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  PROLOGUE


  For my kind, the first sign our world was ending came on October 24, 1946.


  Over the White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico, a V-2 rocket shot sixty-five miles into space to take the first-ever, grainy, black-and-white photo of the curvature of the earth.


  As humans celebrated their milestone, my people brooded over what it meant. We watched with mounting unease as satellites and rockets were invented and launched, greedily capturing images of the planet’s continents and waters. The turning point—the final failure of our magics and illusions—came when Yuri Gagarin, a Russian cosmonaut, circled the earth in Vostok 1. From that unimaginable distance, his human eyes succeeded in doing what so many others had not: they pierced our veils. There’s reputedly a sound recording of Gagarin accused of being drunk when he told someone to run and grab a damned atlas.


  What he saw was an enormous North Atlantic island, more or less on the same latitude as Massachusetts and Maine, about the size of Japan maybe a little smaller than the state of California.


  Atlantis.


  So the gig was up, and Atlanteans knew it. My people decided to put on their finest, drop the spells that had kept the homeland hidden for millennia, and reveal themselves to the world.


  Have you seen the newscasts? Read about the riots? Watched footage of the crowded churches and highways?


  The existence of Atlantis changed humanity’s perception of everything.We’d been the root of so much myth and legend. Forget Zeus and Odin and Shiva—we were the tricksters and thunder gods, the fertility deities and battle crows, the sorcerers and shape-shifters. We were the fae, and vampires, the weres, the undead. Humans had even pinched the names of our leaders and repackaged them into the mystical equivalent of playing cards. There really was a Hierophant and a Fool, a Devil and the Wheel of Fortune, Temperance and Justice. They are, collectively, called Arcana: twenty-two ancient men and women, each with the firepower of nations.


  Humanity beheld our freakishness in all its glory, and decided the most sensible course of action was to destroy us.


  The Atlantean World War was brief. The cost was high.


  Magically radioactive wastes in the Pacific Northwest and half of Poland; the near-extinction of dragonkind; a viral plague that decimated the Atlantean homeland. A hundred thousand headstones, trillions in damage.


  At the end, both parties sat down and signed a peace accord.


  Flash forward to the late 1960s. By then, the last of the Atlantean race had gathered as refugees on an island off the Massachusetts coast, where they’d been steadily and secretly buying land since the 1940s. The settling of Nantucket (privately called the Unsettlement) would last three decades. In displays of magic unprecedented before and since, the Arcana came together to translocate abandoned human ruins from different parts of the human world. Virtually overnight they created a patchwork Gotham of brilliant, dense, staggering architecture. This vertical sprawl has become known as the city of New Atlantis.


  Now, in the modern era, New Atlantis has settled its bones. It has become a world-class city with a world-class economy, powered by the talent and savvy of long-lived beings.


  My name is Rune Saint John.


  I am, before anything else, a survivor: of a fallen house, of a brutal assault, of violent allies and complacent enemies, of life among a people who turned their back on me decades ago.


  Among those who matter I am known and notorious. I am the Catamite Prince; the Day Prince; the Prince of Ruin. I am the last scion of my dead father’s dead court, once called the Sun Throne, brightest of all Arcana, now just so much ash and rubble.


  These are my accounts.


  SUN ESTATE


  “—ing, testing, testing, one, two, thr—” I stopped talking in the middle of the word, but moved my lips. I tapped the ear bud with a badly exaggerated gesture.


  Across the weed-choked parking lot, Brand stared at me.


  “Did I break up again?” I asked innocently. “Sometimes it does that.”


  “Rune, oh my fucking gods, you will not pull this shit with me.”


  “What?” I said.


  “You will keep that thing in your ear, and you will maintain a running commentary, or we will have words.”


  I didn’t want to have words. I wanted to use walkie-talkies, like we always did, which made it easy to edit out the parts I didn’t want to share with Brand. But Brand’s fascination with headsets and “running commentary” was a new thing, now that we had money to afford the equipment.


  “Okay,” I said. “I promise. But I think the problem may be—” I stopped. “—ive solar interference.”


  Brand dropped the duffle bag he was holding and started walking over to me.


  I decided to move to the other side of our beat-up old Saturn so that its hood was between us. When he was close enough that I could see his genuinely pissed expression, I held up my hands. “I promise.”


  “What are you planning?” he said.


  “Nothing.”


  “What?”


  “Fine,” I said. “There are going to be monsters. There are always monsters. I don’t want you running after me because you think I can’t take care of myself. We’ve talked about this, Brand. You don’t walk onto haunted ground, not like this, not unless you’ve got sigils. And I don’t have the right spells stored to cover both of us. I’d spend as much time watching you as I would watching my own back.”


  “How is this new?” he said in exasperation. “You know I won’t run after you. How many treasure hunts have we done?”


  Past us rose the iron gates of Sun Estate, topped with rusting fleur-de-lis. A graying sky framed the blunted tips, announcing dawn.


  “Sometimes it’s worse than I let on,” I finally said. Which was true, if not the real reason I was being so uncooperative today. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle.”


  “You think I don’t know that? Rune, keep the damn earbud in. I know you can do the job.”


  I lowered my head into a nod, and stepped to the edge of the rough cobblestones. Once, it’d been the visitors’ lot. Dead weeds had long since cracked the rock. It was the closest I could get to Sun Estate without actually being on its land, which made it a good staging area for my periodic scavenging forays.


  “It’s dawn,” Brand reminded.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “So are you ready, or just fucking waiting for a little kid to start singing nursery rhymes in a spooky voice?”


  I smiled at him—a real smile. He rolled his eyes back at me, which was his real smile.


  I touched my mother’s cameo necklace and released its stored spell. Magic shivered loose, tugging at my arms and hair, fluttering my T-shirt beneath my leather jacket.


  One step into midair became two, and then three, and then I floated over the two-story fence.


  Sun Estate had been one of the very first translocations to Nantucket, decades before the mass translocations of the 1960s and 1970s when Nantucket became New Atlantis.


  My father had stolen a Long Island mansion called Beacon Towers back in the 1920s, bewitching land developers into thinking they’d bulldozed it. This was back in the days when we operated in secret, before the human and Atlantean worlds collided.


  Atlanteans had always had a fondness for old, ornate buildings. It took decades of emotional trauma to ripen stone. What better, then, than a mansion from Long Island’s Gold Coast? Beacon Towers had been the inspiration for Gatsby. It’d been home to Vanderbilt and Hearst—storied American families who bled unrest.


  The original structure was more than 140 rooms under a gothic, turreted roofline. Victorian sensibility bred with Moorish citadel. Even in ruin, it was gorgeous.


  Every year or two, I made an armed foray onto the abandoned grounds, looking for useful salvage before the specters and wraiths got too stirred up. Nice clothes, preserved in cedar; an undamaged painting worth a year’s rent; a set of tarnished silver hidden beneath a floorboard under the butler’s desk. Once I’d found a sigil hidden in the dead seneschal’s nightstand. I keep that particular sigil concealed under my pants legs, though.


  I wasn’t there for a treasure hunt, though. Not today.


  It’s only why Brand thought I was there.


  I hovered above a knot of peeling brown roots, once rose bushes that framed the servant cottages, and stared at the gilded remains of my birthright. The mist had broken up, the closer I got to the mansion. It was an arresting image.


  That’s as close as I planned on getting to the main house, though.


  As soon as I was out of sight of the visitors’ lot, I floated down an access road that ran by the beach. The passing years had caked it in sand and dirt, recognizable only by the parallel line of scrub on either side.


