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			This book is dedicated to good friends, new and old.

			I couldn’t ask for better.

			And yes, that even includes the ones who will never read this.

		

	
		
			One  [image: ]

			The Huntsman glowered as he ground the old jeep over the grit-strewn pavement. The unyielding seasons had battered and cracked the empty lot to the point that it looked like a parched desert of gray. The morning was chill but bright. Fall was quickly coming to a close, but the weather was as yet mild enough to leave the barren asphalt melted dry of frost by the sun.

			He pulled the old jeep up beside a dark, sleek vehicle without mirrors at the lot’s center and cut the engine. It sputtered and died like something under the hood had strangled it. Standing just beyond the engine block of Mayflower’s jeep, and staring at the covered manhole that led below, was Damien Grieves.

			The newly appointed Department director didn’t move as Mayflower climbed out and stepped onto the cracked pavement. He simply stared down at the manhole, his arms crossed over the breast of his perfectly pressed suit.

			“Thank you for coming, Les,” the director said without looking at him.

			Mayflower grunted, pulling at the lapels of his own, threadbare jacket to better settle it over his shoulder holster. It was getting old.

			Then again, so was he.

			“Figured I ought to,” the Huntsman said. He paused and looked around. “No one else?”

			“No. Figured she wouldn’t much care if anyone else was here.”

			“Not sure she’d give a damn about us being here, either.”

			Grieves chuckled, the first sign that he was anything beyond a talking statue, and straightened, moving to grip his hands behind the small of his back. “I think she would have.”

			“Maybe.”

			They remained quiet for a moment before Mayflower’s ear caught the sound of claw on concrete. It was something he had heard frequently enough in his long years to recognize in an instant. He turned, reaching for his revolver, but before he could draw, Grieves dampened the movement with a steady hand.

			Behind them, a dozen or so paces away, sat a cat.

			Or at least a monstrous re-creation of one.

			Its body was carefully hammered metal, its claws razor blades, and its tail made of chain links. In fact, the only part of it that truly was a cat was its bleached white skull, topped with ears of copper—one of which had been carefully folded down at the tip.

			It was a familiar.

			More specifically, Mansgraf’s familiar.

			Mayflower and his punk of a partner, Grimshaw Grimsby, had spotted the abomination when they had last delved into the old witch’s lair below, and though he still felt the urge to gun it down, it was Grimsby’s voice from back then that stopped him more than Grieves’s hand.

			Instead of drawing the gun, he drew a breath and sighed. The abomination could live—for now.

			The cat, for its part, mimed licking its paws despite not having a tongue and ignored him completely.

			“Guess that makes three,” Mayflower said, shrugging away Grieves’s arm.

			“It was pawing at the entrance when I arrived,” the director said. “I didn’t care for the thought of leaving it down there.”

			“You’d rather it be loose up here?”

			“I will collect it when we are done.”

			Mayflower crossed his arms. “So long as it’s not my problem.”

			Grieves nodded and knelt down and inspected his own work. The manhole had been etched with careful spellcraft—but though it was of a kind Mayflower wasn’t familiar with, that hardly narrowed it down. He avoided learning anything more than he had to when it came to the work of witches.

			He’d leave that to Grimsby.

			However, while Mayflower might not know the details, he could still recognize the intent.

			After all, it was why Grieves had invited him.

			They were here to bury Mansgraf.

			“Why now?” Mayflower asked. “It’s been a year.”

			“Indeed. I believe that is time enough.”

			“Have to admit,” Mayflower said, taking a breath of cold air, “I half expected her to come back. Knowing her, it wouldn’t have been that crazy.”

			Grieves said nothing. He brushed away a bit of dirt from the runes on the manhole and stood. “I take it you don’t fully know what she has down there, either?” he asked.

			“No. Seemed smarter to keep it that way.”

			“Agreed. This ward will see to it that what lies down there remains—or at least none of it comes out on this end.”

			“Probably for the best.”

			Grieves nodded. “Would you like to say any words?”

			“This ain’t a damn funeral, Grieves.”

			“Isn’t it?”

			“Is her body down there? Or do you still have it in some freezer?”

			The director glanced over; his gaze alone could keep corpses frozen. “Her life’s work is down there. Everything she fought to trap, every secret she sought to learn, every power she wanted to keep from those who would abuse it. It’s all down there. I’d say that’s more Mansgraf than a few bones, wouldn’t you?”

			Mayflower growled but didn’t argue.

			“So, if you have anything you would like to say, Les, now is the time.”

			Mayflower gritted his teeth so hard he felt like they might crack apart to match the pavement. Mansgraf had been gone a year, but that wasn’t much different from before. He had once been her partner, and even then he might not see the old bat for months at a time—hell, once she had vanished for seven years. He’d figured she had been dead then, too.

			But she had always come back—up until he had asked her not to.

			He shook his head.

			Now she was gone again, and this time it was for good.

			He didn’t much like that idea.

			“I hope you found some peace,” Mayflower said quietly.

			The director gave him a moment more, but he had nothing left to say. For someone like her—someone like him—peace was everything.

			He had only known it once.

			Grieves raised his hand and the runes began to glow.

			Mansgraf’s lair would be sealed, and within it, all that she had fought for.

			Mayflower just wished her bones were there as well. It seemed a more fitting burial for a warrior.

			He turned away from Grieves and his magic. Damien was ruthless, but Mayflower didn’t doubt his intentions to keep Mansgraf’s secrets out of anyone’s hands. After all, he was the only other person who knew where the lair’s entrance was, and despite his position as director, he hadn’t informed the Department of Unorthodox Affairs.

			If nothing else, that told Mayflower that Grieves retained some small measure of spine. Perhaps a vertebra or two.

			He left the director to his work, though he noticed the familiar had vanished. He shook his head; that would be Grieves’s problem as well. He returned to the old jeep and climbed in, leaving the witch in the rearview.

			The jeep rattled oddly, beyond the usual clatter of the rune-carved bars that encased the back seat, but Mayflower’s attention on the road matched his grip on the wheel—unwavering and rigid. His mind kept trying to drift into the past, but it was a place that held few comforts for him. Instead, he focused on keeping both it and the jeep in their lanes and kept his thoughts blank.

			The gray day grew toward noon when he pulled into the drive at home.

			Two women stood on his doorstep, waiting. He recognized them both.

			Miranda Finley, a Department Analyst, and her sister, Sarah Finley—his neighbor.

			He felt his old heart clatter to a halt even as the jeep’s engine did. If they were both here, that could mean only one thing.

			He stepped out, paling as a cold sweat dampened the silver-threaded lining of his jacket.

			Miranda ran up to him and hugged him hard, her multicolored hair a frayed mess, her hooded eyes so reddened that the freckles on her cheeks were lost. Even with the platform heels of her heavy black boots, her head didn’t reach his collar.

			Sarah, meanwhile, offered him a subdued smile and a small wave over her sister’s shoulder. Tall and willowy, she still seemed strong beside Finley, though it looked to Mayflower to be by necessity.

			He felt his chest twinge as he nodded to her, then forced himself to put an arm around Finley. There was only one thing that could have brought them both to his door like this.

			Their father.

			His oldest friend.

			“Liam—” Mayflower said, feeling his gruff voice catch. “Is he…?”

			Finley said something, but it was so sodden and sobbed through his chest that he couldn’t make it out.

			Sarah met his gray eyes with her own. “The doctors say he hasn’t long. Dad says they don’t know ‘shite,’ but I think this time they’re right.”

			“Then why are you two here?”

			“Because he asked to see you, Mr. Mayflower.”

			Mayflower bit back the bitter surge of emotions, entombing them in his gut as he might trap a monster in his jeep’s warded cage.

			He hadn’t expected to say farewell to two of his people today. After all, the list of people that mattered to him wasn’t exactly long—but it was apparently growing quickly shorter. He felt the urge to go inside and get a drink. Instead, he turned back toward the jeep.

			“I’ll meet you two there,” he said, glancing back to the sisters. “I need to get something first.”

		

	
		
			Two  [image: ]

			Grimsby waited outside the bolted iron doors, listening to the mechanisms within churn and hiss.

			A recorded voice played over a small speaker set into the wall. “Please stand clear.”

			He did so, stepping back as the door lurched and opened. Ahead of him was a small concrete room. One wall, however, had been replaced by plexiglass, revealing a white chamber on the other side. Its walls and floor were padded, and what little furniture was allotted seemed to be bolted to the foundation or made of harmless, flimsy plastic.

			The voice played again. “Visitation is limited to ten minutes.”

			He ignored the warning and took a deep breath, trying to fill his oversize Auditor’s jacket the best he could. He clenched and unclenched his hands, digging his nails into his palms to give his nerves an outlet.

			He stepped toward the plexiglass wall, his motions slower than he liked.

			Standing on the other side, wearing a jumpsuit the same bright white color of her cell, was Rayne. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her wrists bound in manacles. Though they each held a loop for a chain, nothing bound them together.

			Instead, their function was to stifle her magic.

			Rayne didn’t move as he approached the glass. She was expecting him.

			After all, she had asked him there.

			He stood on the opposite side of the transparent wall, the darkened concrete around him.

			He straightened his lapels and cleared his throat. “I—I didn’t expect to see you again.”

			Rayne shrugged, crossing her arms. She’d grown pale in her captivity. If not for the shock of her dark hair, he might have thought she was a ghost. “How long has it been?” she asked. “A little hard to keep track in here.”

			“About six months,” Grimsby said quietly. “It’s starting to get cold again.”

			“It’s always cold,” Rayne said.

			Grimsby felt a pang in his chest, and a flash of anger that came with it. “You’re the one who told me to stop visiting.”

			She only nodded.

			They stood in quiet for a moment.

			Grimsby’s anger faded much faster than his guilt. “You—you know I’m sorry, right? I’m—” he began.

			She interrupted him with a raise of her hand. “I know.”

			“No, just—let me say it.”

			She turned her dark teal eyes to him, waiting. They were the color of stormy seas.

			“I’m sorry. If I could have found another way, if I had known some spell…” He trailed off. He’d practiced his apology a dozen times a day since he had failed her.

			Rayne grasped the nail that dangled from her neck. A plastic cap covered its tip, but otherwise the iron was a stark bit of darkness in the white room. “It is…what it is,” she finally said, letting the nail fall from her palm. Instead of falling back to her chest, however, it maintained contact with the tip of her thumb as though it was magnetized.

			Grimsby knew from personal experience that the nail would not leave her possession. And, so long as she had it, her magic would be warped—inverted and strange.

			It was this very fact that kept Rayne in control of herself.

			Because Rayne wasn’t the only one in her own head.

			Rayne watched the nail dangle; then her face twitched and her brow furrowed with annoyance as she glanced across her cell. However, where she stared, there was nothing.

			Nothing he could see, at least.

			She returned the nail to her chest. “I didn’t ask you here to apologize,” she finally said.

			“So, why did you, then?”

			She gripped her hands around her arms and glanced behind her again. This time, to a different corner of the room. There, Grimsby spotted a small black bead that he realized was the lens of a camera. Rayne seemed to hesitate, then finally took a breath. “They’re letting me out,” she finally said.

			“They—they are?” Grimsby asked, feeling his chest swell with excitement. “When? How?” He couldn’t help but feel a smile on his face. He’d tried everything he knew to appeal Rayne’s case, but the Department hadn’t relented on keeping her in containment.

			In fact, he suddenly recalled, Rayne had agreed with them.

			And she did not mirror his enthusiasm.

			He felt his elation abate. “What’s happened?” he asked.

			Rayne dredged up a smile. “Grieves pulled some strings. I won’t be free—but I can at least move my house arrest to the Department itself. They’ve prepared quarters for me in the research wing, and I’ll have access to the library. I’ll be there before nightfall.”

			“That’s still good news! Maybe you can find something there to get rid of”—he glanced around—“her.”

			Rayne’s smile faded. “Maybe,” she said, though there was nothing like hope in the word.

			Behind Grimsby, the speaker chimed on the other side of the heavy door.

			“Visitation concluding in one minute.”

			He felt his stomach drop as he looked back to Rayne. “Well, I hate to cut this short, but—”

			Suddenly, Rayne approached the glass, pressing her hand against it. “Thank you, Grimsby,” she said.

			“What?” he asked. “What for?”

			“For not giving up on me.” She smiled suddenly in an odd way. She tilted her head in a slight gesture toward her hand.

			He shifted uncomfortably. Such a display from Rayne was rare—especially unprompted. He stepped closer, raising his hand to meet hers. The glass was cool beneath his skin.

			She then took a deep breath, as though trying to remind herself to be patient. She shifted her hand slightly to the side, then gestured again at her palm, this time with her eyes.

			Grimsby frowned, confused, but as he followed her eyes, he realized her palm wasn’t the pale white he expected.

			Instead, it had writing on it.

			
				Meet Keen.

				Bartlett and Salem St. 7:36 tonight.

				Face the crown and turn away.

				He may be able to help me.

				Tell no one.

				Please.

			

			Grimsby blinked, realizing what he was reading.

			Behind him, the door chimed again. “Sealing chamber in thirty seconds.”

			He looked back to Rayne. Her face seemed torn between pleading and guilt. He had never known her to ask for help before. It was part of why she had ended up in the Asylum with her curse and her cranial companion.

			If she was asking now, it was because she needed it.

			And he owed her at least as much.

			He nodded and took a step back toward the door as it began to close.

			“Of course,” he said, stepping through the door. “I won’t give up.”

			Her expression softened and a sad smile crossed her face. “Thank you.”

			Grimsby had no time to say anything else as the heavy portal slammed home and the mechanisms began to churn and grind, sealing it closed.

		

	
		
			Three  [image: ]

			“Ashes to ashes,” Grimsby cursed, rubbing at his right hand with his left, smearing ash on his sweat-dampened skin as he did.

			The ferry had returned him to the Department of Unorthodox Affairs a couple of hours ago, traveling from the Asylum up the Mystic River to the facility’s private dock. However, with no current case to busy his mind, Grimsby had little choice but to wait until the evening and Rayne’s enigmatic meeting.

			He had looked for Finley, hoping to see what she might be able to dig up on Keen, whom Rayne had told him about. Unfortunately, the Analyst had taken a personal day. She had taken a few the past few weeks and had been quieter than usual.

			He hoped she was all right.

			And while there were plenty of other Analysts who might be able to find the information he wanted, he couldn’t trust any of them so well as her.

