
  
    
  


  
    [image: Eidolon_cover-red]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 K.D. Edwards


      All Rights Reserved


      This second electronic edition published in the United States by


      K.D. Edwards


      kd-edwards.com


      ISBN979-8-9874287-1-9

    


    
      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles, reviews and social media features.


      


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, character, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (or undead), business establishments, events or locals, is entirely coincidental. Unless Brand calls you an asshole. If Brand calls you an asshole, you’re probably an asshole.

    


    
      Primary Cover art by Bethany Cath (@cheshire.cath94)


      Secondary Cover art by Dezaray Shuler


      Full Cover design by Justyna Chlopecka and XM Moon


      Internal typesetting and design by XM Moon (moonography.com)


      Arcanum seal by Jake Shandy (JakeShandy.com)


      Map design by Rowan Danckert

    


    
      For more information, including content warnings, please visit


      kd-edwards.com/extra-content

    

  


  
    For my Beta Readers, 
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    and reminded me how lucky I am to have the type of readers and friends I do.

  


  
    
Foreward


    Putting together the The Eidolon was the chance of a lifetime.


    Traditional publishing has its limits—it doesn’t change course easily, and the pandemic created a host of shortages and supply chain issues. This resulted in a strict page limit to the third book in my main series, The Tarot Sequence. I was forced to excise a significant storyline featuring my “book kids”—the younger generation of Sun Estate.


    The problem was that this excised material was big. Really big. Fundamentally important things happen to Max, Quinn, and Anna—especially in the Epilogue—that will change readers’ perspective of everything that’s come before this. So I set about drafting the idea for a standalone novella that told their story. While I’ve billed this book as being the start of a Magnus Academy series, it really has its foot in two worlds: as an extension of Hourglass (and book 3.5 of the main TAROT series), and as a novel fully built around the teens, who might become the main characters of a Magnus Academy series.


    Things snowballed from there. The novella became—technically, at least—a short novel. Not only did I get to expand my vision of the mysterious ghost trap called the Eidolon, I was able to include more scenes with the villainous Lady Jade. I was able to include characters tangentially referenced in the main series, but never described on paper before. I also saved one of my biggest “series bombs” for the story—including a scene that I’ve waited years to write, which will give The Eidolon readers advance notice on certain revelations bearing down on Rune in the next two main books.


    Even better? I opted for a hybrid publishing model for this short novel. A limited-edition hardcover was prepared by the queer subscription book service, Rainbow Crate. Audible produced an audiobook. And I sell a modestly priced eBook, and also a paperback, now.


    This turned out to be a phenomenally positive endeavor. Working with Rainbow Crate was an author’s dream. They actively sought more content, so we added interior art, a glossary, a map, an author’s foreword... This is all in addition to making the gift edition a very high-quality printing project.


    In a way, reading this story will make you a prophet. You will learn things that Rune doesn’t know. And while the next two books, The Misfit Caravan and The Exiled Courts, will inevitably lead to Rune learning these secrets, I like making you conspirators with me.


    For those of you who’d like to know how the pacing of The Eidolon overlaps with The Hourglass Throne, here’s my personal cheat guide:


    The Eidolon Chapter Number – to – The Hourglass Throne Chapter Name


    Prologue – Before “The Principality Ciaran”


    Chapter 1 – Simultaneously with “The Gala”


    Chapter 2 – Simultaneously with “The Manse”


    Chapter 3 – After “The Manse”


    Chapter 4 – After “The Manse”


    Chapter 5 – After “The Manse”


    Chapter 6 – Simultaneously with “The Arcanum”


    Chapter 7 – Simultaneously with “The Revelry”


    Chapter 8 – Simultaneously with “The Revelry”


    Chapter 9 – Simultaneously with “The Revelry”


    Chapter 10 – After “The Warrens”


    Chapter 11 – Simultaneously with “Half House”


    Endgame – Simultaneously with “Farstryke”


    Epilogue – Simultaneously with “Epilogue”


    This world I’ve created is the work of a lifetime. I will happily play in this sandbox until I lay down my pen. Thank you so much for exploring this entirely new facet of the Tarot universe with me. I appreciate all of you so much.


