remain in the safe-house, but just as she was about to walk away someone knocked on the door and she jumped like a startled cat. Her heart shot from zero to sixty in milliseconds, setting her body alight with fear like fire. But it wasn’t the sound of the rapping on the door or even the vibrations that had done the damage.

A cool, wet, earthy night air spilled into the corridor on the back of a cricket’s song. The door hit the wall with a thud when it opened all the way, before inching across again about a foot or so. There, standing in the open frame, was the silhouette of a man too well built to be Dustin and too broad shouldered to be Isaac. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t supposed to be here. 

No one was supposed to be here but her.
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CHAPTER TWO

Before the Magistrate
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Isaac Moreau was ushered through a set of large, obsidian doors and into full view of a group of waiting judges whose faces were obscured by shadow. They were called praetors, though as they stared down from atop their elevated, obsidian platforms they looked more like predators; like vultures perched on a ledge, staring down at their prey from behind hooked beaks and beady little eyes. But Isaac was no prey. He swaggered into the room with the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows, his chin raised in defiance, and a smirk on his lips. 

Still, the total whiteness of the room he had been brought into had an almost intimidating quality to it. The semi-circular chamber had a vaulted, domed, golden ceiling—a basilica—the underside of which was painted to depict a mage’s struggle, and eventual domination of, the Tempest. Strong men and women with shining eyes, their bodies wreathed in fire and crackling whips of lightning, commanded the furious ocean breaking around them and drew its power out of the water. From beneath the waves, hundreds of hungry eyes looked up, a constant reminder that the magic of the Tempest was dangerous to those too weak to adequately control it.

Behind the rows of white pews on either side of the pit, white marble columns decorated with thin golden patterns rose up from the ground to touch the ceiling. There were eight of these, and each bore a different sigil corresponding to the Roman Gods after which the planets in the solar system were named; Jupiter, Mars, Saturn, Mercury—the list went on. The four praetors sat at the head of the semi-circle behind an obsidian platform trimmed with silver. There were six men and women sitting on the white pews, though there should have been seven.

Isaac walked into the center of the pit and stared up at the praetors. Behind him, Logan—the head legionnaire, Legio Prime as was his official title—stood guard at the entrance to the pit, barring his escape. As he waited for one of the praetors to speak, Isaac registered the sound of soft singing coming from somewhere nearby, but it sounded more like a church choir than a solo. 

One of the praetors put his hand up in a gesture of silence, even though no one was speaking. Through light-play or magic, the faces beneath the hoods of the praetors were almost entirely obscured by shadow. No one was supposed to know their identities. This is why the praetors were called the Shadow Council. 

“Step forward,” said the judge in a deep voice that resonated throughout the chamber. 

Isaac did as he was asked and stepped forward, but remained quiet. 

“State your name and title.” 

“I am Isaac Moreau, mage of House Pluto, custodian of the Ashwood Imperial Museum, and Tribune of this Caucus.” Isaac stared at the empty seat where he should have been sitting.

“Do you know why you are here?” 

“I am aware.” 

“Then you understand the charges are serious.” 

“I do. Would you care to read them out again, please?” 

Without glancing at the papers on his black obsidian platform, the praetor recited: “One count of reckless endangerment of Plebeians. One count of destruction of magistrate assets. One count of failure to report a magical disturbance to the magistrate...” 

“What about the memory wiping?” 

“That charge has been dropped. It was discovered the Plebeians had no knowledge of any supernatural goings on at the museum and were evacuated before any damage was done to their psyche.”

“As I said.” 

“Indeed. However, the remaining charges are severe. You face a period of abstinence from magic at best, and imprisonment at worst.” 

“Hardly seems fair considering I was the one who was attacked, wouldn’t you say?” 

The Tribunes grumbled silently and secretly among themselves, but the praetors remained perfectly still.

“You have been called upon today, Isaac Moreau, to give your testimony of what happened at your museum.” 

“I assume, then, that I have been appointed legal counsel?” 

“The Magus Codice decrees you are to be appointed legal counsel, however, since some of the evidence relating to this incident has been purposefully obscured—”

“Purposefully obscured?” Isaac asked.