			He’d have to go in blind and hope Rayne knew what she was asking of him.

			But instead of stressing about what might come, he had decided to put his mind and magic toward more productive efforts.

			Or at least more active efforts.

			He glared at the soot-sodden tennis balls that littered the metal grating at his feet. Each was a failed attempt at a new spell.

			And each was more tiring than the last.

			He grunted and peeled off his jacket, tossing it onto a metal table that lay at one end of the long concrete room. He rolled his formerly white sleeves to the elbow. He had picked up a half dozen white shirts when he had become an Auditor, but now each was stained to a mottled gray on the left side.

			Turned out ash stains were impossible to clean.

			He shook his shoulders to loosen his tense muscles. He clenched his hands a few times to relax himself, though the tension never left his jaw.

			Below the grating under his feet, a reservoir of water trickled and wavered, but the room was otherwise ear-piercingly quiet.

			He turned from the table to look down the long, narrow chamber. Thick concrete walls braced with steel stretched out on either side of him, inlaid with silver wards that would repel direct magic.

			Even so, scorches marred the walls. The concrete was riddled with long scratches and scars that cut bright lines through ash. Other Auditors used the chambers to test their own magic and their own abilities.

			He imagined the room alight with flame, arcs of glowing power, or other forces drawn in from the Elsewhere and shaped with Impetus.

			Then he looked down at his soot-stained tennis balls.

			The room was a magical firing range, yet the closest thing he could manage was the sparks and gouts of flame that leaked from his scars when he lost control.

			He felt doubts creep into his stomach and try to work their way up to his throat.

			He took a sharp breath and used the cool air to force them back down again.

			Today he wasn’t here to play with fire.

			Today he was practicing a new spell.

			He scooped up a wire basket and knelt to collect the fuzzy green orbs. They weren’t exactly Department standard for the spell chamber, but nobody had stopped him from borrowing them from the rec center.

			He held one up with his scarred hand. It was nearly too gray to be recognized. He must have already thrown this one in particular a dozen times.

			“Lucky thirteen it is,” he said, taking a deep breath.

			He called on his Impetus as he breathed, feeling its warmth rise within him even as his chest expanded, drawing in strength from the Elsewhere—the other world with which all witches shared an innate and dangerous connection. The power poured into his body, its familiar heat growing from comfort to pain as it reached his scars’ edges. It welled within him, threatening to break free if not commanded.

			It awaited direction.

			A word.

			A spell.

			He readied the spell in his mind, a vision of it in action, along with a symbol he had carefully concocted from a mix of tomes and grimoires from a dozen sources.

			It wasn’t an easy matter, but he’d managed such a feat once, and it had been with fewer resources and considerably more depression.

			Yet, so far, he’d been unable to replicate the process.

			For most witches, learning a new spell was like learning how to walk all over again. It wasn’t always easy. Some took to it better than others. But, fast or slow, it was still somehow natural.

			His first spells had been that way. His mother had shown him their family grimoire; she had shown him how to picture the spell, how to feel it before it happened.

			He had learned two before she passed away.

			Ever since, whenever he tried new spells, no amount of practice ever seemed to be enough, and he was finding himself fast running out of patience. If not for accidentally managing his Chute spell, he might have thought it impossible to ever learn any again.

			And perhaps he wouldn’t.

			A shadow of doubt clouded his mind, and even as it did, he felt his waiting Impetus waver. Sparks snapped on his arm and he saw small embers burn deep in his ash-dusted skin.

			“You can do this,” he muttered to himself, and though he didn’t fully believe the words, it still felt nice to hear them out loud. “You have to do this.”

			With one last breath, he tossed the ball into the air with his left hand, then reached out with his right, his fingers splayed wide.

			“Hold!”

			There was a glimmer in the air, and for a moment several points of light flickered into the briefest existence, like distant stars suspended in midair. The tennis ball arced up, and just as it began to descend, it stuttered. Almost like gravity forgot about it for the barest moment.

			Grimsby felt a small spike of hope in his belly again.

			Then there was a dull snap, like a firecracker burning out, and the lights snapped out of existence. The ball fell to the ground, bouncing at a wild angle on the hard grate floor.

			The hope spike pierced straight through him, and he deflated.

			Not today.

			Perhaps not ever.

			He shook his head and resisted the urge to just sit down and curl into himself.

			An unconscious hand rose to his left arm, and the old, old burns. They still ached sometimes. Maybe they were what held him back.

			Or maybe he was simply too weak.

			He felt a bitter surge of anger in his gut, and the sudden urge to punch the wall filled him.

			But instead of breaking his hand, he took the anger and used it to set his jaw.

			“You got nowhere better to be,” he muttered.

			But, as he knelt to grab another tennis ball, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see a figure standing in the tall plexiglass windows that flanked the room’s entrance.

			Leslie Mayflower. The Huntsman.

			His partner.

			Grimsby let the tennis ball fall and gestured for Mayflower to enter, grabbing a washcloth from beside his jacket to wipe the soot off his hands.

			Mayflower entered the room like the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, only twice as skeletal and half as cheerful. Even more than normal, he seemed stark.

			“Grimsby,” he said with a simple nod in greeting.

			“Hey there, stretch,” Grimsby said, straightening and tilting his head at Mayflower, trying not to let his frustrations spill over to his friend. “You all right?”

			The Huntsman ignored his question and glanced over to the stack of letters on the table. “Heard you went to see Rayne this morning.”

			Grimsby knew better than to push his own question. Les would answer in his own time. “Yeah,” he said, wiping his palms somewhat clean with the rag before dropping it on the table, totally blackened.

			“She talk to you this time?” he asked.

			Mayflower knew well that Rayne had stonewalled Grimsby until he stopped visiting. Better than anyone, the Huntsman knew the guilt Grimsby felt about what had happened to her. Even so, she had asked him not to speak of his meeting to anyone.

			And that included Mayflower.

			Grimsby felt his mouth dry at the idea of keeping it from his partner, but he had promised. Perhaps once he had figured out exactly what was going on, he could confide in him.

			But not yet.

			“She, uh, she did, yeah,” he finally said.

			“And?” Mayflower asked. It was hard to tell if his tone was suspicious or simply, well, simply the Huntsman’s standard.

			“She’s gotten special dispensation to stay here at the Department instead of her cell at the Asylum. Use the library and such.”

			“So she’s still a prisoner.”

			Grimsby felt disgust and shame rise in the back of his throat. “Yeah, yeah, I guess she is. And it’s my fault. I ruined her life.”

			“She wouldn’t have a life if it weren’t for you,” Mayflower said. He spoke calmly, but there was an intensity in his quiet tone.

			Grimsby, meanwhile, couldn’t help but raise his voice. “And she’d still have both if I wasn’t so…” He trailed off, staring at his left hand.

			He dropped the words. What was he, even?

			Weak, he thought. I’m weak.

			Mayflower let the room be quiet for a long moment. Then he gestured to the tennis balls. “So, you figured you’d practice your serve?”

			Grimsby resisted snapping a reply. Instead, he reined himself in, taking a deep breath through his nose.

			“More like test my patience,” he said. “I thought if I can’t figure out a new spell, I could at least try to figure out how I managed that blasted one from when I was cursed.”

			“No luck?”

			“None that I can find. It doesn’t make any sense,” Grimsby said, leaning against the edge of the heavy table and crossing his arms. “I mean, I’ve cast the jabberwocking spell before! But that was when I had the nail that made my magic go wonky. Without it, it’s just not the same.”

			“Maybe the nail was the source?” Mayflower suggested, though his tone seemed a half-hearted effort. Something else seemed to be eating at him, though he didn’t seem ready to bring it up.

			Grimsby still didn’t pry.

			His patience was thin, but he could always manage a bit more for Mayflower.

			He shook his head in reply. “No, at least, I don’t think so. It felt more like a mirror than a magnifying glass. But I got so used to doing it backward that I can’t do it forward.”

			Mayflower nodded absently, but Grimsby could tell he wasn’t really listening. Instead, he was staring at the veins of scarred and scorched silver that ran through the walls.

			Grimsby let him stare until he couldn’t stand the quiet anymore. “Les,” he said, “what are you doing down here?”

			Mayflower only nodded, as if accepting Grimsby’s change of subject. “I…need your help.”

			Grimsby straightened.

			Mayflower was almost always direct, except when he needed help.

			Most days, Grimsby assumed the Huntsman would rather be broken and bleeding than ask anyone for anything. In fact, he had seen it himself on occasion. If he was asking straight, that could mean only one thing.

			Something was wrong.

			“Everything okay?” Grimsby asked.

			The Huntsman was quiet, so quiet that the room seemed to mirror him, to the point where the only sound was the quiet trickle of water below them.

			“No,” he finally said.

			Grimsby felt the urge to ask questions, to figure out what was wrong and how best to help his friend.

			Instead, he only grabbed his jacket.

			“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

			Mayflower nodded. It was the closest thing to thanks Grimsby could expect.

			And it was plenty.

		

	
		
			Four  [image: ]

			The Huntsman led the way out of the spell chamber, and Grimsby hurried to keep pace. The corridor they passed through was of heavy red brick, but other sections of the subterranean facilities were built with bricks from different periods throughout the city’s history. Boston was one of the oldest cities in the States, and it had been rebuilt over itself on many occasions, leaving a labyrinth of relegated subway tunnels, abandoned utility passages, and subterranean sewers.

			And beneath the Department was no exception.

			Here, however, they had been repurposed into a bevy of secure facilities, from training chambers to observation rooms and other things he didn’t have clearance to access—or perhaps even know about.

			Few other personnel traversed these corridors, and those who did moved with brisk purpose. A pair of Auditors spoke in hushed tones as they moved toward the spell chambers, giving Grimsby and Mayflower curt nods as they passed. A familiar tailed them, looking like a hare as its metal paws skittered on the polished concrete floor. It paused briefly to look at Grimsby, its ears of braided leather twitching over its bleached skull.

			Grimsby suppressed a shudder. Animal familiars were common at the Department; many witches even kept them as companions, such as Mansgraf’s familiar, which he had encountered in the past.

			But those were simple creatures—animals.

			Their human counterparts, however, were much, much more horrible, and his own experience with them a year ago still made cameos in his nightmares, though they had thankfully grown more infrequent.

			At least, aside from Blackskull, the familiar that had personally stalked him.

			The memory of that charred skull still often woke him in the middle of the night.

			Fortunately, Blackskull was dead.

			“Definitely, definitely dead,” he muttered, feeling like saying it aloud would make it more true.

			Mayflower glanced over to him as they reached the crux of the corridor, but didn’t pry. Here, the passage branched into the three matching wings of the Department above: operations, research, and logistics. Each slanted slowly up.

			The fourth passage, however, led down.

			“You ever been down there?” he asked Mayflower, gesturing to the last.

			“To the reliquary?” the Huntsman said. “Not much for me down there. Mansgraf used to practically live there, though. Department had to drag her out once from some obsession or another.”

			“I hear it’s impenetrable. Nothing can break in—like a magical Fort Knox.”

			“It better be,” the Huntsman growled. “It’s a hairsbreadth from being a magical Chernobyl,” he said. “If you thought Mansgraf’s lair had some dark stuff, the reliquary is as bad—if not worse. And they don’t use Wardboxes.”

			“Why not?”

			He shook his head, eyeing a passing Agent and waiting for her to be out of earshot. “Because the Department thinks it’s a damn armory. In case things get real bad, you can’t go scrambling all over to get the key.”

			Grimsby thought back to when he had held a relic from Mansgraf’s lair—a severed hand. He had all but killed a man that day. For the Department to think of using something like that as a weapon…He forced away the sickening memory. “How bad could they expect it to get?”

			“If it’s ever as bad as it was when the Coven made a grab for power: real bad.”

			“Think we’ll ever be in that much trouble?”

			“Not from the Coven,” he said firmly. “But from something? Sure. The only question is if I’ll live to see it.” He shook his head. “I hope not.”

			“What about me?” Grimsby said.

			“You? I’m surprised you’re even alive as it is, to be honest.” The Huntsman said the words with a mere half-hearted condescension that only made Grimsby’s worry for him deeper.

			“It is a small series of miracles,” he said, managing a smile but casting a nervous glance down the corridor to the reliquary all the same.

			“Grows longer every day,” the Huntsman said as he started toward the research wing.

			A secure elevator took them to the surface, though only after they both fumbled with their badges in front of the scanner for several moments each. They arrived on the main floor, mutually grumbling about how the fault certainly must lie with the technology.

			It wasn’t long until they passed through the parking lot of black Department-standard vehicles: sedans with no mirrors. In the middle of them, like a brown steel shoal in a sea of dark glass and plastic, stood the Huntsman’s old jeep.

			The rusted beast creaked as they climbed inside. The sunbaked leather seat was warm despite the cold outside and softly burned Grimsby even through his suit. The heat was an odd comfort despite the dull pain. He felt himself sink into what little cushion remained and buckled in as the Huntsman started the engine. It choked to life, hoarse and rasping like a man waking from his grave, but it turned over all the same.

			They didn’t talk much on the drive.

			The Huntsman was often quiet, but this time he was silent. There seemed to be an odd weight on him. His hands gripped the wheel too hard. His usual smooth navigation of the busy roads was sharp and aggressive. Grimsby assumed that would hold true for his words, and so he didn’t press the Huntsman to speak. Whatever troubled him, Grimsby would give whatever help he could.

			After all, they had fought monsters together.

			They had caught killers together.

			Whatever they would now face, they could handle it together.

			But as they exited the highway and slowed onto quiet side streets, Grimsby began to wonder what kind of foe they would find in such a calm suburb.

			He rocked in the cracked leather seat as Mayflower brought the jeep to a halt. He had expected some dark and ominous warehouse or an entrance to an abandoned sewer network. Instead, they had parked in a clean lot interspersed with hedges just before a sign that read:

			Divine Spark Palliative Care

			“A hospice? What are we doing here?” Grimsby asked, but there was no reply. “Les?” He looked over to see Mayflower staring at the sign, his face pale and taut.

			It wasn’t fear Grimsby saw—at least, he didn’t think so. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen fear from the Huntsman, and if he did, he doubted he’d recognize it as the same emotion he himself felt all too often.

			Rather, it was a sort of hollowed awfulness. It was like he could almost see Mayflower caving in on himself, his visage collapsing bit by bit into some dark pit within.