  The tide was out, the waves lost in a bank of fog as thick as walls. Only the weakest of spirits fluttered about me. Dawn was a time of day called the gloaming, when the more serious spectral threats were crawling in or out of bed. These harmless ghosts simply flickered in my peripheral vision, trapped in their last moments.


  I avoided looking at them.


  The carriage house was on the north side of the estate, near an ornamental lighthouse. Its stucco had gone gray, peeling in large, scabrous chunks. The line of stable doors had rotted and fallen into the dune grass. The main room—the base of a two-story, crenelated turret—sat behind a rusting iron door.


  I hovered above the dirt path that led to it.


  And couldn’t make myself go closer.


  In all my forays, I’d never come to the carriage house. I’d always known I’d need to; but even now, two decades after the slaughter of my father’s court, after the night I’d been held and tortured, the memories were too raw.


  Three months ago, I’d discovered the identity of one of my abusers from that night. He was dead now, but the revelation was a loose thread, begging to be tugged on. I’d become convinced that I might find something inside the carriage house that would give me more threads to unravel.


  And yet, I just stood there, and continued to stare at the iron door.


  “Rune?” Brand said in my headset.


  “Sorry. I need to be quiet for a little while. I’m trying to maneuver toward that attic stairway. Give me a minute?”


  The earpiece went mute.


  The door . . . I wouldn’t even need a spell, it was so brittle. I could break through with a good kick.


  They’d kept me in there for hours while the staff was slaughtered. Women and children. All the live-in help. People I’d known my entire life. My father. Barely identified by dental records.


  I hadn’t been spared violence, but I’d been spared. Why? I hadn’t been tortured for information. I’m not even sure it had been entirely for their pleasure. I think they had me there for a reason.


  I couldn’t move closer to that door. Just stood there, floating. I tried to move forward, but I couldn’t. What had happened in that building had infected every part of my life. Everything—everything good, everything new, every success and defeat—existed only in the context of that night.


  “Minute’s up,” Brand said.


  His voice was gentle, which instantly had me on alert.


  “I’m fine,” I said, clearing my throat. Maybe he sensed my hesitation through our Companion bond? He was good at picking up nuances, if I wasn’t shielding tight enough.


  “Rune,” he said. “You know I won’t let you go in there, right? Not without me. That’s not something I’m going to let you do alone.”


  I rolled my eyes upwards, as if I could see the earbud. “You know where I am?”


  “Of course I do. I’ve got a GPS app on your phone.”


  “Oh. Wait. What? When the hell did that start?”


  “Just since fucking forever.”


  I ripped my phone out of my pocket with such force that I almost dipped onto the dirt-covered road. I didn’t throw it, though, because all my games were on it. I turned it on and swiped through all the apps.


  “Do you honestly think you’re going to figure how to reprogram it?” Brand said.


  “Spying,” I said, with four syllables worth of outrage.


  “How about we discuss that later. Rune . . . If you try to go in the carriage house without me, I’ll be one step behind you with a sledgehammer and matches. There are better places to look for stuff. We don’t need to go in there.”


  I sighed and put the phone back in my pocket. At least he didn’t suspect why I was there. Our Companion bond was getting stronger as we aged, but it still wasn’t telepathy, no matter how good Brand was at reading it.


  “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to go back and see if there’s anything in the attic.”


  * * *


  I covered the ground back to the mansion in half the time. Half an acre ahead of the visitors’ lot, I made a soft turn and climbed higher, putting the dead shrubs of a hedge maze underneath me. Not much stirred except for those glass-like ghosts I’d seen earlier, though I checked them out anyway to make sure they weren’t something more dangerous. Daytime haunts were almost always translucent, unlike the lumbering, obvious threats of night haunts.


  Before I got within twenty yards of the mansion, almost always churned out an exception. A daytime haunt—a physical, shuffling creature—staggered around the frame of a greenhouse. I moved a finger over my gold ring, and waited.


  If it sensed me, it was indifferent. It was a rare type of skeleton—the proper name escaped me. Formed of the bones of mass murder victims from noble houses, it walked in an unending loop, passing by all the places its component parts had died. I saw the rib cage of a child; the hipbone of a woman; the rawhide skull of what may have been a large man.


  “You stopped moving,” Brand said.


  “I will throw it away and get a burner,” I said in exasperation. “Just see if I don’t.”


  “Are. You. Okay.”


  “There’s a . . . go-ryo. A go-ryo. I didn’t know the estate had one.”


  “What’s a go-ryo? Is that bad?”


  “No. It just is. It’s not a threat.” I realized—if I had the stomach for it—I could get a better sense of where my people had died by analyzing the go-ryo’s bones and comparing them to the places it paused. It was an idea of grim forensic value.


  I continued along the outside of the mansion. Salt flavored the morning mist, sharp on my lips. I brushed hair out of my eyes, hesitating, and then turned back toward the go-ryo.


  Something—some back-of-the-brain awareness—was niggling me. I didn’t know what, until I saw that the go-ryo’s uneven gait was caused by the bones of a clubfoot.


  A stable boy. He’d tended my father’s horses. A bully, in truth, who’d made my life very difficult until Brand became a bigger bully. Those were the bones of Gregor.


  There was no easy value in knowing that.


  I moved my hand to the pewter ankh around my neck. A touch sprang the stored spell loose. The magic shivered around my fingers, making the knuckles swell. I held out my hand, and magic streamed at the go-ryo.


  The spell made a sound like cracking glass. Not a shattering, just a single, sharp, fragile snap. The go-ryo fell apart into pieces. The remains rippled and dissolved, and the wind carried them away as bone meal.


  During my time in the Westlands a few months ago, I’d left a lot of ghosts in my wake, but also accrued a lot of favors. I’d bartered one of those favors for an audience with Lady Priestess, the ruling Arcana of the Papess Throne. She’d taught me a deceptively simple spell—at great expense—to lay shades to rest.


  It had taken me the better part of a day to duplicate the magic. Each use contained only a single charge. It was not a practical defense for an estate as haunted as mine. Nor had it been a practical bargain. But I was not always a practical person.


  “You’ve stopped again,” Brand complained. “This shit is getting old. Is this how you always work when I’m not around? Did you find a sofa?”


  “I put the go-ryo to rest.”


  “I thought it wasn’t attacking?”


  “It wasn’t. I used a spell Lady Priestess taught me.”


  “Why didn’t you save it for something that was attacking? You’re not even inside the mansion yet.”


  “I just wanted to see if I could do it.”


  Through the Companion bond we shared I felt the echo of his emotions. Anger. Resignation. Maybe a little shame.


  “Rune, you’ve got eight sigils,” he said carefully.


  “I do.”


  “You wasted one of them on something that wasn’t even a threat. That’s . . . I know you’re upset, but you don’t have the luxury of wasting spells.”


  Most scions stumbled through life with an armory of sigils behind them. My own ragtag collection was small. “I’m here,” I said, floating up to a weathered green door draped in rose vines.


  “I can change the subject back just as fucking easily, you know.”


  “If I run into trouble, I’ll abort. I won’t take any risks. I promise.”


  “You’ll abort if our connection fails, too.”


  “And I’ll abort if our connection fails,” I agreed. “I’m heading in.”


  We owed this approach to Max, our teenaged ward.