More grumbling from the pews. The praetor’s hand came up once more and silence followed. “There will be no more interruptions, Tribune Moreau. Is this understood?” 

Isaac’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I apologize for the interruption,” Isaac said, “However, I would like to know what evidence you have that I have in any way hindered your investigation into what happened besides withholding my testimony until I could have someone assigned to represent me, as is my right by law.”

The praetor gestured with his hand, two fingers beckoning, and Legio Logan came strolling into the pit. He gave Isaac a sidelong glance with his strange, ruby-red eyes before directing himself to the praetors. 

“State your name and title,” said another praetor, a woman this time. Her voice was sharp and rigid, like a whip crack.

“I am Logan Hodges, noble-born mage, Sword of House Mars, Legio Prime of this great Caucus.”

“And do you accuse this man of tampering with evidence and withholding information from this court?” 

“I do, Praetor.”

“Why have you come to this suspicion?” 

Logan, never taking his eyes off the praetors, said, “On the night of the incident, this mage threatened me and my legionnaires. He advised us he had placed several powerful wards in place around the museum building and that he would need to deactivate them if we were to be able to conduct an investigation. There was a period of approximately five minutes where the accused was out of our sight.” 

Isaac rolled his eyes.

“Surely this alone cannot be enough to bring such a harsh accusation to bear on this mage. Isaac has been an upstanding citizen of our community. Why would he tamper with evidence if he, as he says, was the victim of an attack by an unknown ethereal entity of substantial supernatural power?” 

“Because, Praetor, I believe he has been untruthful in his statement.” 

“Isaac Moreau,” said the male praetor, “How do you respond to this accusation?” 

Isaac glanced at Logan, and then up at the black platform again. “I deny them entirely.” 

An awkward silence hung in the air. When no one spoke, the Tribunes began to grumble amongst themselves. Finally, the praetor said, “Is that it?” 

“It is. I offered my statement, I told you what happened, gave you my theories of what exactly had gotten out of the mirror I had restored, and yet you have kept me under arrest for seven days. Who knows how much power this thing has gained? How many lives it has taken? I was also under the assumption that a memory wipe would take place after I left the museum, but since it hasn’t, my job may very well be at risk. This unjust arrest has already put my livelihood at stake, but now to also be presented with an accusation that I have been less than forthcoming in my testimony is disappointing to say the least.” 

Of course, Isaac had lied during his testimony; he had been extremely careful to omit any reference to Alice’s involvement, or anyone else’s involvement for that matter. This had all happened to him and him alone, because if it had happened to anyone else, the magistrate would want to bring them in for questioning... and the last thing he wanted, after what he had learned about Alice only a week ago, was to put her in front of this group of predators.

“Legio Logan,” said the female praetor, “Do you have evidence to support your claim that Tribune Moreau tampered with the scene of the engagement before your arrival?” 

“I do.” 

Isaac didn’t let it show on his face, but a trickle of fear like cold fingers forced its way down his throat and gripped his insides. He could feel a couple of beads of sweat forming on his brow and hoped no one would notice, but Logan noticed. Logan’s strange eyes were—infernal—sharp, his instincts were strong, and he trusted his own judgement. It was the kind of self-confidence one only gets after a couple of years serving as a distinguished police detective. 

The double doors opened and one of Logan’s legionnaires—the girl with the purple Mohawk, whose name he knew was Sonia—stepped through with something in her hand—a small, black, and mangled thing. She handed the item to Logan, and then Logan showed the item to Isaac, who recognized it instantly. The black frame was damaged and had clearly smashed into pieces when it had slammed against the wall, but the strip of red against the black was unmistakable. 

This was all that remained of Alice’s soul camera, Trapper.

“Do you recognize this?” Logan asked.

Isaac didn’t need to be reminded of where he was standing, who he was standing in front of, and just how many magic spells had to be floating above his head. Until now he hadn’t been brought into this room, into the Throne room, to discuss what had happened that night; all of the questioning had been done in the magically nullified apartment he was being kept in. No mage could use magic in there to tell whether he was being less than truthful.