			“Les?” Grimsby asked again, worried. “Les?” He reached out and put his hand on Mayflower’s tense shoulder.

			The Huntsman winced at the touch, but he seemed to draw himself out of whatever possessed him. “Inside. Let’s go.” But despite his words, he didn’t make a move to exit the jeep until Grimsby did so first.

			Finally, he unfurled himself from the vehicle, standing to his looming height. Even more than usual, he looked like the most grim of reapers. Albeit one that had exchanged its robes and scythe for an out-of-fashion suit and less-than-moderate alcoholism.

			And, of course, an ever-present gun.

			He forced himself to move, with visible effort, toward the double glass doors ahead, so slow that Grimsby did not have to hurry to keep up, even with his shorter legs.

			The doors slid open at their approach, and an electronic bell rang somewhere beyond the empty reception counter. The floors were polished to an unnatural sheen, and the air was overburdened with a mixture of powdery perfume and antiseptic. The fluorescent lights above droned with a grating yet comfortingly consistent buzz, their pale light bleaching what little color there was to sterile whites and grays.

			A moment later, a woman appeared from a doorway behind the counter, her blue scrubs the only color that seemed to keep from being desaturated. Her graying hair was tied tight into a bun that seemed to stretch her stern face. “Hello,” she said, her voice a bit rough, though polite. She had severe dark eyes that studied them as though she recognized them. “Can I help you?”

			Mayflower cleared his throat, then uttered a guttural “Finley, please.”

			The woman’s face softened with measured sadness. “Ah, of course. This way, please.”

			Grimsby’s eyes widened in recognition. “Finley?” he asked, but the woman didn’t seem to hear him, and Mayflower didn’t seem to want to speak more than was necessary.

			Grimsby shook his head. It couldn’t be Finley. She was young and healthy. And surely he would have heard if something had happened to her—after all, there didn’t seem to be anyone at the Department who didn’t like her at least a little bit.

			So, then, whom was Mayflower here for?

			He was forced to discard the question as the nurse, or perhaps aide, moved to lead them down the hall to the left, and Mayflower seemed to brace himself with an expectant breath, like one might before diving into cold water or being punched in the gut. He seemed to stall for a moment, but Grimsby gently nudged his wrist with an elbow.

			“Let’s not get left behind,” he said.

			Mayflower’s jaw clenched, but he nodded. Between the three of them, their feet felt deafeningly loud on the shining floors, the sound muffled only by the faint drone of public domain classical music. The hall seemed to go on for an oddly long time, or perhaps Grimsby was merely vicariously feeling the tension that oozed from the Huntsman.

			They passed a few rooms, as well as a few other staff in blue. There were what looked like a couple of residents as well, though most seemed to stay in their rooms. Grimsby felt himself shifting uncomfortably. He had never been in a hospice before, but he knew what they were for: they were a place to go when that final step waited and there was nothing to be done about it.

			The very air seemed to have an odd weight to it, like it was full of a mist of invisible lead. It was somehow a heavy place to be, and as it weighed on him, he found himself wishing to depart as quickly as possible.

			Despite the deeply instinctive urge, however, he kept pace by Mayflower’s side. Whatever he felt about this place seemed to fall tenfold on the Huntsman, and while he hadn’t expected this to be what Mayflower had meant when he asked for help, that didn’t mean he would abandon him now.

			The aide, a couple of dozen paces ahead of them, stopped before a closed door, but Mayflower stopped much sooner.

			Grimsby almost kept walking without realizing, and he turned to see the Huntsman standing still, staring through a door into an empty room. He was motionless, but there was something to his face, some alien expression that Grimsby had no earthly means to decipher. Whatever it was, he could tell one thing.

			There was a war raging in the Huntsman’s eyes.

			Not one of anger and fury, but a war of cold and drudgery and terror. It was a kind of recognition, and yet not knowing, and the horror that came alongside it.

			“L-Les?” Grimsby asked.

			Mayflower’s distant eyes seemed to focus, and he turned and walked past Grimsby.

			“I’m sorry,” the Huntsman said, so quiet that Grimsby felt certain the words weren’t for him.

			The aide, who seemed eternally patient as she waited by the closed door, gestured inside. “I think they’re expecting you.”

			Mayflower seemed only able to nod, so Grimsby offered the woman a smile and said, “Thank you.”

			She dipped her head and let them be.

			“Les,” Grimsby asked, “who are we here to see?”

			Mayflower didn’t look as he replied. “Liam Finley. An old, old friend of mine. He’s been unwell for some time, but things took a bad turn fast.”

			“Finley? You mean like—”

			He was cut off as the door opened and Miranda Finley, the Department Analyst who had helped him and Mayflower deal with a terrible ritual months ago, appeared. “Hey, boys,” she said without any of her usual energy, slipping out and shutting the door behind her. Her hooded eyes were reddened and circled with dark hues of exhaustion. The heavy mascara she usually preferred had been smeared into bleary trails, but other than that there was no sign of tears.

			Mayflower stiffened as he turned to her. “How’s your father?”

			Finley managed a sad smile. “Pissed as hell that he isn’t going to outlive my mom.” Her voice caught halfway through the sentence, but she soldiered through. “He won’t see the doctors anymore. Says they’re just making it worse.”

			“Maybe I shouldn’t bother him—” Mayflower began, but then another woman opened the door, one Grimsby didn’t recognize.

			She was accompanied by two children who looked familiar, though he couldn’t quite place them.

			The woman was willowy and tall, with hair bound under a bandana. She wore a denim jacket over dirt-stained overalls that made her look as though she had trudged here straight from a garden. In one hand she held the hand of a young girl, perhaps eight or nine, with hair that matched her mother’s. In the other was that of an even younger boy with gray eyes.

			She offered them both a smile as she ushered the children into the hall and out of the doorway. “He’d like to speak to you, Mr. Mayflower.” She stepped out and held the door open for him.

			“I— Thank you, Sarah,” Mayflower said, his words unusually shaky. He turned to look back to Grimsby, as though searching for some kind of comfort in his expression.

			Grimsby felt as though some secret code was expected from his face. Some magnanimous countenance he could don that would make everything all right.

			Instead, he could manage only a taut, surprised smile.

			Whatever Mayflower saw seemed to ease his tense shoulders a few degrees. He nodded to Grimsby, then went into the room, almost having to stoop under the doorframe.

			The door shut behind him, and Grimsby glanced around in the awkward silence. “They should really lighten this place up. Maybe hire a band or something,” he said.

			Then the little boy, who seemed some mixture of sad and bored, suddenly lit up as he saw Grimsby. “Mr. Auditor man!” he said excitedly. “I didn’t think I’d see you here!”

			Sarah and Finley both looked between them, as surprised as Grimsby was.

			“Oh,” he said, trying to place the child’s face. For a moment, he thought he might have been one of the children who had come to his old work as a restaurant magician. “Well, I didn’t expect to see you, either.”

			Sarah gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, we haven’t met. I’m Mr. Mayflower’s neighbor, Sarah Finley.”

			Suddenly Grimsby remembered. “Right, right! Sorry, I met your kids one time I was at Les’s place. Must have missed you.” He gave the boy a smile. “Still racing your bike around?”

			He grinned, then looked up to his mom and said, “No.”

			“Of course not.” Grimsby winked.

			Sarah let out a soft breath in a poor impression of a laugh. “You’d better not be.” She shook her head. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a few dollar bills. “Annie, hon, take Marshal to the vending machines. Get yourselves some snacks.”

			Annie perked up with a broad grin that was missing a couple of teeth. Then she forced herself to grow stern like a girl given a mission. “Okay, Momma.” She took her brother’s hand. “I call dibs,” she said as they walked away.

			“Dibs on what?” Marshal asked.

			“On the chips.”

			“No! I wanted the chips!” the young boy whined.

			They then argued until the two of them were out of earshot.

			Sarah turned and smiled sadly at Grimsby. “I’m sorry about that.”

			“What for?” he asked. “They’re kids.”

			Finley seemed to start, as she had been staring off distantly. “Yes, right. I should do the social thing.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her tired eyes. “Grimsby, this is my sister, Sarah. Sarah, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby looked between them, one tall and fair-haired with suntanned skin, the other short and pale with freckles and a multicolored mane. If they were siblings, he was their brother.

			He let his confusion be obvious. “Sisters?”

			Sarah and Finley both snorted in a too-identical manner, and both reached to their necks to reveal small chains of silver dangling with opposite halves of a half-heart pendant.

			Finley offered him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. Everyone thinks that when we tell them. Sarah’s my adopted big sister. Our folks thought they couldn’t have a kid of their own, so they adopted her when she was a brat, and then I decided to sucker punch my mom in the womb.” She laughed and playfully punched her sister. “Sarah, this is Auditor Grimshaw Grimsby. A work buddy of mine.”

			Sarah offered him a hand and he shook it. Her skin was soft where it wasn’t calloused.

			“It’s nice to meet you,” he said, “but I’m sorry it’s like this.”

			Sarah’s smile dimmed and she released her grip. “Likewise.”

			Finley put her hand up on Sarah’s shoulder. “Dad’s been sick for a while now, so we’ve known it’s been coming.”

			“Doesn’t make it easier,” Sarah said.

			Finley shook her head. “No, no, it doesn’t. But he’s the bravest man I know. Demanded to make his own arrangements and all.”

			“Still might lose the house,” her sister said quietly.

			“You hush! We’ll be fine. We’ve had that house since I was little, since you were little, and we’re not losing it—even if I have to move back in.”

			Sarah snorted. “You wouldn’t last a week with the kids.”

			“Are you kidding? They love me! I have video games.”

			“We’ll see how much you love them at six in the morning.”

			“Then I’ll live at the Department and send you rent checks—whatever it takes, sis.” She squeezed Sarah’s arm. “We’ll be all right.”

			Grimsby squirmed awkwardly, feeling so foreign and invasive beside this mourning family.

			Why had Mayflower brought him?

			What good was he here?

			“Well,” he said, “if there’s anything I can do—”

			“You already are, dummy,” Finley said.

			“What?”

			She jerked a thumb toward the room. “Sarah and I aren’t doing great, obviously, but we’ve got each other. We’ll get through this. But Les…” Her expression sobered from its hard-won bravado. “I worry about him. He and Dad were friends for a long time—before me, hell, even before Sarah. And he hasn’t got anyone. At least, anyone but you.”

			“Me?” Grimsby asked, feeling suddenly like he was under spotlights.

			“Why do you think he brought you, dweeb? He needed his emotional support witch.”

			“You mean like a dog?” he demanded, uncertain if he should be offended by her suggestion but mulling it over.

			“Well, a teacup variety, at least.” She smiled.

			Grimsby felt his face burn as he decided offense would be appropriate to take, but all other thoughts quickly fell away as he realized why he was there.

			After all, Mayflower had asked for his help.

			He had just assumed that help would entail dealing with bad guys or snooping after some spooky monster. That was something he could handle. That was something he was familiar with.

			But this kind of help wasn’t something he knew—after all, he had dealt with most of the worst moments in his life alone. At least up until a year ago.

			What did he know about supporting someone when they hurt this badly?

			When they were suffering a wound that no one could stop and no one could heal?

			Not a thing.

			“What—what do I do?” he asked.

			Finley snorted. “What do you do? Well, probably nothing. Well, rather, probably whatever it is you usually do. I think Les would appreciate a bit of the familiar right now.”

			Sarah spoke up. “I’ve been his neighbor since I can remember, and I don’t think I’ve seen him better than he’s been in the last year. Even if that just means occasionally shaved and showered.” She gave him a small smile. “You really do help him, Mr. Grimsby. Just—just keep going.”

			“Toadstone tonsils,” Grimsby cursed quietly.

			Suddenly, he wished Mayflower had brought him to a fight instead.

			That would have been simpler.
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			Mayflower stood just inside the door as it closed behind him. Liam’s room was bright, the thick curtains having been drawn away from both windows. Despite the daily march of the deepening autumn chill, both had been left open, leaving the room brisk. He could hear the low buzz of a television’s minimal volume, alongside the low, repetitive beep of some medical machinery.

			A standing curtain separated the bed from the door. It was the same arrangement they had done for Les’s wife, Mary, when she was here. He stared, thinking that perhaps he would find her on the other side again.

			Pale and gaunt, but bright-eyed.

			Smiling.

			Even when she had been fading, she had been so strong. So beautiful.

			He still remembered. He would never forget. He wouldn’t let himself.

			There was nothing worse than being forgotten.

			A muffled, sputtering cough shook him from his memories, and he stepped around the curtain.

			Old Liam was posted up in his bed like a sentry trying to stay awake. His skin hung off what little mass remained, draped over protruding bone. A plastic mask covered his mouth, trailing a tube that led to the beeping machine Mayflower had heard.

			He felt a pang in his gut seeing his old friend reduced to little more than a skeleton. Even so, he swallowed the feeling and set his jaw.

			He needed to be strong. Always strong.

			“I told you to stop getting old,” he said.

			Liam shuddered before it settled into a hitching chuckle, and a grin stretched the sagging flesh of his face taut. “Lord, but I tried,” he said, his voice muffled and hollowed by the mask. “Les. Glad you could make it.”

			“Not sure I can say the same.”

			Liam nodded softly, though it was mostly just tipping his head forward and struggling to bring it back. “How’re the lasses faring?” he asked. Though he probably hadn’t been home to Ireland since he was a boy, his accent was as tenacious as he was.

			“They’re tough. Wish they didn’t have to be.”

			“Aye, and me as well. But it’s just the way of things. Though I wish things didn’t have to be so…” He meekly held up one hand and stared at Mayflower between thin, bloodless fingers. “Ugly.”

			“It’s usually either ugly fast or ugly slow. Not sure which is better.”

			“Ugly fast,” Liam said without hesitation. “Ugly fast.”

			They were both quiet a moment.

			“Why’d you ask for me, Fin?” Mayflower finally said.

			“Can’t a dying man ask to see his old friend?”

			“It’s bad luck to talk about death in your position.”

			Liam managed another chuckle. “I couldn’t even use luck to wipe my arse right now,” he said. “But for your timid heart, I’ll adjust. Can’t a man who’s getting ugly fast ask to see an old friend?”

			“Depends how ugly—and how fast.”

			Liam reached an arm toward the bedside table. Mayflower worried an errant breeze from the open window might snap it at the elbow. There, beside the machine, was a small scrawled note. Liam patted around for it, unable to fully turn his head, until Mayflower reached over and picked it up.