    KD, 9/24/25
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Prologue


      Quinn

    


    The wheel on the oxygen cart squealed as Quinn dragged it across the small stretch of grass that led to a downtown plaza.


    There was no oxygen cylinder in it, just an assortment of random objects, including an umbrella, a rake, several plywood boards, and a plastic bag of quarters, dimes, and nickels. He’d found the cart in the basement of Sun Estate and gladly traded his heavy duffle bag for it.


    The first few stops were easy.


    He left a dollar and eighty-five cents in one of the city’s rare remaining payphones. The umbrella went behind the bench of an unsheltered bus stop outside a women’s shelter. The boards were carefully laid down on a sewer grate.


    He would squint in the air and chew his lip every so often. Slowly, the things he Saw stopped spinning in so many chaotic directions. The nice lady almost always never tripped; the young woman usually grabbed the umbrella and sat quietly in the rain until she found the resolve to cross the road; and the penniless man with the tears in his eyes usually called the American embassy before something hunted him down. (It was unclear what something was, but the man wrote a really pretty song in the future, and Quinn wanted a copy for his playlist.)


    He turned his gnawed lip to the rake, trying to remember where that one went. He suspected he had a walk ahead of him.


    Before he could settle on a direction, he saw a white-haired boy across the road and sucked in a breath. Was this when Max found him?


    He exhaled. No. First, it wasn’t Max; and second, not-Max was in front of a hot pretzel stand, and Quinn was certain he would have remembered that.


    Stomach growling, he took a left and squeaked his way toward the city’s financial district. The rake wanted to go there. He still wasn’t entirely sure where amidst the office buildings, or why, but money did strange things to people. The air in those blocks had the slick, humming energy of a rush hour ATM dispenser.


    He caught a second glimpse of white-blond hair moving into a cafe, but this was another not-Max, because Max hated plain white tee shirts. Plus, this close to actually happening, Quinn was sure Max wouldn’t be easily spotted. He’d been practicing his stealth skills lately and almost always tried to spook Quinn. So Quinn practiced a surprised face for a few seconds, which seemed polite.


    Then he got distracted by the fountain in the middle of the plaza he was about to cross.


    The futures sang, a whiplash of images backed by the omnipresent, heart-muffled thudding of magic. His images always sounded like whitewater rapids.


    He didn’t like everything he was seeing, but there was a dog involved, and he was a sucker for dogs and cats. He dragged the oxygen cart to the rim of the fountain, took off his shoes and socks, and waded into the shallow water. Metal coins slid under his feet as he sloshed to the big stone monument in the middle of the water, like a totem pole with random hands sticking out of it. At the top was a weathervane.


    He gently climbed the hands—trying not to wince as onlookers gave him the side-eye—and used a wad of grape chewing gum to fix the weathervane in the East position.


    That was where both Max and the guarda officer found him. They literally approached the fountain at the same time from opposite directions, and the futures that spun from that moment required so much tiresome explanation.


    “I’ll handle this,” Max told the guarda, using what Quinn liked to call Max’s Scion Voice.


    The man in the green and amber uniform was not impressed. Shoulders squared, he began to advance, but Max lazily swiped up his sleeve to show a round flame emblem on his forearm.


    It looked like an Arcana seal, if an Arcana seal was made of wax, markers, and some tricky cantrip magic that Max and Anna had cooked up on the sly. Max got the idea from Ciaran, who seemed to sprout Arcana seals whenever he needed them.


    Fortunately, Max flashed it quickly enough to obscure both the seal’s basement-workshop origin and the fact that the red marker smelled like cherries.


    Max said, “I’m Matthias Saint John, brother to Lord Sun. I’ll take care of this.”


    The officer flicked a dubious gaze to Quinn, then back to Max. “He’s coming out of the water, right?”


    “This very moment,” Max promised.


    “My lord,” the officer said and, neck bowed, left them alone before he got sucked into business above his pay grade.