But in here? He could be sure each of the four praetors had their own spells currently operating silently and invisibly. Standard procedure was to have a minimum of four spells running when court was in session; one to detect whether the witness or the accused was outright lying, another to take note of any sudden changes in their brainwaves, another to note changes in their biology, and another to prevent them from using magic without being detected.  

If he lied, they would know. If he used magic, they would know. But he had to protect Alice. He couldn’t let them find out she was there that night.

“I do recognize it,” Isaac said.

“What is it?” Logan asked.

“It looks like an old Polaroid camera. I used to have one as a child.” 

“Do you know who this camera belonged to?” 

“I believe I saw it around the neck of a woman who was in attendance at the unveiling. If memory serves she was wearing a black dress. A photographer, maybe.”

Isaac was navigating dangerous waters, he knew, but he also knew how these detection spells were crafted. Thanks to the law of the land, praetors were forbidden from invading a person’s mind or being too intrusive with their magic during questioning, so the lies had to be outright and blatant for their spells to catch them. He didn’t think this line of answers had set the spells off. 

At least, he hoped it hadn’t.

“And did you—” 

“Praetor,” Isaac said, interrupting Logan before he could ask the question he knew would back him into a corner. “I do not understand what this broken thing has to do with my supposed tampering of evidence. I did not go back to the Greek exhibit after I met with the legionnaires and did not touch this object. And while we sit here and play judge, jury, and executioner there is a powerful entity out there, moving unchecked throughout our city. We are wasting time, and have already wasted too much time. This has to move along or else we are all in danger.” 

“Legio Logan?” asked the male praetor, siding with Isaac on this.

Logan scowled at Isaac, but nodded. “Of course,” he said, and he turned the piece of broken plastic around so that the inside of the frame was facing up. There, Isaac saw something he hadn’t seen before; something he wasn’t counting on being presented with during this interrogation at Court.

Someone, likely whoever had built the camera, had taken it apart and etched symbols and runes into the inside of the frame—into the plastic itself. The etchings, which looked like they had been cut into the material with a knife before the camera was put back together, bore the unmistakable mark of a mage’s hand. As if that wasn’t surprising enough, the design on the camera looked awfully similar to the one on the back of the closet door in Alice’s apartment; and they bore a striking resemblance to the ones he had seen on the underside of the trapdoor at the Cinema Royale.

“Do you know what these are?” Logan asked.

Lucky for Isaac, lying here wouldn’t be difficult. “I can’t say I know what these runes mean,” he said, maintaining his aura of calm as best as possible.

“Legio Prime,” said the male praetor, “Bring the artifact forward.”

Logan flashed a wolfish grin at Isaac and stepped toward the pews to the right. He handed Trapper’s carcass to the tribunes who each, in turn, gave it a cursory glance before passing it on until it arrived at the hands of the four praetors sitting high above the pit. So high, in fact, it was as if they were floating on clouds up in the sky. 

The praetors whispered among themselves, discussing the item, or Isaac, or both. Above them, in the gold domed basilica itself, the painting of the Tempest pulsed with mysterious, violet light.

“Is there a reason, Legio,” asked the male praetor, “Why this item has not been brought to us sooner?” 

“We wanted to be sure,” Logan said. “When we discovered it, our immediate concern was the safety of the magistrate. We took the item, analyzed it, and when we decided it was of no threat we presented it to you.” 

“Correct me if I am mistaken, Legio,” said the female praetor who was now holding the plastic frame, “But analyzing the intricacies of a magical artifact, especially in order to assess any danger it may pose, is a responsibility which falls to the librarian. Was the librarian consulted in this matter?” 

Logan’s confident smirk melted away. “No, Praetor. I apologize.” 

“The magistrate’s legionnaires are enforcers of the Magus Codice; your responsibility in this case was to surrender the artifact immediately after its discovery. In failing to do so you have potentially endangered this Court, however, as I sense no threat from this object, I see no reason to impart a sanction.” 

“Thank you, Praetor,” Logan said, bowing his head. “It will not happen again.” 

“As for the artifact itself,” she continued, directing her stern, authoritative voice at Isaac. “Did you have any idea that this woman—this photographer—was using a camera that had been built by a mage?” 
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