			Liam settled back onto his pillows, relieved. “The others came calling,” he said. “Asking if I knew someone who could help, though they know I do. I expect their pride won’t let them ask you direct.”

			Mayflower’s face tightened. He glanced at the note in his hand. It was only a name and a phone number in a wavering hand. The name read:

			
				Brass Sharp

			

			Mayflower crumpled the note in his hand.

			Liam scoffed. “Easy, now. Took me a week to write that.”

			“I’m not looking to talk to them. We have a deal—I take Boston; they go to hell.”

			“Aye, but he said the job was in Boston.”

			Mayflower’s eyes narrowed. He had cut those ties long ago and had no intention of knotting them back together.

			Liam seemed to see the resolution in his eyes. “You ought to help.”

			“Is that an ugly man’s last wish?”

			“God, don’t let it be,” he wheezed. “I got plenty more. But it’s one of them. You can manage a little good, Les. Whenever you aren’t so damned angry.” His green eyes caught the autumn light and shone with a desperate plea. “Don’t let your anger keep you from doing good.”

			Mayflower glowered, then growled, then finally glared at the wadded paper in his hand.

			“I’ll think about it.”

			“With as much effort as that takes you, I imagine you’ll have enough sunk cost to follow through,” Liam said with a choked cackle. His cackle became a rough, ugly cough, making him buck in his bed and pull away the plastic mask.

			Mayflower stepped closer to help—somehow—but Liam raised a hand.

			“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said with choked words.

			Mayflower was doubtful. “And there’s…nothing to be done?”

			“Aye, God, I hope not. They’ve been busy doing for years now, but we’ve known the valley was coming, and I’ve always been sliding down into its shadow. I’m—” His hoarse voice cracked for the first time. He glanced over Mayflower’s shoulder to make sure the room was otherwise empty. “God help me, Les, I’m just ready for the bottom.”

			Mayflower felt his chest tighten, but he lashed down his voice. “How’re the kids taking it?”

			Liam’s eyes brightened by degrees. “Oh, aye, Sarah’s brought the loves by a few times. Innocent little Marshal doesn’t seem to really know, but Annie…” He shook his head. “Annie knows. Can see in her eyes, she knows.”

			“It ain’t easy saying goodbye. They’re used to having a grandfather.”

			Liam went quiet.

			So did Mayflower.

			And for a minute, it felt like old times.

			Liam looked as though he might hold back the words, but finally he spoke. “Les, you know you—”

			Mayflower knew too well what his oldest friend would say. “I know.”

			“I never wanted to push you, but surely you’ve had time to think thr—”

			“I have.”

			“Won’t you at least consider it? For this dying bastard’s sake?”

			Mayflower stepped close enough to put a hand on his oldest friend’s shoulder.

			“I won’t.”

			“Aye, I suppose you wouldn’t. Maybe in time. Going ugly has a way of making folks say what they always meant to.” He drew a hoarse breath and coughed for a raucous moment. “Just don’t wait until it’s ugly slow—and don’t let it be ugly too fast, you hear me?”

			“I hear you, old friend.”

			He nodded like a soldier relieved of duty. “Go, then, and send the others on in. You’ve got work to do.”

			Mayflower nodded and turned away.

			Liam was right.

			There was work to do.
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			Grimsby nodded a farewell to Sarah and Finley as they returned to their father’s room. Mayflower held the door open for them, his face dark.

			Sarah offered them both a smile before disappearing. Finley paused and arched a brow at Mayflower.

			“Why does it look like he gave you bad news?” she asked.

			Mayflower grunted. “He’s a good man, your dad.”

			“He is,” she agreed, but when the Huntsman seemed unwilling to elaborate further, she shook her head and entered the room, leaving Mayflower and Grimsby alone.

			“How’d it go in there?” Grimsby asked.

			Mayflower shot him a hard look.

			“You—you want to talk about it?” Grimsby asked.

			“Do I look like I want to talk about it?” He let the door close.

			“Well, no. You look like you want to go and strangle someone.”

			“Said the punk within strangling distance.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Actually, I’ve come up with a contingency plan for that.”

			“For me strangling you?”

			“Indeed.”

			“Do tell.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “All I have to do is crouch. That’ll put me just below strangling distance, and at your age, I don’t think you’d risk your back by leaning down to reach me.”

			Mayflower’s dark face lightened a shade. “Sixty seconds ago, I might have agreed. Right now, however, I think cracking a vertebra or two might be worth it just to shut you up.” Despite his words, the Huntsman mustered a small curl of his lip, which was about as close to a grin as Grimsby could hope for.

			“Well, at least without those you’ll be roughly human height—might even pass for one.”

			“Maybe so,” Mayflower said with an odd wistfulness. He turned inward for a moment before finally saying, “Thanks.”

			“For what?”

			“Coming with me,” he said. “Made it a bit easier.”

			“Well, my life simply oozes ease, so I’m not surprised,” Grimsby said with a grin. “But I’m happy to help whenever I can.”

			“You really are. It’s disgusting.” Mayflower feigned a shudder. “Practically inhuman.”

			“Guess that makes us both a little off-hominid.”

			“Perhaps a touch.” Mayflower thumbed toward the parking lot. “Come on. I’ll give you a lift home.”

			Grimsby hesitated, remembering Finley’s urging to keep Mayflower company. “It’s still pretty early,” he said. “Maybe we can head back to the Department and dig up some work.”

			“Not today,” Mayflower said firmly. “I need some time.”

			“You—you sure you want to be alone?” Grimsby asked.

			Mayflower looked at him and began to say something but stopped himself. He made a small sound that might have been a bitter chuckle. “Come on. I’ll take you home.”

			Grimsby tried to think of some masterful argument to sway Mayflower’s decision, but nothing revealed itself. The Huntsman wanted time to himself, and despite what Finley had said, perhaps it was just what he needed. For an ordinary man, it would have been perfectly reasonable.

			But Mayflower was no ordinary man. He was the Huntsman.

			Grimsby had been friends with Mayflower for more than a year now, give or take their initial phase as allies of necessity, and he had rarely seen the Huntsman show anything beyond his usual hard facade, aside from the few cracks of fury or despondency that slipped through. He wasn’t sure exactly how much Mayflower was hurting from the news of his dying friend, but he seemed oddly focused, like he had his sights on something on the horizon that Grimsby couldn’t see—and not simply because of his vantage point.

			Whatever it was, it seemed to give Mayflower some direction, and Grimsby felt it would be unwise to dissuade him from it.

			He just wished the Huntsman would share it with him.

			Then again, Mayflower wasn’t the only one keeping something to himself. Grimsby’s own meeting with Keen was looming. The Huntsman having something to focus on would keep Grimsby from having to outright lie to him, and that much was a comfort.

			Even so, he wished Mayflower would confide in him.

			Perhaps he would in time. Perhaps not. Either way, despite the concerns that plagued Grimsby’s heart, he felt it wasn’t his place to force the issue. For now, he would trust his partner to know what was best.

			They reached the reception desk and Grimsby once again spotted the aide from before. She nodded gravely to them, again showing some kind of recognition on her face when she saw Mayflower.

			They exited into the brisk afternoon air, saying little. Mayflower seemed withdrawn into his own thoughts and Grimsby let him stay there.

			Mayflower drove him back to his apartment, pulling the old jeep up on the chipped curb just outside the alleyway that led to his stairs.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?” Grimsby asked as he unbuckled himself from the reinforced seat belt.

			“Hmm?” Mayflower said, turning to him as though just noticing his presence. “Yeah. Tomorrow. You want a ride?”

			Grimsby found himself with a small smile. “You’re a good man, Les.”

			The Huntsman seemed to shake himself from his thoughts. “What?”

			“Nothing.”

			Mayflower narrowed his eyes. “You want a ride tomorrow?” he repeated.

			“That’s all right. I’ll just meet you there.”

			“All right,” he said. “Stay safe, Grimsby.”

			“You, too, Les.”

			The Huntsman raised a doubtful eyebrow at him but nodded before driving off.

			Grimsby watched him go, doubts clawing at his chest. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to leave him alone. He shook his head and began to climb the stairs, glancing over at the layered graffiti on the wall across the alley. Deep beneath lay the scarred bricks that held words that still made his spine freeze over.

			The words repeated themselves in his mind in the hollow voice of Blackskull, the thing that had etched them there in the first place.

			This isn’t over.

			“When is it ever?” he muttered.

			He reached his door and unlocked it, stepping inside. The apartment was dark aside from the twin beams of pale autumn light that seeped in past the curtained windows. He flicked a hand toward the Bind enchantment on his lamp and activated the latent spark of Impetus within. Despite its being in the dark, he could feel the magic like a spider’s web on the edge of his mind—though it felt slightly out of place. In fact, as he turned his attention to it, he realized the shadows were misplaced as well.

			The drawstring pulled, and the room flared to light.

			Every piece of furniture in his apartment, from his sagging couch to his clicking fridge, was hanging from the ceiling.

			It was as though some invisible hand had inverted gravity in his home, and he felt a sudden wave of disorientation as his brain told him he must be walking on the ceiling.

			He stared in bewilderment before his mind found the explanation.

			“Wudge!” he shouted. “Wudge, where are you?!”

			The only reply was a ghostly cackle that seemed to echo from all around before fading to silence.

			Grimsby stormed around for a moment, following the sound, but it kept moving and evading him. He sighed and shook his head, pressing his fingers against the sudden headache in his temples. “I feel like, at some point in the past, this little trick of yours surely could have been useful,” he said, shaking his head and cursing. “Sticks and stones, Wudge. It’s been a long day. Can’t we do this some other time?”

			Just then, his lamp suddenly seemed to remember what gravity was and fell to the floor, smashing its shade and shattering its bulb, darkening the room.

			“Wudge…” Grimsby growled, feeling frustration and anger build in him. Then he forced himself to draw a deep, calming breath. He hadn’t actually seen his obstinate roommate for months, though odd occurrences like this were consistent reminders of his displeasure.

			The nail that had cursed Grimsby six months ago, and that now kept Rayne’s dark passenger at bay, had originally been Wudge’s prize—a means to find the mysterious door he’d been searching for since they had met.

			But, after all was said and done and the ashes had settled, Grimsby had little choice but to use the nail to save Rayne—and that meant Wudge had been left empty-handed. Ever since, instead of speaking to him, Wudge had settled for making Grimsby’s homelife a hectic mess.

			It was like being haunted by a poltergeist, but with occasional commentary.

			Six months ago, he would have said he deserved it. But each successive prank had diminished his patience—though perhaps not his guilt.

			“How many times do I have to apologize?” Grimsby demanded, his annoyance growing. “Will you just talk to me face-to-face?”

			His couch fell next, thudding hard onto the floor. Wood splintered, and the old furniture piece snapped at the base of its backrest. Grimsby heard the people on the level below him start shouting.

			“Odd’s Bodkin,” he cursed.

			Over the next few minutes, his furniture began to descend. Some of the pieces that Wudge seemed to define as nonessential crashed to the floor much as his couch and lamp had. His fridge and old television, however, descended miraculously unharmed—though upside down.

			He shook his head and felt the urge to find a place to lie down—preferably somewhere not beneath the waiting remnants of Wudge’s floating wrath—but glanced at the cheap watch on his wrist. It was nearly six thirty. He glared as he struggled to recall the address Rayne had provided.

			“Bartlett and Salem at seven thirty-six,” he muttered. “Face the crown and turn away.”

			He wasn’t sure what the crown portion was about, but a quick estimate of travel time to the address Rayne had given him put it at a little over an hour away. To get there by the oddly specific time on a bike would take some, well, creative navigating of the city.

			And likely some magic as well.

			He found his brow furrowing as he felt a small vein of anger well in him.

			He had been trying to get Rayne to talk to him since the incident, and she had refused. Why had she suddenly changed her mind, and what right did she have to ask this of him all of a sudden? Who the heck was this Keen anyway, and what help could he possibly offer?

			No, it wasn’t reasonable of Rayne to ask this of him—but he reminded himself that perhaps he didn’t exactly deserve reasonable from her.

			Not after what he’d done to her, unintentionally or not.

			If Keen, whoever he was, offered a hope of finding a way to free Rayne from her cranial roommate, it was worth checking out.

			If nothing else, it showed that Rayne at least trusted Grimsby to investigate on her behalf. That, or perhaps she had no one else.

			He knew what that was like too well, and suddenly any thought of disappointing his friend faded away.

			He shook his head and looked out the window. The sky was growing warm orange in the west and cool blue in the east. His time was short.

			But it wasn’t like he had other plans.

			Instead of slipping off his jacket, he straightened it on his shoulders. Then he jumped as his coffee table crashed to the floor in a shatter of splinters. Fortunately, it was little more than scrap wood at this point anyway.

			“Wudge?” Grimsby said, looking around like his mischievous roommate might be lurking in a darkened corner of the ceiling.

			At the moment, at least, he wasn’t. He also did not deign to reply.

			“Wudge, I’m going out for a bit to do something that’s probably stupid.” He winced as his bookshelf crashed to the floor, scattering dozens of secondhand reference books and texts from when he had been studying to be an Auditor. “Just try not to burn the place down, all right?”

			The only reply was a disembodied cackle.

			Grimsby left, walking his bike down the staircase as he did. He didn’t bother to lock the door—if someone broke in now, they deserved his scrapped furniture if they survived whatever Wudge might do to them.

			He quickly checked the enchantment he’d carved on the back wheel’s frame, to make sure it was intact, then he imbued it with a touch of Impetus. The wheel began to spin on its own, grinding against the brakes and giving off green sparks as it did. Grimsby climbed on and let the brakes go, and the bike began to carry him forward as though he were coasting downhill, though the street was flat.

			Whether or not the meeting with Keen was legitimate, he decided he could use some fresh air anyway.
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			The sky darkened as Grimsby slid through the streets, leaving a trail of green sparks in his wake. He had to move faster than he liked to make it to the North End by the deadline, and that meant he had to switch between main roads and side alleys. Thankfully, his bike afforded him such flexibility. He managed to evade a traffic jam on the Charles River Dam, crossing instead on the lower railway bridge, and cut through the West End just as the sun was growing red. He glanced at his watch.

			It was nearly seven thirty.

			He winced and reached out to pump more Impetus into his enchantment, and soon he couldn’t pedal fast enough to keep up as the spell carried him.