    “The dog was glowing, it’s not my fault,” Quinn said to Max’s wide-armed what-the-hell gesture. “He was like a little bonfire. And he’s a very good boy, too.”


    “A glowing dog made you climb to the top of a fountain?”


    “Well, no, the weathervane made me climb. I think there’s a really superstitious man? He doesn’t like the fact that the wind is blowing from the west. So now he doesn’t make a stupid decision and lives to have a puppy, and the puppy grows into an important glowing dog. Do you have any handkerchiefs on you?”


    “No, Quinn. I do not have any handkerchiefs on me. You’re out here saving a man’s life?”


    “Meh,” Quinn muttered, climbing off the last granite hand. His feet sunk back into the cold water. “His futures are all mustard and ochre. I don’t think I’d like him very much. I like the dog.”


    Max held out his hand to help—well, drag—Quinn over the lip of the fountain. He had the look on his face that he’d unconsciously stolen from Rune—the one where he was putting pieces together, and every single one of those guesses was molding his expression like a movie subtitle.


    “Do we have anything to do with the man?” Max finally asked. “Or the dog?”


    Quinn pretended to be busy finding another piece of chewing gum. “Not really.”


    Max stared at the weathervane, then dropped his gaze to the oxygen cart. He poked at the bag of spare change. Studied the rake.


    “What,” he said, “are you doing, Quinn? Is this what you’ve been doing all those times you sneak out?”


    “I do not sneak,” Quinn said. “I just… leave. For a walk.”


    “Do you use your gifts to help you find the best path to walk off the estate that doesn’t involve bumping into anyone?” Max asked.


    He is getting so good at asking questions, Quinn thought. He popped the gum in his mouth and pointed apologetically to his moving jaw.


    “Because if you’re using your prophecy to find a route off the estate, that’s sneaking. That is literally sneaking. Are you… What, practicing? Is this about using your prophecy and getting better at it?”


    There wasn’t enough grape flavor in the world to outlast Max’s insistence. Quinn sighed through a bubble, sat down, and began putting his socks back on.


    “Maybe,” he said. “Ever since the battleship, when my powers got super-charged for a while, my visions are getting… stronger.”


    “Okay. So, you are practicing your powers?” Max asked.


    Quinn didn’t want to answer that because he was soaring close to the hard, clear line of a lie. And he had no intention of telling Max that it wasn’t what he saw that was the problem. It’s what he wasn’t seeing.


    How did you tell people you love that you weren’t seeing futures anymore with you in them?


    “I just like helping people,” Quinn said, with the most earnest expression in his emotional toolbox.


    Max stared hard at him.


    “We should get back to the estate,” Quinn added. “We’ve got that fitting for our coronation outfits.”

  


  
    
      
Chapter One


      Quinn

    


    A day later, Anna was nearly stabbed to death, and Rune had a now-healed hole burned through him. The attack had been sudden and unexpected, exploding into Quinn’s perception barely seconds before the warning would have come too late.


    It shook him. Rarely had his gift so thoroughly let him down. One second, he was standing by Flynn’s paddock as Rune talked with some annoying scion visitor, the next he saw the attack—images of violence dissolving under a slick, corrosive film.


    Rune and Brand stopped the attack. Anna and Rune were healed. And then the same exact attack happened at two more Arcana courts over the following days.


    Quinn was getting itchier and itchier. Something big was bearing down on them—any one of the big, horrible things crouched behind Rune’s long horizon. Anna and Rune had become bonfires of possibilities—thick, big, loud futures howling in every direction. It hurt to look at them, these days.


    The attacks had happened not long after dozens of people were murdered at Lady Priestess’s Rejuvenation Center, which had caused Brand and Rune to do a lot of whispering. Max and Quinn got nosy and poked into it, which is why they had a sketch of the murder suspect. Max had taken a picture of the drawing from Rune’s file, and the two teens were now trying to help on the sly. Since they were good at research, they’d been doing reverse facial recognition searches to see if they could find images of her in newspapers or social media.


    And then, all too soon, the day of Rune’s coronation was upon them.