  A couple weeks back—insisting he wanted to be more useful to us—he researched old, undigitalized blueprints of Sun Estate in the New Atlantis Archives. He discovered that a structure we’d always assumed to be a shed was actually the entrance to a back stairway that led straight to the smallest attic. In all the decades since Sun Estate fell, I’d barely made forays into the first two floors. I’d never got as far as the attic level. The very nature of the estate’s haunting limited my excursions to only a handful of minutes.


  The back stairway was both a plus and a minus. On one hand, it gave me direct access to an unplundered level. On the other hand, while I was in it, I was more or less boxed into a fifth-story coffin.


  Excepting Lady Priestess’s spell, I’d filled my sigils with some of my more aggressive magics. I was confident I could get out of a tight spot, but smart enough not to be cocky about it.


  The warped, peeling door cracked open with a tug. Autumn sunlight fell into a narrow space, tangling in spider webs and clouds of dust. I murmured a cantrip—a quick, common form of magic—and a ball of butterscotch light manifested above my head. I sent it up a flight of rickety stairs that were nearly as steep as ladder steps.


  Other than my sigils, my most powerful weapon was my sabre, one of the few weapons I retained from my childhood. It was currently curled around my wrist in the shape of a wristguard. I shook my hand, and the wristguard softened and stretched, scraping over my knuckles. I shaped it into a sword hilt. As it settled in my palm, I extended a blade of garnet-colored metal. Innate fire magic made it spark with fat, drifting embers.


  “Still with me?” I asked, as I used the sabre blade to burn the cobwebs from my levitating path.


  “Still with you. Any beasties?”


  “No.” I peered upwards to where the stairway switchbacked. “If this works, we may have to start paying Max an allowance.”


  “Let’s see what’s in the attic first. If we’re taking this risk for an armful of old National Geographics, I’m going to be pissed.” There was a pause, and Brand swore softly. “I’ve got movement from the drone.”


  “The what now?”


  “I bought a drone.”


  I stopped floating up the stairs. “You’re spying on me with drones too?”


  “Are these really the questions you need to be asking right now? There are ghouls in the orchard. Doesn’t look like they know you’re here, though. And I’m not spying on you, I’m watching your back, you ungrateful shit.”


  “I can’t believe you bought a drone without telling me. How much did that set us back?”


  “Well, I bought it at the discount department store down the street, not the one in 19-fucking-89. Do you even know how cheap drones are now?”


  I continued floating up the stairs, slowing at all the turns. The blueprints were right so far; there was no access to any other floors. “Attic door ahead,” I breathed.


  “The ghouls still aren’t moving. I’ll keep an eye on them. Sound off every thirty seconds, okay?”


  “Roger.” I tried to open the door open-handed, but it was jammed in the frame. “I’m touching down. I can’t do this while levitating.”


  “Roger,” he said back at me.


  I drew the Levitation spell back into me, and lowered to the ground. As I connected with the dusty floorboards, I kept my senses—my willpower—extended, trying to see if anything had reacted to my presence. Nothing pinged. I put my hand back on the doorknob and applied my shoulder. The top panel made a brittle splintering sound, but I was able to scrape the door halfway across the threshold.


  A home as big as Sun Estate had more than one attic. This was the west wing’s attic, above the family suites. Brand and I had had rooms on the third floor, once upon a time. My father had opted to occupy a tower on the other side of the compound. I’d heard my mother had lived in this wing, too; but she’d died before I was even capable of conscious thought. I had little of her in my life, not even a memory. Just a sigil shaped into an antique, yellowing cameo necklace.


  The attic was at least a hundred feet wide. It was the smallest of them, but you could have still stacked ten of my current bedrooms side by side, with space to spare. It wasn’t sectioned—just a wide, cavernous space rising to a crossbeamed peak. The hardwood floor was littered with dirt, animal scat, and mice skeletons. The walls were shadowed with water stains. Mother nature hadn’t been as hard on the roof as I’d feared; there were no outright holes.


  I wondered if the estate would ever be anything other than salvage. The effort to reclaim it was so far beyond my current resources, I didn’t even know the shape such a recovery would take.


  “Did you find another goddamn sofa?” Brand asked.


  “No. Just checking for exits.”


  “Sure you are.”


  “Three doors. The one behind me; the one that leads down to the fourth floor; and the servant stairs. The servant stairs are blocked. Looks like a beam fell. See. I was checking. Tell me you’re impressed.”


  “Not everything you do needs to be stuck on the refrigerator with a fucking magnet.” But I sensed a warm flicker of approval through our bond.


  I whispered a cantrip to send two more balls of light above my head, and ran a gaze across the sparse clutter. There didn’t seem to be much except two rows of cedar wardrobes, likely for seasonal clothes. I went to the first one and tested the door. It opened in a waft of worm-eaten wood and mothballs. Winter jackets—expensive felts and furs—were arranged on cedar hangers.


  “Clothes. Many clothes,” I said. “We need a coat for Max, don’t we?”


  “We’re not risking your life for a coat.” He paused. “Is my old leather jacket there?”


  “The one that made you look like an extra in an ‘80s action movie? With lots of power ballad soundtracks?”


  He ignored me. “Any chests or strongboxes?”


  “Oh, tons of them. I just decided to check out the coats first.”


  Then I reached the end of the wardrobes and saw three cast-iron, fili-greed chests. They could literally have been a Wikipedia picture in an article on buried treasure.


  “You just found chests, didn’t you?” Brand said.


  “Three of them. It looks like there are . . .” I bent down and looked at the latch. There wasn’t a traditional lock, just a shallow indentation on a deceptively fragile clay disc. “Bloodline wards. They’re sealed with bloodline wards.”


  My mouth went dry. Bloodline wards were expensive ways to seal family secrets. I can’t imagine any of my father’s people using them, and it was my family attic. Which meant these chests likely belonged to my father.


  “Wait!” Brand said, as I transmitted my sabre back into a wristguard, to free up my hands. “Could they be trapped?”


  “I’m not sensing any. Just the ward. Why trap it? Only someone keyed to the bloodline can even open it. I’m going to try.”


  “Be careful.”


  I put my finger on the clay disc. The hard surface seemed to warm and soften. I pulled my finger away, and saw that the clay retained the oils of my fingertip. I heard—or felt, really—a whirring. The chest clicked.


  “It worked,” I breathed. I put my hands on either side of the chest, and pushed the lid up.


  The air inside was not stale. It smelled, for just a moment upon release, like the last person who had sealed the ward, and the last day on which it had been sealed. Freshly cut grass and rosewater cologne.


  I gently ran my hand along the top of the contents. There wasn’t much. No precious gems, or stock certificates, or bars of gold. Yet for all that, it was a treasure of sorts.


  There was a strange sort of pillow, with a belt-like elastic strap. There were crisp, sepia photographs. Some beaten brass jewelry—old, old things, from the days when metal was as rare as diamond. They didn’t have the tingling hum of sigils, though. I experienced a brief, stuttering disappointment. What would it have been like, to open a chest filled with sigils?


  “Rune?”


  “Just . . . mementos, I think. And some old jewelry. I only opened one chest.”


  “You should open another. You can come back for mementos another time. Shit. The ghouls are moving. I’m firing a distraction. Get ready to run, just in case.”


  From my crouch, I shuffled to the next chest, but only after I pocketed a couple pieces of the jewelry.