			His speed forced him to put his handbrakes to the test as he slowed to make it around corners or avoid pedestrians. He hit Salem Street first and reached one of the narrow alleys that cut through the block to Bartlett on the other side. He stopped his bike, struggling to keep it still as the rear wheel ground the tread into the concrete, trailing up white smoke and making the air taste acrid. He kicked out the stand and raised the rear wheel, his enchantment spinning it in the air in apparent perpetual motion, and looked around the alleyway.

			It wasn’t anything special. Just parallel walls of brick interspersed with metal-and-glass doors that likely led to apartments above. Between them was a narrow road of older bricks and a crowded strip of parked cars. A few pedestrians wrapped in light jackets against the weather passed, headed either home for the night or out for the evening.

			Grimsby frowned, trying to remember the exact message Rayne had written on her palm, thinking he’d perhaps missed a note or number, but it seemed he must be close to the right place.

			The phrase Face the crown and turn away was still cryptic, but perhaps he was missing something obvious.

			Ahead, the road split, breaking left. A thin, rusted chain between two bollards of concrete kept vehicles from entering. He carried his bike to the chain and looked within, but it was only a dead-end alley. The worn walls had been heavily graffitied, the regular, geometric shapes of brick and grout lines layered over by countless passes from spray cans.

			Grimsby was about to turn away and keep searching when an oddly clean spot in the erratic mural caught his spectacled eye.

			It was like either someone had scoured away the attempted additions that covered it, or maybe the paint on this lone brick simply refused to remain for long. Either way, the bright colors and sharp drip lines seemed unable to make a mark on one brick in the alley’s wall.

			Grimsby walked his bike closer to get a better look, keeping the rear wheel off the gritty asphalt. As he squinted in the dimming sunset light, he noticed that its surface had been carved with the simple outline of a medieval crown.

			“Well. That’s step one done,” he muttered. He turned away from the crown to face the other way.

			He found himself staring at a wall.

			Nothing happened.

			“I’m not sure what I expected,” he said.

			He glanced down at his watch. It read 7:36 p.m. Looking around one more time, he saw nothing and no one. Nothing that could be described as Keen or even Keen-like.

			Just empty, quiet evening.

			“At least it wasn’t a trap,” he muttered.

			Then a small point of light appeared in the grout of the wall before him. Grimsby watched as the small point spread, illuminating the grout lines as it traced its way around the bricks.

			Grimsby took a surprised step back as the light grew into a glowing outline a few feet across and taller than himself. Then the bricks within the shape began to move. They shifted and twisted, curving to the sound of grating stone, until they caved inward and formed into a recessed section of wall. They then slid aside, revealing a heavy door of aged wooden slabs bound with iron beneath.

			The door creaked open, and Grimsby felt the warm glare of firelight on his face from within, along with the tones of a piano—though the notes were occasionally off. When his eyes adjusted, he saw a large figure standing in most of the door, hunched and gaunt, with a humped back that rose above his completely hairless head.

			“Mr. Grimsby?” the figure asked, his voice a harsh whisper, as though his unfortunate posture had crushed his vocal cords.

			Grimsby had a sudden urge to walk away and find something normal to do—like go bowling. But that wouldn’t help Rayne.

			However, this might.

			So, instead, he took a deep breath. “Yeah. That’s me. Are you Keen?”

			The hunched figure bobbed his head up and down like a yo-yo of flesh. “I am Pester, Master Keen’s servant. He is expecting you.” He moved aside, though he had an odd gait that slid over the floor rather than stepped. “Please do come in.”

			Behind him, Grimsby saw a round room ringed with mirrors that reflected firelight from wall-mounted gas lamps, making the space unnaturally bright. At the room’s center, he saw a large piano on a raised platform and, on the far side, could see the quick motions of someone at its keys.

			He looked back to Pester and raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. My mother told me to never trust anyone who lives in the walls.”

			“Seems most wise, but I do not live, Mr. Grimsby. I simply am.”

			“Oh, well, that’s comforting,” Grimsby said with feigned relief.

			“Do I look comforting?” Pester asked, tilting his head like a turning doorknob between his shoulders.

			“You look like you moonlight as a sleep-paralysis demon,” Grimsby said.

			Pester grinned to reveal two rows of precisely equally sized teeth, his head still tilted.

			Grimsby sighed and took one last, longing look back to the street and the wondrous mundanity it promised but knew he couldn’t turn back. The oddities of this meeting were red flags, of course, but they also suggested that Keen might well be aware of what he was talking about. After all, this was weird, and weird was what Rayne needed.

			Keen might be the answer.

			Or he might simply be a monster looking for a meal.

			Though being an Auditor made it Grimsby’s business to deal with him either way.

			“Got a bike rack in there?” he asked, holding up the light frame of his trusty steed.

			Pester scowled—or did the best he could without eyebrows. Instead, he simply wrinkled. “I can find something suitable.”

			Grimsby nodded and stepped up to the threshold. On the other side of the door, the floor was not concrete, but finely polished tile.

			He poked one foot through the portal tentatively, tapping the floor to make sure it was real, but it seemed solid enough.

			“You’re letting a draft in, Mr. Grimsby,” Pester said impatiently.

			Gathering one last bit of courage, Grimsby stepped through. He found his muscles tense as he instinctively braced himself for something bad to happen. Perhaps for some pit to open up beneath him, or an anvil to fall from above.

			Instead, the ironbound door slammed shut behind him, making him jump.

			“Welcome,” Pester said as he locked the door with a heavy key before slipping it into his robes, “to Master Keen’s estate.”

			Grimsby felt an odd sensation of mixed concern and relief.

			Relief that he didn’t really have to worry about losing his nerve and turning back.

			And concern because he was now trapped.
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			Grimsby’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the harsh light that seemed to emanate from all around. He saw the glare was the reflection from the mirrors he had noticed before, lining the circular room—except, he realized, these were not mirrors of glass.

			They were gold.

			Solid, polished gold.

			Some were scrawled with strange markings or symbols, while others were without flaw, but they all reflected firelight cast from lamps that encircled the chamber.

			The piano at the chamber’s center was even larger up close. It was of a massive sort, the kind that would be at home in a concert hall. Its cover was raised, and on the other side, Grimsby saw the pianist wore a silk evening robe, though he seemed not to notice Grimsby. Instead, his eyes were closed, and he seemed totally enraptured by his own imperfect song.

			Grimsby felt a small chill as Pester drifted past and bowed toward the pianist.

			“Master,” he rasped. “Our guest has arrived.”

			The man did not seem to hear. He continued to play, a thin sheen of sweat dampening his high brow and his mane of silver and black hair.

			Pester was frozen in his bow for a moment, then tilted his head up enough to wrinkle his hairless forehead in a glower.

			The lid of the grand piano suddenly slammed shut of its own accord.

			The man froze, his hands floating above the keys as he took a deep breath. He carefully closed the piano keylid before slowly opening his eyes.

			“Thank you, Pester,” he said, rising to an impressive height. He adjusted his silks over broad shoulders. He turned to Grimsby for the first time and donned a bright, warm smile as easily as one might shoulder on a tailored coat. He approached and offered his hand.

			“Mr. Grimsby! I do hope that’s you, at least,” he said, grinning, his voice echoing in the circular chamber.

			Grimsby juggled his bike into one hand, keeping the spinning rear wheel off the floor, before shaking the man’s hand with some hesitance. “Currently. You’re Keen, I take it?”

			Keen’s grip was crushing but friendly. “I have the great fortune of being so!” he said, his voice booming loud enough that Grimsby could only barely hear his own knuckles popping. “Gable Keen. So glad you could make it.”

			Grimsby managed to pry his hand free, shaking it to try to get his fingers back into place. “Right.”

			Keen seemed to notice the bike for the first time. “Pester, could you take care of our guest’s vehicle, please?”

			Pester dipped his head. “Of course, Master Keen.”

			The servant slid forward over the marble floor as smoothly as if his long robes hid wheels beneath. He reached out and snatched the bike from Grimsby’s clutches without so much as a request.

			Grimsby resisted the urge to take it back. “Thanks.”

			Keen stepped forward and put a hand on Grimsby’s shoulder. “Please excuse Pester, Mr. Grimsby. He’s forgot his manners over the last few centuries.”

			“Centuries?” Grimsby asked, feeling his mouth go dry. Old creatures always seemed to be more dangerous.

			Pester smiled with his mirrored rows of teeth. “Do you require anything else, Master Keen?”

			“No, Pester. Please excuse us to talk business.”

			“Of course,” Pester said with a bow. Then, with Grimsby’s bike in hand, he simply sank into the marble floor as though it were water. Within a moment, he had vanished.

			Grimsby took a step away from the spot and cast a cautious glance to Keen, feeling fear and an instinctive rush of Impetus boil in his stomach.

			A part of his mind warned that perhaps it had been a trap after all.

			Keen held up both hands placatingly. “Apologies. It seems Pester isn’t the only one to forget his manners. I sometimes forget that what I take for mundane might upset others.”

			Grimsby narrowed his eyes but let himself relax by degrees. Keen seemed genuine enough, though he still wasn’t at ease. Besides, he couldn’t risk throwing away his chance to help Rayne by being overly cautious.

			“What is he?” Grimsby asked, gesturing to where Pester had departed.

			“A guardian spirit,” Keen said. “He’s been bound to the family estate for a very long time. But never mind him.” He gestured to a cart that sat beside his place at the piano. Atop it was a collection of glasses and a single carafe. “Can I offer you a drink?”

			“No, thanks,” Grimsby said, intent on not ingesting anything in this strange place. “To be honest, I’d rather just know exactly what it is I’m doing here.”

			Keen smiled. “Of course. Though I hope you don’t mind if I indulge.”

			He made his way to the cart and took up the carafe. Inside was a strangely pearlescent mixture. He picked up a silver tuning fork that lay beside it, paused in thought, then tapped it against the side of the carafe. A sour note rang out, and the liquid began to shift in hue to a dull brown.

			Keen poured himself a glass before smelling it.

			His face instantly twisted in disgust. “Never can get the liquors right,” he muttered, but he took a sip all the same. Then he shook himself and gestured for Grimsby to follow. “Please, this way.”

			He turned and walked toward a pair of large doors on the room’s opposite end. He didn’t bother to look back to see if Grimsby followed.

			Grimsby hesitated, glancing around to the golden mirrors that flanked the room, then back to the door behind him.

			It was a tempting thought to simply turn around and leave, but he cast it aside. He wasn’t comfortable with the situation—far from it, in fact—but he had promised Rayne that he would hear Keen out.

			Besides, he was an Auditor. He could handle himself.

			Or at least that was what he told himself as he hurried to catch up to Keen.

			His host passed through the gap between the large doors into a hall flanked with lamps and portraits on the walls. “I’m so glad Elizabeth found someone to come on her behalf,” he said, slowing enough that Grimsby could walk beside him.

			“Elizabeth.” Grimsby frowned. “Not many folks know Rayne’s real name.”

			“There are not many folks like me, my boy,” Keen said, running a hand along the wall, tracing stone and gilded portrait frames as he walked.

			“So, you know about her…situation?” Grimsby asked, gauging the man’s expression.

			“Unfortunately so.” Keen’s beaming smile faded, his visage taking on a more somber tone that caught more shadows than firelight. “Poor girl. Since I heard, I’ve been looking into solutions.”

			Grimsby didn’t sense any dishonesty in Keen’s face, but even so, he felt his suspicions rise. “And how was it that you heard, Mr. Keen? The Department isn’t exactly public about this kind of information.”

			“Naturally not!” Keen said, a bitter smile creasing his cheeks. “Imagine the scandal if the common people knew just how often things get out of hand among the Department. People would run mad in the streets.”

			“Not you, though.”

			Keen raised his glass to him and took another sip with a shudder. “I am both burdened and privileged with…considerably more resources than most,” Keen said. “Besides, I’d hardly let the Department keep me from my own family.”

			Grimsby froze. “Family?”

			“Of course.” Keen frowned, arching a brow before pausing beside a portrait on the wall. He gestured to it.

			Grimsby looked closer and realized it was a portrait of a family, all stoic and stern, most with eyes the color of stormy seas.

			Eyes like Rayne’s.

			He realized that Keen’s had a similar color, though his were several shades closer to green.

			“Elizabeth—or Rayne, if she prefers—is my niece. Surely she told you?”

			Grimsby was quiet for a long minute. “She didn’t.”

			Rayne had never spoken of her family. He had assumed she had been like him—alone. They had both been part of the same Department program, after all. It was one for witches with nowhere else to go. They had received shelter, training, and testing to become Auditors.

			It was where they had met.

			Grimsby had been there because he had no one.

			He had thought the same of Rayne.

			Keen seemed to sense Grimsby’s shock. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, I assumed she would have told you. She mentioned you were close.”

			“Apparently not that close,” Grimsby said quietly.

			Keen scoffed gently and continued down the hall toward a pair of doors that spilled forth dim light through their seams. “Well, in her defense, she distanced herself from her family a long time ago, poor girl.”

			Grimsby shook himself before hurrying after him. “What do you mean?”

			“I—” His host paused, then swirled his glass, embarrassed. “I’m sorry. That’s not my story to tell.”

			Grimsby wanted to pry but realized that if Rayne had wanted him to know, she would have told him.

			Though he did desperately want to know.

			Why would someone choose to be alone when they had a family?

			He couldn’t even remember what it was like to have family.

			But he knew what it was like to be alone.

			He shook his head, trying to dislodge the thought from his mind.

			That wasn’t why he was here.

			“How do we help her?” he asked.

			Grimsby watched as Keen pushed open the twin doors to reveal an atrium full of dusky twilight. Above, the ceiling was a collection of clear glass panels, while the walls were inlaid with shelves, portraits, and chiseled busts of people he didn’t recognize.

			“I asked myself that same question months ago,” Keen said, pausing to look up at the evening sky. “Unfortunately, at the time, I had just as few answers as you do.” He looked back down and raised a brow. “You’re a witch, are you not, Mr. Grimsby?”

			“By some standards, yeah.”

			Keen’s face turned a touch bitter. “Well, I am not. I’m just a man with some money. Fortunately, I do have a power of my own.”

			Grimsby felt himself shift a few inches away nervously. “Which is?”

			Keen grinned. “I’m a people person, Mr. Grimsby. I talk to people. I know people. God help me, sometimes I even like people.”