    “Rune said we could have a glass of wine every ninety minutes,” Max whispered, rubbing his hands together. “I love asking Rune for permission.”


    “I don’t think I want any wine,” Quinn said.


    “Well, come with me to get one,” Max told him, and dragged Quinn toward one of the bars on the lower tiers of the lawn, far away from the particular area set aside for the Sun Throne and its people.


    Rune’s coronation gala was being hosted by Lady Death at her estate on the northeastern peninsula. That was nice. Quinn was thrilled to be friends with her finally. Sometimes it didn’t happen for years and years, but Rune had a knack for speeding timelines up. Now they were almost on a first-name basis, which was one of the safest threads in Rune’s many possible lives. And the only threads Quinn watched more closely than Addam’s were the ones belonging to Rune and Anna. Especially Rune, because Rune was, and always had been, the small hub at the heart of a gigantic spider’s web. So many strands spun around him.


    “What is wrong with you?” Max complained.


    “Can I see the sketch again?” Quinn evaded.


    But they were at the bar, so Max turned into Matthias. Straight-backed, broad-shouldered, a pretty face rapidly aging into handsome.


    “I would like a glass of red wine in the largest cup you have available,” Max said politely. “No—not that one. I’ll take the sixteen-ounce tumbler.” In a side hiss, he said, “Can I borrow money for a tip?”


    “I guess?” Quinn said.


    Max, much to Quinn’s surprise, pulled Quinn’s wallet out of his own pocket, took the wine, and left behind a ten.


    “It’s just,” Quinn said as they walked away from the bar, “it doesn’t feel like borrowing when you already have my money.”


    Max smacked his lips after taking a long, bitter sip. “First of all, Lord Moral High Ground, I think you’re going to feel pretty awful when you remember you always forget your wallet, and I’m always having to grab it for you.”


    “Oh,” Quinn said. “I do do that a lot, don’t I?”


    “And second,” Max continued, “I’ll airdrop the sketch. Why do you keep staring at it?”


    “Just because,” Quinn murmured. His phone vibrated. He pulled it out and accepted the airdrop Max had sent from his phone. Quinn opened the drawing and stared at the heavily lined face. It was surreal seeing an Atlantean that old.


    “I’m going to grab some stuffed mushrooms,” Max said. “Be right back.”


    Barely a second had passed before Quinn’s mother approached him. She was in a conversation with one of her husbands, who left to fetch whatever she asked for. She passed near Quinn without a glance, not seeing his cheery wave.


    He sighed, but it wasn’t an accusation. He didn’t blame her. He knew she could change. When you could See ahead and know that a person could really and truly change, it gave your hope extra gas.


    Max came back with an actual platter with only a few mushrooms left on it. He also came back drunker.


    The two of them munched on their snack and made their way back to the VIP tier. Max insisted on keeping close to the leafy bushes on the edge, so that Brand wouldn’t spot the sixteen-ounce plastic cup and take it away from him. Max also mumbled about avoiding Anna so she didn’t tell, which was unfair. Anna didn’t usually bother tattling on people. She held a deep-seated belief that stupid people messed up on their own, and she’d made it clear that teenaged boys were stupid.


    Was Quinn being stupid? Was it stupid not to find Addam right now, right now, and tell him that the futures were crawling across his skin like ants, and he couldn’t see where he stood in them, or even whether he was standing at all? It was almost painful, this sense of impending—


    And then, as with life, the apprehension of dread dissolved in the face of dread’s final arrival.


    Rune was dancing.


    There was a small, cordoned square of grass for dancers, and Rune was dancing with an old woman in green. In jade.


    Quinn lost control of his power.


    It spiraled from him with hurricane arms—invisible lashings of prophecy and prediction, only what he saw was so much darker than usual. So much pain and defeat and despair. That woman will put peanut oil in her husband’s food, he thought, and that child stabs doll eyes. That man buries his neighbor’s dog. The woman in a flowered dress will knit socks for her stillborn grandson.