  “Launched,” Brand announced. He’d come armed with a grenade launcher filled with flesh-bombs we’d borrowed from Lord Tower’s head of security, Mayan. Flesh-bombs had as much stopping power as water balloons, but were filled with bits of blood and fat from the butcher shop. They hit the ground and created a very intoxicating blast radius for things that didn’t get fresh meat often. “They’re pulling towards it. You’ve got to start making your way out.”


  “Just let me check the other two chests,” I said. I disengaged the next bloodline ward, and opened the lid. Snow? It smelled like snowfall. And . . . ambergris cologne?


  My father’s scent. The flesh on my arms tingled. I flexed my fingers nervously, as if they’d gone numb.


  Inside were stacks of clean, manila folders. The tabs were numerically coded.


  I picked a few at random and fanned them open. Copies of property deeds—long since irrelevant, in the aftermath of my court’s fall. Copies of reports from the Arcanum.


  A photograph fell from the third folder. It landed faceup. My brain had trouble making sense of what I saw, because it was Brand, but he was much older than we were now. And then I thought that maybe the picture had been age-progressed, which also made my brain hurt, because it was a stupid thought.


  I picked up the picture and realized I was staring at a photo of someone related—biologically related—to my Companion. I thought I was looking at a photo of his father.


  I opened the folder.


  Reports from private investigators. Medical records. Birth certificates. Addresses.


  “What’s happening?” Brand demanded. “Rune, you’re freaking out. Tell me what I’m feeling.”


  “I . . .”


  “Rune!”


  I shut the file and took a shaky breath. “It’s okay. Just . . . a lot of pictures. There’s a picture of my father.”


  I hesitated for a moment, then kept the file before sealing the chest shut. I shoved the file down the back of my pants, and pulled my shirt over it.


  “We . . .” Brand trailed off. He wasn’t very good at verbalizing sympathy. “I know it’s tough. But you don’t have time to linger. Pull out.”


  “Roger,” I said, and leaned over to shut and seal the first chest too. It wasn’t a good angle, though, and I pinched my finger in the lid. Swearing, I shook my hurt hand, just as blood began to well from the cut.


  “Oh shit,” I said.


  I could almost feel the house vibrate. It was not a physical sensation; it was just the way my willpower interpreted the stirring of spirits. The ghouls outside were very suddenly the least of my problems. There were things inside the house that smelled my blood, and now knew I was there.


  “I cut my hand,” I said, springing up. “It’s bleeding. I’m not going to be alone for long.”


  “Extract,” Brand ordered.


  “Tell me twice,” I said, running for the stairs. I squeezed through the half-open door and began to skip, sideways, down the steep steps, the better to keep my balance. At the first switchback, I came to a dead stop. My magical senses were useless—I’d stirred up too much activity to spot any single threat. But my normal senses told me all I needed to know. From somewhere below me—and not far—came ragged breathing. There was a gentle scraping sound, like broken fingernails running along wood grain.


  If I needed another sign, spiders and beetles began skittering up the stairwell, disappearing into the safety of the attic.


  I ran back upstairs with them. I could hold my own in a firefight, but the mansion couldn’t. Needing to blow a hole in the stairwell wall would only hasten the ruin.


  Since the servant stairs were blocked, I jogged toward a larger stairway that led down one floor, transmitting my sabre back into hilt form as I did. I ran through the floor plan in my head, the memory of it cleaner and brighter than the reality of the molding wallpaper and rugs. At the bottom of the steps, a wide hallway lined with tarnished light fixtures led in two directions—a small schoolroom and chapel on one end; a desanctified sanctum and conservatory on the other end. I started toward the conservatory. There were windows there, a good egress.


  As I passed the larger stairway that led to the third floor, a wight crawled up the rotting green runner.


  Wights were decaying corpses, undead creatures that enjoyed a sort of painstakingly conditional immortality. They survived as long as they fed. The abandoned estate had no shortage of vermin, though, and the wight had eaten recently. Blood smears from a messy feeding had rejuvenated whatever skin it touched. The decaying monster had smooth, red lips; a single dimpled cheek; and one clear green eye opposite a shriveled socket.


  It saw me, and sprang.


  I ran a finger across my white gold ring, releasing the Fire spell I’d stored in it. I threw a sphere of superheated air in front of me. The wight passed through it, and its hair and clothing burst into flames. It hit the ground in a panicked roll.


  “Wights,” I said, before Brand could ask. “If there’s one, there will be more. I’m going out a window.”


  “Go,” Brand said.


  I ran for the conservatory, hearing coughing gasps from the stairway behind me as more wights closed in. The hallway veered left, and brightened with a tepid gray light. Through a doorway ahead, I spotted a bank of dirt-stained windows. One out of every three panes was broken and covered with dead ivy.


  Before I could cross the threshold, my foot broke through a bad floorboard. I managed to recover in a roll while brushing fingers across two of my sigils—my gold ankle chain, the circlet attached to a leather strap around my thigh. The sigils’ stored spells flooded loose. Flight and Shield—their release balancing into a gassiness crossed with a bright, fractal light that shimmered around my body. I drew the Flight magic into me for later use, and let Shield sink into my body with a warm glow.


  I shifted Fire into my sabre hilt, bolstering its own innate fire magic, so that when I shot the nearest wight with a firebolt it had the potency of a blowtorch flame. It went through the creature’s head and it dropped like an emptied sack.


  Six other wights, including the one I fought first, were crawling over each other in a seething, cautious approach.


  I shot one in the heart; another through the mouth. More wights staggered from the bend in the corridor, joining the mob.


  “The ghouls are moving toward you now,” Brand said. “They know you’re there.”


  “Almost out,” I said. There were too many wights for combat. I scooted back from the threshold, into the conservatory proper. With a raised hand, I peeled the Shield magic from my body and threw it across the open doorway, fastening it to the worm-eaten wood.


  I’d have to make my exit from this room. Easy enough. Walls were just a suggestion, really, when you were strong enough to blow them apart.


  I ran a finger across my emerald-diamond ring. The Shatter spell slid loose, vibrating along my fingernails. I studied the bank of windows as I walked toward them, hand outstretched. The broken panes had already done enough weather damage; fingers of mold and fungus spread from the openings.


  Behind me, the wights beat against my Shield. Their blows made faint crackling sounds.


  Lifting my arm, I punched through the wall with Shatter in an explosion of brick and metal and vine. Glass shards sparkled in the light of the rising morning. In the smoking aftermath, fresh air seeped into the room, and I walked to the opening I’d made.


  Before I reached it, someone coughed.


  Sitting at a leaf-strewn desk at the back of the room was a wight, a very old one. Its posture was prim and unnervingly proper, as if it waited to conduct a lesson. It possessed a vanity unusual for wights—it had spread blood across its entire face, restoring it to a full, mocking beauty. Violet eyes narrowed at me.


  It launched itself with the speed of a bullet.


  I barely had time to pivot. It landed on the wall, clawed hands and fingers digging into the soft wood. I sent my willpower into my sabre. The garnet blade extended. The Fire spell made it burst into flame, setting floating dust afire.


  I ducked under its next leap, bringing my sword in a backhanded slice. A line of fire cut across the creature’s rags. It shrieked and hit the ground in a crouch. Before I could regain my balance, it jumped at me. Its claws raked along the sleeve of my jacket. The wards in the leather held; but the wight’s nails created deep, bleeding wounds along my wrist and the back of my hand.


  My blood spattered the dirty floor. Something in the distance screamed. I felt the focus of the estate’s diseased life pressing in on me.