			“My condolences.”

			His host’s smile widened as he continued into the chamber.

			A statue of a woman rose at the room’s center, carved not in marble but in polished wood. Curving staircases flanked her on each side, leading up to large doors and more halls.

			Grimsby shook his head as he tried to comprehend just how massive Keen’s manor must be.

			The sculpture’s expression glared defiantly out at some unseen horizon. She seemed to emerge out of a broad pillar that supported the room’s vaulted ceiling. The base of the statue, which looked oddly like a collection of broken tree limbs, was silhouetted in warm firelight from a hearth beyond it.

			Grimsby found himself staring as his host continued.

			“So,” Keen said, “while I had no magic solutions for this clearly magical problem, I went and found someone who did.”

			He gestured with his glass, and Grimsby craned his neck to see someone seated beside the fire, and someone else standing over him.

			He felt Keen’s hand against his shoulder gently guide him forward.

			Keen led Grimsby to the hearth, which was burning brightly enough to make him start to sweat, and not just because of the heat.

			An old man sat before the fire, unmoving, his eyes closed behind half-moon spectacles. At first, he seemed asleep, but Grimsby noticed his head wasn’t lolled to one side, but steady. He wore an odd set of vestments that were adorned with dozens of trinkets and charms. Some gold and glimmering in the firelight, others of dark stone that reflected nothing at all.

			Standing over him was a woman in white robes. Unlike the man’s, they were simple and featureless. Over her head was a hood that shrouded her eyes, leaving only a statuesque and stern mouth visible. In her hands, she held a heavy wooden chest. Despite its apparent weight, she held it without so much as a tremor, as though her arms were made of stone.

			Neither moved as Grimsby approached, as though he was beyond, or perhaps beneath, their notice.

			“Mr. Grimsby,” Keen said, “meet Mr. Jasper. A witch of, well, let’s say considerable skill.”

			Jasper grunted, his eyes still closed.

			“And,” Keen said, gesturing to the woman who stood behind him, “his compatriot, the mysterious Lady Ferre.”

			The woman didn’t so much as breathe in reply. She only continued to stand, as stoic and still as if carved of marble.

			Grimsby offered them both a wave. “Howdy.”

			The silence of one was matched only by that of the other. Grimsby felt like an unwelcome outsider.

			Keen cleared his throat. “Now, then, Jasper. Why don’t you explain to Mr. Grimsby what you think about a cure for stryggism.”

			The old man’s expression folded in on itself in a collapsing frown. “Why don’t I?” he said, his tone raspy. “Because I’ve better ways to waste my time.”

			Grimsby felt shock for only a moment before his temper flared. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Jasper sighed, finally opening his eyes as if only glaring was worth his time. “It means I don’t have time to teach the intricacies of mageia to a Department drone,” he said. “It lies beyond your comprehension.”

			Grimsby drew himself up to his full height—for what it was worth. He’d dealt with a bevy of magic and monsters in the last year. He felt certain Jasper was underestimating him. “Try me.”

			The old man took a deep breath. “Very well. How do you un-grow a seed?”

			Grimsby’s confidence immediately faltered. “What?”

			Jasper continued. “How do you invert decay, undo progress, make that which is not now, but once was, so?”

			Grimsby suddenly found his comprehension strained. “What does this have to do with anything? It’s just two Impetuses stuck together! How hard can it be to untangle them?”

			His frustration and confusion must have been clear on his face, as Jasper snorted. The old witch held out his hand to Keen, gesturing for the glass he held.

			Keen obliged, handing it over with a small expression of relief.

			Jasper sniffed at it and wrinkled his nose. “Scotch and vinegar?”

			Keen flushed, looking a little embarrassed. “It was supposed to be scotch and soda. Still can’t get the liquors right. But pride compels me not to waste it.”

			Jasper rolled his eyes, then slowly tipped the glass over onto the tile floor, letting it spill in a steady flow until it dribbled out into a small brown puddle that collected on the marble.

			“Now, then, Auditor,” Jasper said. “Untangle them.”

			“What?”

			“The scotch and vinegar. Untangle them. Sort them out into two neat little piles.”

			Grimsby stared at the puddle, realizing there was nothing he could do.

			“Now, imagine doing it with all the chaos of two lives, mixed up in that mess,” Jasper went on. “Careful, now, don’t leave all the will to live in the wrong one, or the ability to comprehend morality and empathy too lopsided—you might end up with a monster on your hands. Oh, and let’s not forget the basics of how to breathe and eat. That’s probably important to include as well.”

			Grimsby only stared at the puddle.

			Jasper’s harsh tone softened, though barely. “Impetus isn’t just a piece of someone, boy. It’s everything. And it’s not something that is neat and clean. Trying to sieve two of them apart from each other—well, you’re as likely to end up with a lump of lobotomized meat as a whole person.”

			“So…there isn’t a cure?” he finally asked.

			“Well,” the old man said, “I didn’t say that.”

			Grimsby looked up. “What do you mean?”

			“I said that I don’t know of one,” Jasper said, then he cast a glance to Keen.

			Keen put a hand on Grimsby’s shoulder, and a smile squared his jaw. “But Jasper thinks there might still be a way.”

			Jasper nodded. “Tell me, Grimsby. Have you heard of a scrying orb?”

			Grimsby frowned but nodded. “Sure. Glass balls that low-level witches use to impress folks. They usually show someone the Elsewhere and make up some symbolic meaning for what they see to make a few bucks. They’re basically a scam.”

			“True enough. They give pointless questions even more pointless answers.” His dark eyes sparked as he leaned forward over steepled hands. “But there are some that are no scam. And one that is very real, and very powerful: the Red Gaze.”

			“A real crystal ball?” Grimsby scoffed, though it was without conviction. “How is that possible?”

			“That’s not something I can explain to someone who can’t separate scotch and vinegar,” Jasper said, though he grinned. “Suffice to say, it is real, and it is said to be able to answer any question.”

			“So it can tell me how to fix Rayne?”

			Jasper nodded. “If there is a way, the Red Gaze can show you—if you can survive asking.”

			Grimsby felt his heart begin to speed.

			There was hope.

			“Where is it?” he demanded. “How do we get it?”

			Jasper glanced to Keen.

			Their host offered an apologetic smile. “Unfortunately, that’s the complicated part. It’s in a vault.”

			“Not just a vault.” Jasper chuckled darkly. “A Coven vault in the Elsewhere.”

			“The Coven?” Grimsby said, feeling the name ring in his memory. Mayflower had spoken of the group on several occasions: witches who believed Usuals were lesser beings. They had once tried to take control of the Department from within—and had almost succeeded.

			Fortunately, they were gone now.

			“Indeed.” Jasper nodded. “Before being wiped out, they stockpiled a great many treasures—I believe the Red Gaze is among them.”

			Grimsby shook his head. The Elsewhere was a dangerous enough place on its own. He couldn’t imagine how much more dangerous the Coven could make it in order to keep their vault secure.

			“How in blue blazes are we supposed to get into the vault of a bunch of evil witches—especially in the Elsewhere?”

			Jasper looked to Keen and grinned. “With your help, Grimsby.”

		

	
		
			Nine  [image: ]

			Mayflower glowered at the few folks who made their way through Boston Common as he hunched on a hard bench. He decided they were acceptably banal. Most walked dogs, jogged, or carted strollers in the brisk air while sipping steaming coffee. The sky was growing gray to the east as the sun began its early descent in the west. Its dusky tones spread brightly over the Common, casting their strongest rays on the Great Elm at the park’s center. The massive tree dwarfed the passersby even as they admired its wide canopy. Despite the growing cold of the season, its leaves had only just begun to turn to shades of gold and yellow, with only a few falling to strong breezes.

			It had survived centuries of winter and storm.

			What was one more?

			Mayflower found himself remembering his own walks through the Common with his wife by his side. They would circle the fence of stone and iron that surrounded the tree and he would confess to her stories of when he was a Huntsman.

			That was before, when he truly believed he could be something else.

			He cast the memories away as the Great Elm cast off its leaves—reluctant and slow.

			“Les?” he heard Finley’s voice say from behind him.

			He glanced over the bench to see her face brighten a few degrees, though it still had a weight to its expression. “Finley,” he said with a distracted nod, “thanks for coming. I know it’s not a good time.”

			She shrugged and thudded over on her heavy boots, settling beside him on the bench before hefting a sleek black suitcase onto her lap. “It’s not going to get better anytime soon, but Dad wouldn’t want me to let it get in the way of work.” She stared through the Great Elm as she spoke, and at the diminishing sun beyond its branches, with hard, bright eyes. She finally turned to him. “Right?”

			Mayflower felt his throat tighten. She was right, though he found himself wishing that she hadn’t been made so aware of that grim fact.

			She nodded to herself, as though able to hear his thoughts. “Anyway. How can I help?”

			“Not sure yet,” Mayflower said, “but I’m sure you can. You bring your”—he waved a vague hand—“computer stuff?”

			She snorted, pushing a braid of multicolored hair over the shoulder of her plaid jacket before performing an exaggerated salute. She withdrew her phone from her coat pocket. “Computer stuff acquired, sir, yes, sir.”

			“Really?” he said. “That’s all you need?”

			“I mean, unless you were wanting me to crash the stock market. Then I’d need my laptop.”

			He glared at her, but she only grinned back. He wasn’t even sure she was exaggerating. Computers seemed to him more and more like magic—and potentially just as dangerous.

			“Damn kids,” he muttered.

			He glanced around, again scanning the civilians, but none stood out.

			Where the hell was he?

			Just then, he spotted a figure approaching them on one of the paved paths, slow and steady. He held a closed umbrella in one hand, clutched around the neck just above its odd, basket-hilted handle. He wore thick, worn jeans and a heavy bomber jacket that seemed like it might well be older than the man himself—who was only maybe thirty.

			Lastly, on his eyes, he wore a pair of shaded glasses.

			Much like Mayflower’s own.

			Any one of these things might have slipped by him, but when he took them together, he found himself studying the man as he approached. Sure enough, Mayflower could tell by the way he carried himself that he was a fighter.

			More than that, he was a professional.

			His stride was steady, measured, pacing him just beyond the easy reach of those he passed by. His eyes studied them all from behind his shaded lenses, calmly measuring the threat they posed, and likely how best to dispose of them if it suddenly became necessary.

			Mayflower recognized it in the young man as easily as he would have seeing himself in a mirror.

			This was the one Liam had asked him to help.

			This was Brass Sharp.

			Though, if so, he’d gotten taller since Mayflower had last seen him.

			He supposed that made sense, as Brass had been just a boy at his father’s side. It was a shame he’d followed in old Sharp’s footsteps.

			Mayflower stood and grunted to Finley. “Wait here.” Then he approached Brass.

			If the man noticed, and he surely did, he didn’t show it. He only kept to his same pace, moving steadily, as though to walk past Mayflower. The Huntsman, in turn, did the same.

			Just as they came abreast, Sharp paused. “Mayflower,” he said without looking at him.

			“Sharp.”

			“Long time.”

			“I’d call it too soon,” Mayflower growled.

			“Fair.”

			“How’s your dad?”

			“Dead.” The word was calm and level, as though Mayflower had asked about the weather.

			Mayflower took a breath’s worth of silence before he nodded. “He die well?”

			“He died bloody.”

			Mayflower nodded again. Ugly fast—it was better that way.

			The two finally turned and met eye to eye, Mayflower’s mossy, granite-gray eyes studying Sharp’s cold brown ones.

			“What the hell are you doing in my city, Sharp?”

			Sharp held his umbrella out to one side, still gripped in the middle. His other hand rose before slowly reaching into his jacket.

			Mayflower watched carefully, resisting his own hand’s urge to rest on the revolver in his own coat.

			Sharp withdrew a small photo from his coat and offered it to him. Mayflower took it, studying Brass’s expression as he did. It was as placid as a lake, though something stirred beneath the surface. Something dark and dangerous.

			Mayflower turned his attention to the photo to see a young man, perhaps Grimsby’s age, with handsome features, sandy-brown hair, and eyes that matched Sharp’s.

			Mayflower narrowed his eyes. “Who’s this?”

			“My brother. Cadence.”

			“A brother? Wouldn’t think your old man would have another.”

			“Half. His mother didn’t want him, so we took him.”

			“Poor guy,” Mayflower said.

			Sharp scoffed lightly, a grim smile on his face. “Yep. He’s missing. I hear he’s in town. I need to find him.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t want to be found.”

			“Maybe I don’t care.”

			Mayflower frowned, trying to puzzle out whatever it was in Sharp’s expression that eluded him. It would be easy to assume it was simple brotherly concern that drove him.

			But Sharp wasn’t the kind to let such simple emotion drive him.

			After all, he was a Huntsman, like his father before him.

			“Near as I can tell,” Mayflower said, “he might have come here to get away from the family business. Seems a man like me ought to honor that.”

			“It ain’t business—” Sharp’s face cracked for the first time, and hard anger darkened his expression. “It’s our legacy. Our task, passed down from our father and his before him. And it’s your family’s task as well.”

			Mayflower found himself having to steel his own expression. “I have no family, and I have my own task now.”

			“Which is?”

			“To keep my city safe from all monsters. Huntsmen included.”

			“Monsters,” Sharp scoffed. “You think you’re better than us now?”

			“No,” Mayflower said quietly. “I just know what I am.”

			Brass took a step forward, his grip tightening on his umbrella hard enough that Mayflower could hear the cold iron hidden within creak.

			In that moment, Sharp looked a lot like his old man.

			“You think I need your permission to find my brother?” he said, his voice like a blade from a sheath.

			Mayflower raised an eyebrow at him, thinking for the briefest moment. “I reckon so.”

			The line had been drawn. Not here and now, but decades ago between Mayflower and the other Huntsmen. No, it was time to see if Sharp would respect it.

			Sharp’s expression cooled, and he took a deep breath before letting it out slow. “He’s in danger, Mayflower. And if I can’t get him out because of you…” Sharp took off his glasses and laid his dark eyes bare, boring into Mayflower. “I—I need to keep him safe.”

			Mayflower glowered. A year ago, he would have told Sharp to get out of town—and likely would have had to kill him to make it happen.

			Today, however, he didn’t much feel like killing someone.

			Not even a Huntsman.

			Besides, he knew what it was like to need to protect family. It was something he’d pay any cost to do himself.

			And he indeed had.