    Worse. Darker and worse. The gala, unseen to everyone but him, swarmed with deadly predictions—swarmed with them, fruit flies on a rotting orange peel. Quinn could barely see the motions of people through the thick stream of infinities spinning outwards. They were just formless masses of death—people drowning in waves as tall as buildings; people lost under the stampede of hooves the size of church bells; people screaming as the skin was scoured from their throats.


    Quinn used all his willpower to corral his gift. It was too much, though. He pivoted, ran to a bush, and threw up. Max was at his side a beat later.


    “Did you have wine too?” Max asked, confused.


    “What should we do?” Quinn whispered. “We should find Brand. Or Lord Tower. Where’s Addam?”


    “Find them why? Why are you throwing up? Now your nose is bleeding.”


    Quinn dabbed at his nose with the back of his wrist, a familiar, tiresome gesture. It wasn’t a bad bleed. “I’m going to talk with Brand.”


    “He’s right over there,” Max said. He pulled out a square of cloth and gave it to Quinn.


    Something about that touched Quinn. Quinn asked for a handkerchief one day, and suddenly Max was carrying handkerchiefs the next. We used to argue over who was Rune and who was Brand. It had been obvious from the start who was who, really.


    “Max, listen to me,” Quinn said, and urgency crept into his voice. “We’ll find Brand. Don’t do anything until we do. This isn’t our fight—it can’t be. Promise me.”


    “What are you on about? What is happening? Did you See something?”


    “I see her,” Quinn said and pointed toward the woman in jade behind a cupped palm.


    “The woman Rune is dancing with?” Max said.


    “The woman in green. In jade.”


    Max’s eyes slid in that direction, and just as calmly slid back to Quinn. “Are you sure you aren’t drinking wine?”


    “Tell me you won’t go after her. Tell me now, Max. Right now. Three times.”


    “Quinn,” Max said in surprise.


    Quinn had never asked anyone for a vow before. But there were so many threads where Max skated ahead of everyone and tried to land the first blow. Quinn would not let that happen.


    “Tell me,” Quinn said. “Say it.”


    “Fine. I won’t, I won’t, I won’t. What is up with you?”


    There was no sense of rushing wind, the way there was when Rune made a vow. But Rune was Rune.


    Quinn didn’t have time to waste. He crossed along the far periphery of the dancing area to where Brand stood—and Addam, too, not far away. Max followed indulgently, though worry seemed to be eating into his buzz.


    “Brand,” Quinn whispered when they were close. “What should we do?”


    Brand’s eyes were on Rune. He darted a glance to Quinn and then back to his lifelong charge. “I see Max hiding that cup. I’m only letting you pull this tricky shit because it’s a special day.”


    “What do we do about her,” Quinn said anxiously.


    “Her who?”


    “The woman in jade,” Quinn said.


    “She’s a good dancer, isn’t she? We should take a picture of her and Rune.”


    The complete lack of guile on Brand’s face punctured Quinn’s urgency and replaced the slow leak with another emotion: fear. “Can you see her?” he whispered. “Can you not…”


    Quinn caught Rune’s eyes. For just a moment, he caught Rune’s eyes. Rune’s completely baffling, dazed smile seemed to falter—and then he was caught back in the dance with a serial murderer.


    The music ended moments later, and Rune was left alone in the middle of the grass square. He had a hand pressed against his lip. Brand, shaking his head like a dog hearing a distant whistle, followed Rune, who seemed to be looking around for a napkin.


    Addam stepped around the people between him and Quinn. He laid a gentle hand on his younger brother’s shoulder. “What is it?” he whispered.


    “What is that woman wearing? The one walking away from Rune?” Quinn stared hard into his brother’s burgundy eyes.


    “A gown…?”


    “What color?”


    “Green, Quinn. What is this?”


    “It’s jade. She’s wearing a jade gown. What does that mean to you, Addam?”


    “I am not entirely sure. Do you like jade? Is this a gift hint?”


    Quinn looked over at Rune and Brand, but now they were talking with someone else. He jiggled his weight from one foot to another, upset. He needed to speak with Rune. He had… a suspicion. It wasn’t a good one. There were some threads he never looked at too closely.