  I grabbed my sabre with both hands for a powerful downward thrust. It sliced along the side of the wight’s head, shearing off an ear, cutting through brittle skull. The wight went batshit. Pain drove it to abandon all caution, and it came at me with claws extended. I let my sabre blade crumble into a stiletto for close combat and stabbed its neck, then its collarbone on the back draw. Its claws dug flesh out of my own neck, but snagged in the collar of my jacket.


  I finished it with a quick thrust through its withered heart. It fell to the ground. Its hands, covered in my blood, clung to the hem of my jeans. As I watched, the skin brightened until they were smooth and lovely, like a concert pianist.


  There was a creaking sound. The wights outside the room were digging around my Shield, crumbling the old wood of the lintel.


  I reached inside me and brought out the Flight spell. I let the buoyancy surround me. My clothes fluttered, as if caught in a strong wind.


  I moved to the hole in the wall, stepped onto the sharp, broken rim, and shot into the air like a superhero.


  “Fuck,” Brand said when I landed in the visitor’s lot. He was standing next to my car, putting a cat-sized drone into the duffle bag.


  “I’ve had worse,” I said, gingerly touching the gashes on my neck. I transmuted the sabre into wristguard form to free my other hand.


  “You’ve got a Healing spell?” he said.


  “I do,” I said, and ran a thumb across a platinum disc slotted to my leather belt. I touched the wounds on my neck and hands, wincing as the flesh reddened and sunburned, and itched shut.


  Brand studied me quietly.


  “I’ve had worse,” I said again. “It’s okay.”


  “We can’t do that again,” he said. “Not without backup.”


  “I got out. It’s fine.”


  Brand climbed on top of the hood of my car, ignoring my sounds of protest. He clambered to the roof, and shaded his eyes with his fingers to stare at the mansion. I didn’t have to ask what he was looking at. He’d have seen the wall explode from here.


  “Aren’t we planning on living there again?”


  “The windows were already broken,” I protested.


  “That’s your room now.”


  “It’s the conservatory. The windows were already broken. It . . .” I sighed. “You’re right. It’s all going to hell in there, Brand. The mansion is breaking down. I’m not sure it’ll stand much longer.”


  “So we reclaim it.”


  “How? You just said yourself I can’t go too deep into it without backup. One big fight, and it all falls down.”


  Brand looked down at me, eyes still shaded. He gave me a rare, small smile. “You’ll find a way. You’re a stubborn little shit when you want to be. Come on, let’s go home. I bet Queenie baked cookies.”


  HALF HOUSE


  Companions, an ancient institution, have lost favor in the modern world. As with most things—human and Atlantean—instant gratification is a cult following, and Companions are a decades-long investment.


  It worked like this:


  You find a good human candidate. An infant. You gamble on this infant by learning as much as you can about its genetic lineage. You gamble that it’ll be a perfect match for your own infant. You gamble that it’ll be the perfect friend; the perfect advisor; the perfect killer. Then you stick this candidate—this baby—into your own child’s crib, speak a few powerful verses of magic, and metaphysically duct-tape them together for the rest of their natural lives.


  You don’t see many Companions today, except in older Atlanteans from the greater houses. Addam’s brother had a Companion. Lord Tower— my benefactor—had a Companion. I had Brand. But even in these cases, the utilization was so different. Lord Tower’s Mayan was the head of Lord Tower’s security division. Christian’s Eve was his formal consort. Brand was my partner. But one thing that tied all Companions together was that they were, without compromise, deadly. From childhood, they trained as lethal bodyguards.


  Whatever my father had meant Brand to be, Brand had become more. He was more than just a Companion. He told me otherwise—he insisted that being a Companion was his purpose. If that’s true, then so was the reverse: he was my purpose too. My first idea of the world was a soft mattress and wooden bars—and Brand, there, right next to me, the biggest thing in all of Existence.


  He’d saved my life, over and over. He’d saved me from things worse than death. He’d saved me from myself.


  I always knew he’d come from somewhere. That was the nature of Companions. He came from a human family. But the details of his lineage, outside anonymous medical records, had always been beyond my reach.


  Now I had a file that told me everything about his past.


  There were medical histories in the records, stretching back three generations. Pictures of male relatives from both his maternal and paternal line. Dozens and dozens of pictures, from various points in their lives.


  It made me sick. It literally made me ill. The files treated him like a thoroughbred. The details—the comparisons they made against his living relatives, to hedge the gamble on how he’d mature—were filled with violations. The quality of his relatives’ teeth. How they aged. Hereditary diseases. The size of their dicks.


  The file indicated where he was born. An address where his parents lived. It was over thirty-five years old, but it’d still provide a starting point, if we wanted to look deeper.


  I wasn’t sure I could do that. Because I was a selfish, selfish man.


  I put my finger on two of the pictures and stared at them, feeling a hard, frightened lump forming in my chest.


  Brand’s older brothers looked like him.


  I woke the next morning when something heavy landed on me. I blinked myself into a bleary awareness as Brand kicked off his running shoes and buried his head in my comforter.


  “There’s light coming through the window,” I said, clearing my throat. “That means the sun is still on the wrong side of the sky. Why are you waking me up while the sun is on the wrong side of the sky?”


  “I thought you were up already,” he said.


  He most likely had a five-mile run under his belt; had made breakfast; and probably been through one or two training sessions. But, on the plus side, he always got sleepy again late in the morning right about the time I was banging on my snooze alarm, so it offered me the illusion that we shared a wake-up time together.


  “I think you should go to your own bed,” I decided. “This never ends well for me. You sleep for ten minutes and then start talking about painting the living room.”


  He pressed into the cool corner of my pillow and shoved me toward the edge of the mattress, just like he’d done when we were kids.


  I stared down at him, thinking about the file I’d hidden in my bureau.


  Why did his parents give him up? Did they do it willingly? Did my father buy him? What would I find in the records, when I had the balls to read further?


  “The fuck is going on with you,” he muttered into my comforter.


  “Nothing.”


  “Rune.”


  “Just a dream.”


  “At this hour, it’s called a daydream, you lazy ass. I thought you were already up and bitching about coffee? I want you to go through your sword stations today. I can’t believe you let a wight lay hands on you. A wight.They’re like the cannon fodder of the undead world.”


  “It was an old wight. An ancient wight.”


  “How is that better? Something that gets discounts at fucking matinees, and goes to early bird specials?” He pulled the pillow out from under me and threw it clear across the room—which, granted, was only nine feet away. We lived in a sliver of a brownstone on a twelve-foot-wide property. “Wake up!”


  “I am. You’ve got me thinking about coffee,” I said.


  “He’s going to start demanding an allowance if you use him as slave labor,” Brand warned me.


  “The barista?”


  “Max.”


  “What does Max have to do with the barista?”


  “Who’s talking about a barista?” he said, shifting so he could scowl at me.


  It suddenly felt like we were having two different conversations. Only, Brand wasn’t looking puzzled. Brand had gone very, very still.


  “Rune, did you text Max and ask him to get you a coffee?”


  “Max said I sent him a text asking me to get him a coffee?”


  “I saw it,” he said. “He ran down to the corner.”


  “But—”


  Brand launched off the bed. His bare feet were already slapping down the metal rungs before my heart even had a chance to start beating hard.


  I jumped up and swiped my thigh circlet off the bureau, along with a leather bracelet fitted to hold a sigil shaped as a platinum disc. They were the only sigils I didn’t sleep with; they snagged on the sheets. Wearing only boxers, I ran down the stairs after Brand.