			You’re getting weak, he heard himself say. People will get hurt because you’re weak.

			He clenched his jaw and silenced the voice.

			He wanted to turn Sharp down, to knock his punk skull around until he started twitching and drop him on the slowest boat overseas. But that was the Huntsman in him. It was the part he tried to ignore when he could—and rely on when he had to. But it wasn’t what he wanted to be.

			What do you want to be? he asked himself.

			He shook his head. How the hell should he know?

			He wanted to not be the Huntsman. Not this time.

			But what would that even look like?

			He wasn’t sure—but he knew one person who was definitely not the Huntsman.

			The kid. Grimsby.

			Grimsby would have helped Sharp. Even knowing what he was, the kid would have helped him.

			Even though it was a stupid thing to do. Maybe simply because it was a stupid thing to do.

			“Goddamn it, Grimsby,” Mayflower muttered under his breath.

			After all, it was basically Grimsby’s idea.

			“All right, Sharp,” he said. “I’ll help you find your brother. Then the both of you will get out of my town.” He held out a hand. “Deal?”

			Sharp considered his hand for a long, serious moment. Then he took it. His fingers and palm were rough, likely from training. Or from hunting.

			“Deal,” Sharp said.

			Mayflower turned without a word and went back to Finley. He heard Sharp fall quietly in line behind him. He reached the bench and held out Cadence’s photo to her.

			“Missing person,” he said. “That’s what I need your help with.”

			Finley looked at him with a curious expression, though she had that twinkle of excitement in her eye, the one she got when there was a problem to solve. She took the photo, studying it for a minute, then she looked up and glanced past Mayflower to Sharp. “Introductions?”

			The old Huntsman sighed. “Sharp, this is Finley—Miranda.”

			Sharp’s eyebrows rose in recognition at the name. “Ma’am,” he said, tipping his ball cap. Mayflower didn’t much care for the way he smiled at her.

			“Sharp?” she asked. “Is that a name or a nickname?”

			“Bit of both, as well as surname,” Sharp said. “You can call me Brass, if you like.”

			“Sharp will do,” she said. She took the cell phone from her pocket, snapped a picture of Cadence’s face, and within moments it was on the screen and she began tapping furiously.

			Sharp whistled. “I’ll never know how you folks do that.”

			“It’s simple, really,” Finley said, her fingers a blur, her voice distracted. “I’m uploading the image to the Department surveillance system and searching for his face.”

			Sharp offered her a polite smile. “You ever get tired of running tech for the old man here?” he asked, jerking a thumb at Mayflower.

			Finley loosed a puff of air from her cheek, responding automatically as she typed. “Most of my job is translating weird into computer and back again. For whatever reason, people who deal with the Unorthodox can understand weird—but they just can’t seem to understand computers. I think it’s because they make too much sense.”

			Sharp turned a raised eyebrow to Mayflower. “They taught a box how to think and talk to other boxes all over the globe, and our world is what doesn’t make sense.”

			For once, Mayflower agreed with him. Finley’s skill with computers was as alien to him as Grimsby’s magic. They were crafts that eluded his comprehension—though he was content to be ignorant in both.

			And even more so for them to be ignorant of his.

			Mayflower adjusted his coat, keeping Sharp in the corner of his eye. “How long will it take?”

			“Would be faster if my sentient metal box was on a hard line,” she said. “But not long. Though I can’t guarantee anything.”

			“Just get me what you can. I’ll take it from there.”

			“Well, our boy here,” she said, tapping Cadence’s photo, “he’s not in our database—which is a bit weird in itself. No government ID, no driver’s license, no practitioner’s license. I’d be tempted to say he isn’t real.”

			Sharp’s posture tensed. “He’s real.”

			“Well, then he’s a ghost,” she said, but then the phone beeped lightly, “or almost one.” A few more taps, and she turned around her screen to reveal an image of a figure walking out of what looked like a bar.

			She enlarged the image, and sure enough, even though the quality was poor, Mayflower could tell it was Cadence.

			“We’ve got several images of him around this bar,” she said, flicking through a few others. “Though nowhere else—which is a bit odd.”

			“What’s it called?” Sharp asked.

			“The Bottomless Pit,” Finley replied.

			Mayflower grunted.

			Sharp eyed him. “What?”

			“The Pit isn’t just a bar. It’s one of the most notorious Unorthodox bars in the city—and one of the oldest. It’s not a place that welcomes Usuals.” He glared at Sharp. “What the hell is your brother doing there?”

			Sharp’s mind seemed to be churning behind his eyes, but he didn’t answer. “Where is it?”

			Mayflower sighed. Now that Sharp knew the place, he would go one way or the other. If he went alone, he was likely to never come back. And while that wouldn’t exactly weigh heavy on Mayflower’s conscience, it would be a damned thing to let the man go die while looking for his brother.

			Grimsby wouldn’t have let it happen.

			“You got a car?” he asked.

			Sharp nodded.

			“You follow me.” He looked to Finley. “Thanks, kid. You do your dad proud.”

			Finley seemed to snap back to reality as she stowed her phone, the excited spark in her eyes snuffed. “I hope so, Les.” She managed a smile. “Good luck. Don’t get yourself killed.”

			“Not today,” Mayflower assured her.

		

	
		
			Ten  [image: ]

			Grimsby stood before one of the golden mirrors, seeing the reflections of himself, Keen, and Jasper in the smooth surface. He glanced over to Keen, whose thick brow knit in thought.

			“I hope you’re sure about this,” he said.

			Keen seemed to stir from his thoughts and smiled. “As sure as we can be.” He looked at Jasper, who was busy before the mirror, scrawling on its surface with a small stick of wax.

			“What is that?” Grimsby asked. “What are you doing?”

			“Smudge stick,” Jasper said, before chewing on his tongue as he drew a rune. “You’ve never seen a smudge stick before?”

			Grimsby shook his head. “Looks like a crayon.”

			“It’s not a crayon.”

			“I know, I said it looks like a crayon.”

			Jasper grumbled something under his breath and continued his markings, careful to keep them precise.

			Keen cracked his knuckles anxiously, though his voice was calm. “You’re certain about this site?”

			Jasper grunted, paused, smeared out a symbol before redrawing it, then resumed his scribbling. “Nothing is certain in the Elsewhere,” he said. “But I’ve done some scouting, and this one is the most promising.”

			“Promising of what?” Grimsby asked. “What are we even looking for?”

			“Countless wards seal the Coven’s vault shut. To gain entry, we need something that can break them.”

			“So, what, magical bolt cutters?”

			Jasper cackled. “Not far off. Tell me, are you familiar with the tradition of hanging horseshoes over doorways for luck?”

			“I’m a couple centuries off from familiar,” Grimsby said, “but I’ve at least heard of it.”

			“There’s another tradition, this one not for luck, but for protection. It involves burying an iron knife below your home. Folks believed it would protect them from witches.”

			“Does…does it work?”

			Jasper paused his scribbling and looked back, his eyes flickering. “It’s actually how many witches once protected themselves from others. However, that is not what matters. What matters is that we need a blade—an old one. And thanks to this custom, I know just where to find it.”

			“In the Elsewhere?”

			“Where else?” Jasper grinned.

			“What are we waiting for, then?” Grimsby asked. “No offense, but this crayon art project of yours is taking a while.” He gestured at the markings Jasper had been working on.

			“They’re limn glyphs. They’ll make sure the mirror takes us to where I want to go.”

			“Limn glyphs? So, I’m going out on a limb?” Grimsby asked.

			For the first time since he’d met him, Keen scowled.

			Jasper, however, chortled, the charms on his vestments jingling. “Exactly.”

			“What do they do? I’ve never heard of them.”

			Jasper scoffed. “That’s because they don’t blow things up or put other witches in prison. The Department has little use for them.”

			Grimsby frowned. He didn’t care for what Jasper was implying, but he wasn’t here to argue about the Department. In fact, the Department was no small part of why he was here in the first place.

			He didn’t much like that idea.

			Jasper continued, sounding like he had some experience in lecturing. “A pair of identical glyphs, one on each mirror, make two mirrors one, the beginnings to each other’s ends.”

			“So what’s with the fancy crayon?”

			The old witch’s heavy brow stitched together in annoyance. “No two works of a person will ever be truly identical, but rather only close, and the limn glyphs will lead to their closest match. The only boon of this wax is that it is difficult to replicate, one more layer of security to prevent…unintended destinations.”

			“Unintended? But wouldn’t that need someone to try to copy your limn glyph more perfectly than you could? I doubt someone could do that.”

			“Someone, no,” Jasper agreed. “Something, yes. I’ve known more than one witch who tried to use limn glyphs but never arrived.”

			Grimsby gulped, suddenly glad for the magic crayon.

			Jasper finally stood back and examined his work, nodding in satisfaction. “This should get you close.”

			“Me?” Grimsby asked. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

			Jasper scoffed. “I’m too old for such things. Besides, my magic won’t work inside this place.”

			“And mine will?” Grimsby asked.

			“Indeed.”

			“What? Why?”

			Jasper shook his head. “If I stopped to explain everything you don’t understand, boy, we’d both be dead before I finished. Just go—get inside, get to the basement, and find the knife.”

			Grimsby frowned. He felt the urge to argue but had to suppress it. Jasper seemed knowledgeable, and Keen was Rayne’s family, which hopefully meant he was basically trustworthy. Rayne seemed at least willing to trust him enough to send Grimsby.

			And Grimsby trusted her.

			That left him with little choice but to believe them.

			He nodded as he turned to the mirror. “Fine.”

			“And one last thing,” Jasper said.

			Grimsby turned, glaring.

			“This place—it’s on a sort of thin spot between the Elsewhere and our world. It’s a place where things from the other side would gather and feed, if they could. That knife is all that keeps them out—think like a gate around an oasis in the desert. Once you pull it free, things will come. Get out, and get out fast.”

			“What kind of things?”

			Jasper shrugged. “Anything. Everything. Just stay in the light and get out; use a spell if you must.”

			Grimsby gulped. “I’m not sure I have a spell for that.”

			Jasper scoffed as though it were a good joke. “Fire will do fine.”

			“I’m sure it would.”

			The old witch raised a brow. “You…you can’t manifest fire?”

			“I mean, I can catch on fire, which is a kind of manifestation.”

			“Do they not teach pyromancy anymore?” He shook his head.

			“The spells in the Department grimoires don’t really stick for me,” Grimsby said. “Never known why.”

			“They have to mean something to you, boy,” Jasper said. “Grimoires are all well and good, but for a spell to manifest, you have to feel it, not just know it.”

			Grimsby wasn’t so sure about that. The Department wasn’t big on feeling magic; they much preferred performing it. Then again, the spells his mother taught him had stuck, and they meant a great deal to him. “Well, can you teach me how to ‘feel’ a light spell, so I can avoid being eaten?”

			“Not in our time frame, no.” Jasper loosed a deep sigh. “Just—just keep trying. When you feel it, when you need it, the spell will come.” His mouth split into a crooked grin. “That’s what makes it magic.” He gestured to the mirror, now adorned with careful markings. “Are you ready?”

			Grimsby drew a deep breath and looked to the golden mirror. He tried not to think too hard of what lay on the other side. It was probably dangerous and certainly unpleasant.

			He pushed away the sense of dread even as it hollowed his stomach.

			He had faced dangerous. He could handle unpleasant.

			Whatever awaited him, he’d deal with it—somehow.

			He had to, for Rayne’s sake.

			He let his held breath out slowly before finally nodding.

			Jasper returned the motion and gestured to the mirror, stepping away.

			Grimsby took a deep breath and summoned his Impetus, feeling its warmth well in him. It started at the base of his stomach and slowly rose, a comforting heat within him. It followed his veins and wrapped around his heart, then began to make its way to his hands.

			With practiced effort, he directed the power away from his scars. Despite this, he felt their edges grow painfully hot as traces of Impetus leaked from them.

			With equal practice, he ignored the burning ache and pressed his right hand onto the mirror’s face. It was soothing and cold, its reflection fogging around his skin. Then he began to press his Impetus into the glass.

			The perfect, golden image wavered, then faded altogether, leaving Jasper’s limn glyphs, which began to glow white, and a glimmering gray emptiness everywhere else.

			Then the scarlet hue of the Elsewhere began to mar the color, save for a perfect circle above Grimsby’s head, which began to deepen to fathomless black.

			Soon, dark stone revealed itself, along with leafless trees with jagged limbs. A twisted city street came into view, and beyond it a dark fortress that rose into the sky, guarded by sable battlements and onyx walls.

			“That’s it,” Jasper said from behind Grimsby. “That’s where you’ll find it.”

			Grimsby nodded grimly. “Okey doke.”

			Then he began to press forward, into the image.

			Through the mirror and into the Elsewhere.

		

	
		
			Eleven  [image: ]

			Grimsby stepped through the other side of the mirror, feeling his foot hit hard ground as the world shifted from blurred to focused. The warmth of the glass’s embrace against his skin peeled away, and as he broke contact with its surface, it shattered, raining down over his shoulders and against his back.

			He shielded his eyes and waited for the shards to fall.

			An echoing cry sounded from the skies, like metallic vocal cords strangling one another, but he barely felt his heart speed up. He had been to the Elsewhere often enough to know the sound of Geists when he heard them.

			The shards finally quieted, and he looked up into the red glare of the Elsewhere. He stood in a now-empty archway of black stone, its ornate pillars rising at imperfect angles. Above, the black sun hung low, radiating cracks of darkness through the scarlet sky as though it was trying to break through a mirror of its own. The clouds began to shift and swirl, looking like overlaid tormented faces. They seemed suddenly caught by a torrent of winds and began to descend toward him.

			He needed to move.

			Ahead of him, the dark fortress loomed, even taller now than it had seemed from the waking world. Its massive entry was open, the doors unhinged and askew like broken teeth. Narrow windows surrounded it like deep-set leering eyes that flickered with concealed shadows.

			Grimsby felt a sudden surge of nervous foreboding. Something about this place was almost familiar—like an artistic rendering of an old nightmare he had forgotten and had worked hard not to remember. It made him feel like his feet were immured in concrete and invisible weights had been hung from his ribs.

			Again, he heard the cry of Geists as the clouds grew lower. Faced with the twin threats of looming unease and immediate dismemberment, his hitching mind decided to choose the former.

			He tore his feet loose, feeling them almost stick to the ground as he did, and quickly stormed toward the fortress’s gates.