    Rune and Brand began to move away from the bar with the man—Vadik. Vadik Amberson. Quinn had met him just before the attack at Sun Estate, where Anna and Rune had been hurt.


    Quinn told Addam he needed to go to the bathroom and followed them.


    Twenty minutes later, he sat down at a table by himself, stunned. Not even talking to Rune had made a dent in whatever magic was at work. The only thing keeping Quinn from entirely losing his cool was that there’d been no actual violence yet.


    Who was this woman? Why could no one see her?


    Quinn knew bad things lay ahead. Some worse than others, some more likely, some less. He didn’t see the shape of this emergency yet, but if it was tied to him not seeing his future anymore, then…


    Well, then, this was one of the big ones. He said a quiet prayer of thanks that at least there weren’t dragons in the sky. He’d gladly toss that potential future onto the shoulders of a Quinn in another timeline.


    He also knew that the best course of action was inaction. The wrong word at the wrong time would send too many vibrations into the houses of cards he’d built to keep his family safe. He would watch and wait and hope he recognized the Moment he’d need to act before he stared down the barrel of its real, indelible seconds.


    Max sat down next to him. His tumbler was freshly filled, and he’d found a smaller wine glass for Quinn. “You look like you need it,” he said, though the you sounded like yoush.


    Quinn gave the idea of wine a mental shrug and slid the glass closer to himself.


    “Are you alright?” Max asked, and sober worry flickered through his eyes.


    “I think we should just… walk around, Max. And look for anything strange.”


    “Have you seen anything strange?” Max asked.


    Quinn stared hard into his eyes, but it was useless. Any sense of danger just seemed to skitter away from Max’s perception. “Brand would be impressed if we kept an eye on everyone while they’re doing their diplomatic thing.”


    “Can we drink more wine while we watch?”


    “Would you even let me take it away from you?”


    “I’d let you try,” he said and smiled.


    So they walked around for a while. At one point, just for a moment, his clairvoyant gifts rustled and preened and put him into a trance. He felt a real, tiny, ferret-sized heart inside the nearby Manse—a fiery little supernova of prophecy. Quinn shook off the fugue and said, in a whisper, “Hey you. Do we meet already? I’m going to be very firm about some of the decisions you make, but I think we’ll be okay.”


    “You are so extra weird today,” Max exhaled. “Should we go talk with Addam?”


    But that was when Aunt Diana rounded them up for Rune’s big speech. And seeing his aunt, Quinn felt a little better, because more and more was going right. Wasn’t it? His aunt was part of their family again. She was a very, very strong magic user. She made his house of cards that much firmer.


    They were seated closest to the podium, which the Tower was leading Rune toward. Max and Quinn kept their wine carefully positioned in the shade of a large centerpiece, just outside the periphery of Addam’s roving eye, which was easy enough, because Addam barely went seconds without snapping his gaze back to Rune.


    At the podium, Rune was reaching for his pocket.


    A sudden surge of magic moved across the gathering like a freight train. It was that quick. Powerful as a mass sigil spell, but infinitely more complex, magic washed over the lawn and froze everyone in place. Quinn was frozen—one hand on the table, half-risen from his chair.


    There was a war in his brain—the magic felt like a glacier threatening to slide over his consciousness. His own power rose unbidden to his need, a flashfire that kept the freeze at bay. Perspiration trickled from his forehead, and he felt a single drop of blood snake down to his upper lip.


    He didn’t know what type of magic this was, but—


    Oh yes you do, you do, you do, his brain whispered to him.


    Terrified, Quinn could only stare through his motionless head at the single cone of vision in front of him.


    The woman—Lady Jade—walked calmly up to the podium and beat Rune’s paralyzed fingers to his pocket. She unfolded a piece of paper and read it while walking back away from the stand.


    Right toward Quinn.


    Rune’s eyes did not follow her. No one’s did. Was anyone seeing this? Where was the Tower? Where was Judgment? Quinn’s head was fixed in a different direction than Addam’s. Not being able to see his brother was maybe the scariest thing of all.