  I didn’t stop for boots. Or my pants. I flew out the front door, passing by our housekeeper Queenie, who stood in the kitchen archway with kitchen gloves, a dripping sponge, and an astonished look.


  Brand was already halfway up the cul-de-sac. I panted a cantrip, and a burst of adrenaline tightened my calves. By the time we hit the main street, we were abreast each other.


  “Stop,” I said. “Brand, stop!”


  He gave me a wild look, but stopped, scanning either end of the busy avenue. We were a dozen blocks away from the skyscrapers of downtown, but it was still pure city congestion, and there were multiple coffee shops in either direction. Max liked the one with fat yellow sofas in the lobby, though.


  Before Brand could take off again, I whispered another two cantrips, hardening the skin on our soles. Cantrips were barely parlor tricks; but they’d keep our feet from getting sliced open too badly.


  “We need to think this through,” I said. “If someone is trying to snatch him, he may not even be in the coffee shop.”


  “How many spells do you have on you?” he asked.


  “I didn’t refill all of them yet. Just Shield and Heal. And I’ve got Exodus.”


  “Fuck. We want to find Max, not turn him into a crater.”


  We began jogging toward the nearest coffee shop, which gave me enough time to complain. “We live in a nine-foot-wide house. Why would you think I’d text Max?”


  “Because I’ve fucking met you,” Brand said. Frustration tightened the fine wrinkles around his eyes. “Is it the Hanged Man? Do you think it’s the Hanged Man?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “We’ve heard nothing from his court. This wouldn’t be his first move on Max.”


  “Who else would take him? Lure him outside?”


  “Anyone who’s met us?” I said. “Maybe it’s not about him at all. Maybe someone is getting back at us.”


  Brand’s pocket began to sing Green Day’s “Basket Case.” His eyes widened and he pulled it out, sliding a thumb across the screen and putting it on speaker.


  Quinn didn’t even wait for a greeting.


  “Find him,” the teenager said. “Hurry. You don’t have much time.” Quinn was a prophet who usually spoke in riddles with messed-up verb tenses. It never boded well when he made clear-cut sense.


  “Who has him?” I said. I took advantage of our pause to tie the leather strap of my thigh sigil around my leg. “Where is he, Quinn? We need information.”


  “The scarred man’s people. He’s being taken to a black car.” Quinn paused, then added, in his much more normal voice, “Sometimes the black car is a helicopter, but the scarred man usually doesn’t want to spend the money on that, because he thinks you’re really stupid.”


  “He’ll find out how stupid we are,” Brand promised. “Who—”


  “Oh! Park! Trees! There are trees in a park, and Max, and the crowbar. The crowbar’s there!”


  There was a public park behind Half House, in the other direction. Brand and I turned and ran like hell. On all sides of me, I noticed that people were stopping and pulling out their phones. I was going to go viral, in my boxer shorts, which was perfect, because there wasn’t nearly enough gossip about me.


  We ran off the street, down an alley that led to one of the park’s side gates. Summer had cooled into autumn, and the concrete was littered with the first bright leaves of fall. People were milling around for an early lunch, blocking our path. We dodged around those we could, and sent others flying.


  “If they’re moving to cars, they’ll be there or there,” Brand said, finally sounding a little winded himself. He pointed to the access roads that crisscrossed the walking paths. “Quinn? Are you still there?”


  “I need to hang up,” Quinn said. He sounded like he was running too.


  “Help us first!” Brand said. “Where is he?”


  “Um . . . Go toward the road where the oil is shaped like a garden rake.”


  “We are going to have such a talk!” Brand said. “Try harder!”


  At that point, I tried to run around a pebbled asphalt golem, and tripped over someone’s duffle bag. I stumbled and hit a cashew vendor with the edge of my shoulder. The entire cart groaned and overturned, sending boiling peanut oil across the pavement. The spill made splatter patterns, one of which looked like a godsdamn garden rake. It pointed to the access road on our left.


  Brand grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. We ran in that direction.


  “There!” Brand said.


  A football field’s length away, two SUVs were parked along the side of the access road, near a huge fountain pool that had yellow warning tape around it. A group of men in tactical black was herding someone to the cars. Max’s white-blond hair glowed like a bull’s-eye in their center.


  “Too far,” I said.


  They outnumbered and outgeared us, but the cars were the real threat. We needed to stop them from getting in those cars.


  Or, at least, we needed to stop the cars from leaving the park.


  I turned in a quick circle. People. Vendors. Children. Lots of children, milling around with parents and school groups. And running through them, toward the cashew cart mess, a guarda patrol officer in his green and amber uniform.


  Before Brand could yell at me to move quicker, I nodded at the approaching guarda officer.


  “What the fuck will the guarda be able to do that we can’t?” Brand said.


  “You’ll see.” I ran up to the official. Before the young man could ask what the disturbance was about, I said, “An underage scion is being kidnapped. Initiate the child abduction protocols.”


  “E-Excuse me?” the guarda official said, caught between affront and surprise. “Who the bloody hell are—”


  “I am Lord Sun, heir to the Sun Throne, and you will initiate the protocols NOW!”


  New Atlantis was not a democracy. It was a hill. There were people on top of the hill. There were people afraid at the boulders that could be rolled down the hill. The guarda official didn’t waste time with guesswork; he recognized my standing, stared off into the near distance, and acted.


  Whatever signal he sent to the protective wards happened almost immediately. Magic erupted around us, a sourceless, electrical feeling that came from every direction at once. The wards, hidden beneath the soil lining the park’s perimeter, exploded into barriers of pale lavender energy. It was as good as a cage door swinging shut. No one would be allowed to pass through until a full guarda patrol was onsite.


  I shook my wrist, transmuting my sabre into hilt form. With a flicker of willpower, a smoking garnet blade extended from the hilt. The guarda official blinked at it with an expression not unlike relief, because no average scion would have a weapon like that, which meant he was right to trust me.


  “Stay with us,” I told him.


  “Can—my lord—I should radio it in.”


  “Radio it in, then. Send help to my side. Then follow.” The man fumbled for the wireless radio in his belt, and trailed us as we began to run to the SUVs.


  By the time we were abreast of the cordoned-off fountain, we could see the kidnapper’s frustrated expressions as they stared at the barriers. Their confusion didn’t last long, though. One raised a shout and pointed toward me. Five of them pulled bladed weapons and stood their ground, while two others grabbed Max by the arms and hustled him down a walking path away from the cars.


  “You’re faster,” I said to Brand. “Go after Max. I’ll handle the others.”


  “There’s five of them,” Brand said calmly. His face had gone blank, and he had a switchblade in hand. I don’t even know where he’d hidden it in his running shorts.


  “So? You need me to take your guys, too?” I asked.


  He gave me a cool look, but peeled off and ran to flank the men who had Max. He could hold his own against two men, especially if Max was able to grief the person restraining him. I’d have to trust in that—I needed to focus on my own fight.


  None of the men coming toward me had guns—just knife blades and a single sword. The one with the sword ran in the lead. I held up my garnet sabre blade and met his swing. My blade sheared off the last foot of his blade, leaving him with a small, broken edge. The man swore and backpedaled. I didn’t follow. I let the moment settle, to see what they’d do next. I also ran a finger across my thigh sigil, releasing Shield. Faceted light spread—and sunk—into my skin.


  “You will yield,” I told them. “It’s as simple as that. The boy is mine. He is under my protection. Do you know who I am, and what I could do to you?”


  The man with the sword—average face, brown hair, brown eyes— gave me a surprisingly heavy look. “Yes, sir, I surely do. We don’t have a choice in this, though.”


  He held up his hand and twisted his fingers in quick gestures. Two of the men veered off to my left; two went right; and he stayed in front.


  Two came at me first, one from each side. I jumped at the one on my left. He dodged my sword and swiped at my wrist tendons. My Shield deflected it with a sizzle. I blocked his next thrust with a Shielded forearm, spun back, and parried the second kidnapper’s stab. They disengaged immediately while a third kidnapper danced in with a slice, withdrawing before I could counter. My Shield sparked and saved me, filling the air with a smoky leak of energy.


  They were weakening my Shield with multiple cuts. Professionals. Professionals wouldn’t break easily, which left me with so few options.


  I ducked around one, changed my sword beat, and hit him with a compound attack that sliced open his cheek and sent his knife flying. Before he could recover, I speared him through the heart. It would have taken too long to pull my blade free, so I let it dissolve with a fiery hiss. When the leader came at me with his broken sword, I shot him with a firebolt. He swerved, taking only a singeing shot across his bicep.


  Another came at me from the side. I dodged his swipe, pushed in, and put my sabre hilt against his throat while extending a new molten blade. The garnet blade foamed out his head. He dropped and slid off my sword. I spun to block another advancing kidnapper.


  My bond with Brand went cold—frosted by the very unique adrenaline surge he got when he engaged. I tried to set my anxiety for him aside, but I’d never managed that battle fugue as well as he did. So I turned my worry into anger, and my anger into fuel.


  The remaining three pressed in. I dropped into a defensive stance, backing into a line of shrubs. The shrubs protected my rear but limited my mobility.


  Then I stumbled. I fucking stumbled and went down hard. My bleeding foot was caught under a loop of tree root.


  A kidnapper swung back for a vicious downward blow. My hand landed on a metal rod as I scrabbled. I wrapped my fingers around it and swung up. The shock of metal against metal sang up my arm. I surprised a moment’s hesitation out of the man, but I was still sprawled on the ground.


  My Atlantean Aspect—the physical manifestation of my magic and bloodline—answered my desperation.


  Sunlight-colored fire raced along my arms. Flickers of it danced under my eyelashes. I pumped it full of willpower, and the light blazed so bright that it spotted the kidnapper’s vision. When he staggered, I put a firebolt through his mouth. The man screamed flames, and fell.


  I stood up and dropped the metal rod. As it hit the ground, I saw it was a crowbar.


  “Enough!” I said, and it was as if I exhaled fire. “Yield!”


  “That we cannot do, sir,” the leader said hoarsely, and unsnapped a sphere from the back of his belt. He pulled a pin and tossed it. For a moment I thought it was a bad throw—until it dropped into the fountain and exploded in a huge, angry geyser.


  A creature shot from the depths like a startled cat. It—she—landed on all fours. Her weed-like dreadlocks, serrated like alligator tails, dripped onto the flagstone patio. She was Jenny Greentooth, a dangerous water hag.


  Jenny Greentooth spun in a furious circle. The first thing she saw was the guarda I’d spoken to, who was running up to help me. He’d drawn a gladius, but didn’t even have time to raise his arm before Jenny Green-tooth was on top of him, digging hunks of flesh out of his cheek with her mossy claws. Fungus spread from the touch, killing healthy tissue in horrific fast-forward. By the time the man dropped, he didn’t have enough face left to scream.


  The last two kidnappers took off at a run. Before I could go after them, Jenny sprang. The leader was able to get clear, but his partner staggered to the ground under Jenny’s thrashing fury.


  Brand was somewhere fighting. The leader was getting away. And a very pissed-off water elemental wasn’t going to stop with two deaths. Too many things to handle at once.


  Then I heard the high-pitched screams of nearby children, and knew I didn’t have a bloody choice.


  “Stop!” I roared at the elemental. “Look! Look! That man—that was one of the ones who hurt you. No one else!”


  Jenny hissed from her squat over the now-dead man, and turned to me. She smelled like crushed dandelion stems. The grenade had left a long cut along her side that bled green.


  “There will be consequences, if you hurt anyone else,” I warned her. “Be smart. Go back to your den.”


  “Two-legged-air-sucking-infestations!” she screamed.


  “Go back to your den,” I repeated.


  She shrieked at the ground while curling her claws into fists.


  I knew she’d made up her mind a half-second before she vaulted toward me.


  My Aspect flared, broiling the air. I rolled away from her leap, and fire trailed me in thick tracers. Jenny Greentooth’s hair melted with a fatty popping sound. She rolled into a ball, regained balance, and charged me. I lifted my sabre hilt and shot three firebolts into her gut. She dropped in her tracks. It was not a killing blow, but it was fire, and water elementals had a weakness to flame.


  Hunched over her injury, she stumbled toward the edge of the fountain and dove into its shallows. She didn’t resurface.


  Through my bond, I felt Brand. It was a staccato thrum of victory, the way he always felt when he took down his enemies. Brand didn’t tend to leave survivors, either. He didn’t like that movie shit when they jumped back up after you thought they were dead. Which meant we’d probably killed anyone who could tell us what the hell was happening.


  Except for the two last kidnappers who’d run away from me.


  I took off after them, glad that whatever metaphysics powered my fiery Atlantean Aspect kept my underwear from burning away too.


  The men had parkoured over shrubs and stone benches, and made a beeline for a crowded area of the park. The abduction protocols were still active, so they’d be looking to lose themselves in a mob.


  I ran, and tried not to feel how much my feet hurt. I could just still see the kidnappers ahead. Too far. They’d gained too much of a lead.


  And then the violet ward by the main gates parted like a curtain. A phalanx of guarda officers rushed through. Striding in their lead, a sword in hand, was a tall, handsome man with sandy blond hair.


  Addam touched a sigil on his belt and pointed at the two men. Stalagmites burst from the earth underneath them. One of the kidnappers was tossed in one direction while his severed leg flew in another. The other kidnapper—the leader—backtracked to his left and ran into the mouth of a hedge maze.


  I was closer now. Addam would have my back in a minute, but a minute might give the kidnapper enough time to go to ground.


  I ran into the hedge maze.


  The startled pedestrian chatter was immediately muffled by leafy branches, which rose a good foot above my head. The path was swept clear—nothing to track—so when I hit the first fork, I had no idea which way to go.


  I’ve never had a luxury of sigils, not like most scions. In a way, though, that made me better, because desperation taught me to use my own magic in very economical ways.


  With a burst of willpower, I pulled Shield off my body and slammed it onto the ground in front of me. I stepped on a circle of vibrating air, and forced the Shield into a rising pedestal. I jerked upwards in stages, arms thrown out for balance, until I was above the top of the hedges.


  The kidnapper was only one row away, doubling back on a parallel path.


  I jumped off the pedestal, clearing the row. I managed to grab the collar of his black jersey and knock him off his feet. We hit the ground and rolled, only an arm’s length apart. I swung up my sabre hilt, just as he swung his broken sword. The blade caught the hilt guard. Neither of us had good footing. Both sword and sabre flew into the foliage.


  The man went for a blade in his chest holster. I touched a platinum disc looped by a leather thong around my wrist, the only spell I had left. Sunburn-warm magic covered my hand.


  Like I said, desperation had always been my angry teacher. Even healing magic could be a weapon, with the right mind-set.