    Lady Jade stopped in front of him. She pursed lips painted pale green.


    “You’re watching me,” she said in a marveling tone. “You are actually watching me, aren’t you, little Seer?”


    She came so close to Quinn that she could bend and sniff his neck. When she spoke, her breath raised his flesh.


    She said, “You break all the models, don’t you? You build the roads people follow. And I cannot have that. You are not a piece I can allow on this game board.”


    She reached up and touched his chin. He could feel it—feel a calloused finger and the tip of the shiny, sharp nail.


    “But do not worry,” she said. “Blood like yours must not be lost. I will afford you all due rights under the old nobility laws for prisoners. This is my only offer to you. Come to me willingly, and you will be protected. But if I have to find you… Let us just say I can find ways to painfully contain you and preserve your bloodline. For instance, if I am correct, that is your brother over there, is it not? If you need more motivation, I could put my fist through his chest and pin his heart to your sleeve.”


    She didn’t need an answer. She just smiled and said, “Midnight. If you’re as good as I think, you’ll find my people where they are waiting for you. Do we have a deal?”


    She didn’t move or make a gesture, but Quinn felt a small surge of magic, and his paralysis vanished.


    He collapsed into his chair. His legs shook so badly he wouldn’t have been able to stand if he wanted.


    “Do we have a deal?” she repeated.


    “Yes,” he said hoarsely.


    “Yes who? Who am I, little Seer? Say. My. Name.”


    And oh, he knew. He knew. He knew.


    Quinn couldn’t remember a period when he didn’t know this would happen, even if he didn’t know when. The inevitability had been cemented before Quinn was even born. He hadn’t always known who it would be—a man or a woman, tall or short, pretty or scary—but he’d seen this, the return of this power.


    “Time,” he said. “You are Time. The Hourglass Throne has returned.”


    Her smile was a grim reward. She turned and walked away.


    Across the clearing, her spell released in a moment. On the podium, Rune was patting his pocket. Brand sighed and said, “Like fucking clockwork.”


    Rune recovered from the lost speech. Everyone clapped and was happy. Quinn pretended to be happy along with them.


    He’d told himself to be quiet before he knew more. Now Quinn knew. If he raised the alarm, everyone on this lawn would die. It was an absolute certainty—a giant scissor blade severing all future timelines.


    So he kept his mouth shut and enjoyed the last night of his life. Because no matter what Lady Time promised, there weren’t many other ways he could interpret the utter darkness he saw in his own personal future.


    “Are you sure you’re alright?” Max hissed for the third time.


    Quinn didn’t need to answer because the limo took a tight left, and the kids all ended up slapped together like firewood.


    Diana and Corinne were on one side of the comfortable bench seats, and Queenie’s head poked above the half-lowered front seat partition. Quinn sat with Layne, Anna, and Max. Corbie was nodding off in Layne’s lap.


    Quinn wished Max would stop asking, because now Anna was looking at Quinn, and Anna was a whole other level of suspicious. Quinn never underestimated her.


    “By the River,” Diana said, slapping her phone down against the seat. “Another decorator quit. By text.”


    “It can’t be Brand’s fault this time,” Layne said, immediately taking his side.


    “I’m not sure I would wager money on that,” Diana said. “She came to me this afternoon because, and I quote, ‘Lord Brandon was upset there was no knife block in the design plans.’”


    “We already have a knife block,” Anna said.


    “Not in the basement family room,” Diana amended. Her gaze sharpened a second before the car turned again, and then they bumped over the heavily cracked, tarred road leading up to the front of Sun Estate.


    Quinn spotted a line of guards along the road, both Rune’s small Arcanum contingent and those loaned from the Tower’s security force. Quinn would need to be careful sneaking past them tonight. Midnight was not far off.


    “What?” Anna said, looking hard at him.


    “What what?” Quinn said back at her.


    She just stared. Anna didn’t waste words. She’d asked a question, and now waited for her answer.


    “Just tired,” Quinn said. He faked a yawn and patted his mouth. “I’ll put Corbie to bed and maybe we can make some popcorn and hot chocolate.”