  I slapped my hand over his right eye and focused the Healing into a pinpoint. The normal burning sensation that accompanied aid dug into his skull like a laser. He’d have the eyesight of a teenager when he was able to stop screaming in pain.


  I grabbed my sabre hilt while he rolled around the ground in agony. I put the hilt against his forehead and said, “Stay still, or die.”


  The man stopped thrashing, biting down so hard that his screams distorted his throat.


  “Is the Hanged Man moving on me?” I asked. The man kept his jaw clenched, spit making his lips slip against each other. I dug my sabre hilt into his forehead. “Is he?”


  Turns out, it wasn’t spit. It was foam. Green foam.


  The man kept convulsing for seconds after he was dead. I sat back on my haunches in disbelief and stared at him.


  “Rune!” Addam shouted. He ran past the row I was in, slammed to a stop, ran back. Three members of the guarda were on his heels. They came to an unsure stop and looked at the dead body.


  “Poison tooth,” I said angrily. “What sort of 1950s James Bond crap is that?”


  Addam—who was sort-of my boyfriend—helped me up. His eyes flickered across my injuries. Bleeding feet. Blistered and bleeding hand. Bleeding shoulder from the cashew cart.


  He said, in the faint bite of a Russian accent, “Your boxers have little smiley faces, Hero.”


  I was too upset for a comeback. And I was worried about Brand, even though I knew he’d survived his fight. I looked behind Addam, at the guarda. “My Companion, Lord Brandon Saint John, went to fight my ward’s kidnappers. I need to know if they’re both okay.”


  “Another unit already radioed in, Lord Sun. They’re fine, and moving this way.”


  I gave the officer a small nod, and let Addam help me out of the hedge maze.


  While we walked, I said, “Quinn?”


  He nodded. “We were eating nearby. I was with him when he called you. What has happened, Rune? Who tried to take Max?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t . . .” Two of the guarda were following, while the third had stayed with the body of the kidnappers’ leader. It would be fantastically unwise to even breathe the Hanged Man’s name in mixed company.


  Three months ago, I’d learned that the Hanged Man, Arcana of the Gallows, had a prior claim on my ward. But with the fall of Max’s court, the Lovers, I’d hoped the Hanged Man would lose interest in the association.


  “I don’t know,” I said again. “And hey. Thanks for coming to my rescue. I could get used to this.”


  “You appeared to have the matter well in hand.”


  We left the hedge maze. Addam’s brother, Quinn, stood by an oxidized copper fountain—not the one with a pissy elemental—throwing pennies into the water. When he saw us, he frowned. There was a mustard stain at the corner of his lips.


  “Where’s the crowbar?” he asked. “Didn’t you beat him to death with the crowbar? You almost always do.”


  I said, “It bothers me you always think I’m going to pick the most violent possibility.”


  I looked in the direction Brand had gone. A small crowd of guarda was coming toward us, and in their middle I saw Max’s pale head, and Brand’s black hair. I turned to the guarda with the handheld radio. “Are you taking the bodies to the morgue? I want to know if anyone claims them. I want to know if you find any markings, anything that may identify them.”


  I had power. I had plenty of power. But that didn’t mean I had position, which was always a problem when matters got political. I caught the guards trading looks between me and Addam—who came from a court with much more administrative power than I did. I said, pointedly, “I’m happy to have Lord Tower make the request, if you want.”


  The man blanched. “No, Lord Sun. I mean, yes, Lord Sun, I’ll pass along word of your request.”


  I started toward Brand.


  He wasn’t limping, but there was blood on his thigh. I’d have to rely on Addam for a Healing spell, since I’d used mine. I knew Addam had Healing spells without asking. He’d told me recently that the daily storing of Healing spells was only one of the small ways I’d changed his life.


  Brand strode ahead of his party and glared at my injuries. “You fucking led me to believe you could handle a half dozen men.”


  “I lulled them into a false sense of security with my bleeding. Your leg?”


  “Fine.”


  “Any chance you left some men alive for questioning?”


  “Why? So they could pop back up and stab me when I’m victoriously pumping my fist in the fucking air?”


  I smiled, but only for a second. “Max?”


  “He’s shocky. We need to get him home. We need to figure out what the hell just happened. What’s going to happen.”


  I looked behind Brand, toward Max, whose beautiful fae features were filled with the hollow remains of spent emotion. I went up to him and put my hands on his shoulder. When he wouldn’t meet my eyes, I pressed my thumbs along his jaw and gave his chin a little shake.


  He blinked and said, “I dropped your coffee.”


  Then he started to cry. I pulled him into me.


  Behind me, Brand said, “Maybe we should call the Tower.”


  And I heard Quinn say, miserably, “No. Not yet. He never likes what you do next.”


  JIRVAN


  Months ago, I’d been involved in a raid that took down Lady Lovers, a corrupt Arcana. Through a series of events that didn’t reflect poorly on me at all, I’d found myself chained in a secret room while Lady Lovers decided whether I was worth the effort of reprisal. In the end, we’d made a deal. For one of her sigils, I would safely deliver a package to a destination of her choosing. She promised it would not interfere with my benefactor’s agenda in any way, nor would it intrinsically cause harm to me or mine. I accepted that sucker bet, because my personal armory of sigils was catastrophically limited, and owning another one was a lifechanging opportunity.


  The “package” turned out to be her seventeen-year-old grandson, Matthias Saint Valentine. And Max’s “destination” was his age of majority— four years in the future.


  Vows among Atlanteans carried power and consequence. I hadn’t known—still didn’t know—if breaking that vow would rebound on me. But over the last few months, Max had become a part of the household. He and Brand sniped at each other with the affection of brothers; and anything that put more love in Brand’s heart was something I’d fight to preserve.


  The loose thread to the arrangement was the Hanged Man. We’d learned that Max had been promised to him as marital leverage between the Heart Throne and Gallows. I suspected—based on absolutely no evidence or fact—that Lady Lovers’ deal, arranged in the last moments of her court, was an attempt to spare her grandson this future. I’d like to think some shred of decency had illuminated her mistakes in the end.


  The Hanged Man’s court operated on the fringes of Atlantean society. Once upon a time, the Gallows had served a purpose. Much in the same way that Lady Lovers’ Heart Throne had served a purpose, before she corrupted it with rape and human slavery. The Gallows had been the patron of victims, and a recourse for the wrongfully accused. It had treated death with honor and reverence. It had believed in justice.


  In the modern age, it had become its reverse. The Hanged Man was a killer. He’d left his humanity behind centuries ago, and, in the days before Atlantis was revealed and a peace treaty signed, was linked to some of the worst human myths.


  He was surrounded by no great houses. His rule on his court was absolute and unchallenged. He was a monster to monsters, even in a city like New Atlantis.


  But I’d survived monsters before.


  We accepted a ride in one of the guarda cars.


  Addam sat next to me in one of the two backseats. His hands kept itching toward his platinum disc sigils, the way he always got when he wanted to maul me with a Healing spell. “Your hand looks very bad,” he said, concern sharpening the consonants of his Russian accent. “And your feet are black.”


  “Cantrip blowback,” I said. Another side effect of quick, cheap magic; I was losing the outer layer of skin. “It’ll hold.”


  “Heal him,” Brand said from the front seat.


  Addam touched his sigil. The warmth of the spell filled the air, then he set about sunburning my injuries back into health.



OEBPS/Images/opencover.jpg
K.D. EDWARDS










OEBPS/Text/cover.xhtml

  [image: image1]




OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
-0 -
YR,