    Against Layne’s chest, Corbie mumbled the word acorns, and went back to sleep.


    When the car stopped, Layne handed Corbie to Quinn with a word of thanks, and Quinn carried Corbie into the mansion while everyone else split off to the kitchen.


    There were guards inside the house, too, but they didn’t stop Quinn as he busied himself with putting Corbie into his bed. He paused only long enough to whisper some words of advice to the little man. The six-year-old might not have that growling intensity to his future like Anna did, but, oh, what a life Corbitant had ahead of him. He kissed the boy on the forehead, said the word brother, and hurried off to his room.


    Max would come looking for him soon, so he wasted no time.


    The first thing he did was write a letter to Addam. Then he cried. Then he wiped his eyes and began to throw a few items into a backpack—mostly underwear and a second pair of shoes. He thought about writing letters to everyone else, then got confused because he couldn’t remember if this was the lifetime where he had a pen pal named Reno in Helsinki, and he’d want to say goodbye to Reno too.


    Running out of time, he turned his attention to thwarting Anna and Max, who almost certainly would try to come after him. The best idea he had was to hide their shoes—so he hauled everything from their bedrooms and dumped them into a linen closet, then snuck downstairs and hid all the shoes in the main hall.


    Then it was a quarter to midnight, and he heard voices calling his name from the ballroom. Someone turned on a television.


    Quinn snuck out a side door that wouldn’t be watched. On the threshold, he closed his eyes briefly and whispered, “I love you all. I have lived lifetimes with you in my head. They were good lives.”


    From inside the mansion, he felt… a reply. That was the best way to describe it. Like something powerful and vast raising its head to blink at him—not unlike a metaphor for Rune and Anna’s powers.


    “Shit,” Quinn said.


    He hot-footed it through a path where he wouldn’t be observed. As Quinn hurried, he felt timelines fray and snap and then weave together into a wholly new picture. He thought maybe he’d tempted fate a little too much.


    Then he saw Max leaning against the old gate of a split-rail fence. His best friend wore his nice training boots—which Quinn had forgotten to steal. Corbie sometimes swiped them so he could wade into the pond after tadpoles.


    “Let me guess,” Quinn sighed. “Anna had a gut instinct and told you to look for me.”


    “You need to tell me what’s going on,” Max said in a very serious voice. His eyes were bloodshot and pinched—the way eyes got when Atlanteans used a migraine-inducing sober cantrip.


    “There’s no time. I need you to go back inside. I need you to trust me. Nothing has ever been more important than this, Max.”


    “I understand,” Max said. Then he pulled out his phone and began tapping on it.


    “What are you doing?” Quinn said.


    “Texting Addam to tell him you’re hiding prophecies again.”


    “You wouldn’t dare!”


    “I dare. I’m daring. I’m halfway through texting my dare.”


    Without thinking, Quinn slapped the phone out of Max’s hand. It arced into the brush and made a cracking sound, like it had struck rock.


    “They die tonight if you call,” Quinn said before Max could shout.


    Max’s jaw sagged.


    “I know who Lady Jade is,” Quinn said. “She’s Time.”


    “Time for what?”


    “Time. The Hourglass Throne. The Hourglass Throne is back. If I don’t go to her, she will kill Addam. She will kill Rune and Brand and everyone. If I don’t go to her, she’ll strike now, and it will end. It will all end. I swear to you on my life it’s true, I’ve Seen it. I swear to you on Addam’s life it’s true.”


    “This is fucked,” Max said. “This is fucked up, Quinn! You can’t—”


    “She said she’ll treat me like a noble prisoner. There are rules about that. I’ll be safe, if I do what she says.”


    Max stared at him as if he spotted the uncertainty.


    “Please,” Quinn said.


    Max nodded slowly. “I’m coming with you.”


    Quinn was a half-second away from protesting until, suddenly, he didn’t. He couldn’t. Because Max was right. He did come with Quinn.


    “We need to keep walking,” Quinn said in resignation. “I’m supposed to meet them at midnight.”
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