			Behind him, the mist of Geists settled over the broken glass, gnashing and keening, but they would find no meal today.

			He passed the open gates of the broken fortress, seeing a small ascension of steps to a sealed door. It was almost carved, as though more a decoration of the wall than a barred passage. He knelt closer, glaring through his oversize glasses for some hidden latch or keyhole. But whether through magic, dust, or time, the entry had been long sealed.

			And gave every indication of an intent to remain so.

			Then a skittering of grit caught Grimsby’s ear.

			He whirled around, summoning his Impetus within him. But as his narrowed eyes scanned the gates and windows, he saw nothing.

			“Half-witch is always so stupid,” a croaking voice sounded beside him.

			Grimsby wasn’t proud of the noise he made, but he was impressed by how high he jumped. He whirled toward the sound, hands raised, like a man who was pretending to know karate.

			There, seated on the sill of a broken battlement, was a shriveled figure roughly a foot and a half tall, its long rag-clad feet dangling down to bounce against the stone. It had long, furless ears that draped down over its bare and sunken chest, like a mangy rabbit. On its head like a helmet was a hollowed-out onion that sprouted little white hairs.

			“Wudge?” Grimsby asked, his hammering heart beginning to settle. “What in blue blazes are you doing here?”

			Wudge turned his head to Grimsby and narrowed his yellow, goatlike eyes beneath the holes he had gouged in his onion-helm. “Half-witch said he was going to go do something stupid.” He quickly turned away and glowered at the stones. “Wudge wanted to watch.”

			Grimsby let out a breath and leaned his back against the cold stone wall beside Wudge. He felt his heart begin to slow and shook his head. “How did you find me?”

			Wudge scoffed, baring a mouthful of dozens of needle teeth. “Wudge just thought to Wudge’s self, ‘What is dumbest place half-witch could be?’ And went there. And here half-witch is.”

			“You know where I am?”

			“And half-witch doesn’t?” Wudge shook his head. “Figures.”

			Grimsby found himself grinning despite Wudge’s words. “You were worried about me, weren’t you?”

			Wudge hissed and pivoted away, wrapping his spindly arms and spidery fingers around himself. “No! Wudge just—just wanted to make sure half-witch ordered more raw-men before he got eaten up.”

			“Oh really? You were just worried about your ramen?”

			Wudge nodded affirmatively, refusing to look at Grimsby.

			“I haven’t yet. But I will when I get home.”

			“If,” Wudge corrected him.

			“Well, if you want more ramen, you better help me make sure that ‘if’ is a ‘when,’ deal?”

			Wudge turned to glower at him, his yellow eyes burning. “Wudge will make no more deals with half-witch.”

			Grimsby felt any amusement he had vanish, replaced by a sick feeling in his stomach. He looked over to his friend, trying to find something to say that could describe how guilty he felt, how much he wanted to make things right, and how he was just happy to hear Wudge’s voice again.

			The words that actually came to him were decidedly less eloquent.

			“Wudge—I am sorry. I really am.”

			Wudge turned just enough to glare at him, and now that he was closer, Grimsby realized something was off. The tiny creature’s yellow, goatlike eyes were somehow beadier than they had once been. There was a kind of menace to them that he didn’t recall being there before, and it made him intensely uneasy.

			“Half-witch always apologize, then does the same things,” Wudge said, his voice lowering to a hoarse hiss. He flexed his fingers, making the knobby joints crack and pop.

			Grimsby noticed Wudge’s skin, too, was more shriveled than before, his cheeks sunken deeply enough that he could count a few teeth that strained beneath the stretched flesh, just visible beneath his onion-helm.

			“Wudge, are you—are you all right?” Grimsby asked, finding it hard to take another step forward. “You look…sick.”

			“Wudge is sick,” he said, leaping to his feet. “Sick of half-witch and his lies and lies and lies.” He paced on the windowsill, flapping his hand open and closed as he spoke in a fake voice eerily close to Grimsby’s own. “Do not worry, Wudge, I, the Grimsby, will help you! Oops! Instead, I betray! Please forgive me, Wudge, so I, the Grimsby, can betray again!” He turned and balled up his fists to plant them on bony hips.

			Grimsby felt his chest cave in a little. “Wudge, I never meant to go back on my word. I really did mean to help you, I just—I had to do something to save Rayne. If I hadn’t, she’d be gone, Wudge. Gone forever.”

			“Wudge doesn’t know who Rayne is and Wudge doesn’t care! Wudge just wants to find his door so he can leave. Then it will be Wudge who is gone forever!” He wrapped his arms around himself like a knobby straitjacket. “Then half-witch can lie all he wants.”

			Grimsby wasn’t sure what to say. He hadn’t realized what Wudge finding his elusive door would entail, but he supposed he should have known. After all, what good are doors but to walk through?

			Or keep things out.

			“You’re…you’re going to leave?” he asked.

			“Of course! Why else would Wudge find the Door? The rest all went through; they went through and left Wudge alone.” He turned away. “And now Wudge is alone again,” he said, his voice low as he put his hands on either side of his onion-helm like it might split.

			For a moment, Grimsby felt some measure of relief that Wudge hadn’t found the Door to begin with—he tried to imagine himself being alone again like he’d been before Wudge, before Mayflower.

			He couldn’t even picture it anymore except enough to realize he wanted no part of it.

			Then he realized just how selfish that was, and his guilt redoubled.

			“Wudge, you’re not alone. In fact, I—I don’t want you to leave. Door or no door.”

			Wudge turned, his accusing yellow eyes bloodshot and watery. “Is that why you gave away Wudge’s nail?”

			“No,” Grimsby said firmly. Then he hesitated. “Though if I’d known what finding the Door really meant, I might have found some other way to lose it.” He shook his head, looking away and down at the alley’s stone floor.

			Wudge’s eyes narrowed, but not in anger. There was something else there, a sudden understanding, like a child realizing gravity meant he could never fly. “Wudge should go now.”

			“Wait!” Grimsby said.

			To his surprise, Wudge did.

			He didn’t vanish or bounce away. He didn’t grin or cackle. He just stood there, like he was desperately waiting for Grimsby to say something.

			“I don’t want you to leave,” Grimsby said again. “I don’t want you to find your door and to disappear to—wherever it goes.” He found his gaze drifting to the ground again, but he forced it up to meet Wudge’s yellow eyes. “But I do want you to be happy, Wudge. And if finding that door and disappearing forever is what it takes, then I’ll help you.”

			Even if it means losing you, buddy, he thought, unable to voice the words.

			Wudge said nothing for a long moment. Then he nodded. “Wudge believes you. Shouldn’t, but Wudge does.”

			“Thank you—and I am sorry. We’ll find another way, all right? And when we do, this time, I won’t let you down.”

			“Th-thank you, half-witch,” Wudge said, the words sounding foreign on his writhing tongue. He looked down at his hands, then looked up again, and he seemed somehow less ill than he had been before. His shriveled skin was a little more flushed, his eyes less receded and dark.

			Grimsby felt some measure of relief, though it still bothered him how quickly Wudge’s appearance seemed able to change. Regardless, he felt like some heavy weight had been slipped from around his neck, and with it the pain of long-tensed muscles eased across his back.

			This time, he wouldn’t fail his friend.

			Grimsby heard the toll of a distant bell echoing over the walls of the dark fortress around them. It tolled again and again, progressing inexorably toward its thirteenth chime.

			When the thirteenth sounded, Grimsby’s first window in the Elsewhere closed.

			Wudge paused, seeming to hear the bell as well, then looked around, as if realizing for the first time that he didn’t know where he was. “What is half-witch doing here, anyway?”

			“Trying to fix things,” Grimsby said. “I found some folks that say they might be able to help Rayne. But they need me to do this first.”

			“And what is ‘this’?” Wudge asked, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

			“Apparently there’s a knife buried under this place. We need it to—well, I’m not exactly sure what we need it for, but we need it.”

			Wudge looked past Grimsby to the fortress stairs and shuddered. “Half-witch going to get killed trying to help people. Trying to help Wudge.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Maybe. But maybe that’s not the worst way to go.”

			“They’re all the worst way.”

			Grimsby wasn’t sure what Wudge meant by that, but he was used to the creature’s cryptic words. “So, can you help me through the front door?”

			Wudge rolled his eyes beneath his onion-helm. “The front door is the worst door. Things watch it. Wait like spiders. Half-witch goes in there, and he won’t live long enough to help Wudge.”

			“All right, well, then, which way would you suggest?”

			Wudge grinned. “The between ways.”
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			Grimsby followed Wudge around the fortress’s walls and away from it.

			“Wudge, we’re getting farther away.”

			Wudge waved an annoyed hand and shushed him, craning his neck to one side as though listening.

			Grimsby had little choice but to trust his friend’s instincts as the tiny creature led him down a darkened street.

			Finally, they stopped at the center of the road above what looked like a manhole cover, except it was made of ornate carved concentric wheels that turned around one another in twitching motions like the ticking of a clock.

			It reminded Grimsby of the time distortion of the Elsewhere.

			He checked his watch—a cheap windup, as electronics did not function in the Elsewhere. It had been the better part of an hour. He needed to return before his seventh hour in the Elsewhere. Otherwise, a week would have passed in the real world upon his return.

			He imagined that would ruin Keen’s timeline.

			And probably get Grimsby fired to boot.

			“Wudge,” he said, examining the manhole cover. “We don’t have all day. You’re sure this is right?”

			Wudge rolled his eyes. “How about half-witch trust Wudge about Wudge things, and Wudge trust half-witch about half-witch things?”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Fair enough.”

			“Now.” Wudge pointed a gangly, padded finger at the manhole. “Open.”

			Grimsby bit back a sharp reply and instead knelt and felt for purchase around the cover’s edge, but it was too cleanly fit.

			“Sticks and stones,” he muttered in a curse before calling on his Impetus. He felt it warm him like a belly full of coals. He reached out his right hand, his good hand, and pressed his thumb on the cover’s surface. After a moment of concentration, the tip of his thumb began to glow blue, and as he raised it, he left behind a small rune on the stone surface. Then he repeated the process a few feet away from the cover.

			With both halves of the Bind in place, he raised his hand and called, “Bind.”

			A blue tether of light appeared between the two runes. The stone grated against itself briefly but didn’t budge. He frowned, willed more power into the spell, and called again.

			“Bind!”

			The tether thickened and pulled harder, and this time the disk-shaped cover was wrenched away, cracking loudly over the cobblestone road.

			In its place was a pit of darkness with no apparent bottom.

			Grimsby eyed it nervously before turning to Wudge. “I’m not sure about—”

			Before he could finish, Wudge ran past him and swan-dived into the dark without hesitation, vanishing below.

			Grimsby took a deep breath. “Yeah. That checks out.”

			He went and sat at the pit’s edge and reached his foot in, trying to feel out the bottom. It wasn’t within reach. He braced his elbows and let himself slip farther down, until his feet were dangling below.

			Still, no bottom.

			He shook his head.

			“Trust Wudge about Wudge things,” he muttered to himself.

			Then he let himself fall.

			It was all he could do to keep from screaming as he descended. The only light was the quickly shrinking red circle above that revealed the Elsewhere sky.

			Within moments, it was too small to see.

			Yet still, Grimsby fell.

			He wondered briefly if maybe Wudge hadn’t forgiven him after all. If perhaps he had instead decided to trick Grimsby into jumping into a bottomless pit and falling forever.

			Or perhaps it wasn’t bottomless, and the ground below was soon to become a canvas of Grimsby’s first and last attempt at impressionism.

			It was just about then that he felt his back skid against hard, smooth stone.

			Then the stone began to shift, steadily declining to a shallower angle until it scooped him up. He felt the momentum of his fall begin to shift, becoming less and less vertical and more horizontal. Suddenly, he felt as though he was careening down a stone slide in pitch blackness.

			Finally, he began to slow. Just as he was about to come to a halt, the slide gave way to stairs, and he felt himself twist into a tumble down a dozen or so steps before he managed to come to a halt, bruised and battered.

			It was better than being a smear on the ground—though only just.

			“Wudge things suck,” he groaned into the dark.

			“Half-witch sucks!” came Wudge’s reply.

			Grimsby looked toward the source of the voice. “What a rapier tongue you have,” he muttered. He struggled to sit up, still unable to see. He dug into his pocket for something, hoping that his tumble hadn’t made him lose it.

			Fortunately, he found he still had a pocket full of change.

			He withdrew two pennies—or at least they felt like pennies—and held them before him, one in each hand. He could feel a gentle warmth from their surface on his skin, like an invisible candle’s flame.

			He held the pennies close to each other and summoned a mote of Impetus, pressing it into each of the enchantments he had carved on the pennies’ faces.

			“Bind,” he whispered.

			Suddenly, a glowing blue tether of light appeared between them, slipping through his fingers to connect both runes and meekly pull against each of them. The strength was hardly enough for him to notice.

			But as he pulled them apart and the tether grew longer, its dim light spread out and illuminated the otherwise pitch darkness.

			It revealed himself, the staircase, and Wudge in its cobalt glow.

			Grimsby was disheveled but otherwise unharmed.

			The staircase was narrow and featureless, descending into the dark.

			And Wudge was sticking out his writhing rapier tongue.

			“Half-witch really need light?” he asked.

			“Yeah, sort of,” Grimsby replied.

			“Good,” Wudge said, casting an eye to the void and shadow around them. “Keep it that way.”

			Grimsby groaned and struggled to his feet. “I’m hoping this will take us to the basement?” he asked.

			Wudge nodded, though he did so sluggishly. He seemed paler than he had moments before.

			“You all right?” Grimsby asked.

			Wudge looked down and pulled at the taut skin that clung to his ribs. It was thin and rubbery in his fingers. Whatever he saw in it, he didn’t seem pleased. “This place—it makes magic hard. It makes being Wudge hard.”

			Grimsby thought for a moment and remembered that Jasper had mentioned his own magic wouldn’t work in this place for some reason. Perhaps the same was true for Wudge?

			But if it was, why wasn’t Grimsby affected?

			He felt fine, and his Binds had worked as expected.

			What made him different?

			He shook the question away. It was rare that things worked out in his favor, and questioning it might only make it more so.

			Instead, he remembered once when Wudge had been trapped in an iron cage, and how it had nearly killed him. “You should go back,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

			Wudge shook his head, making his ears flail wildly, then clawed his way up Grimsby’s leg and climbed onto his back. “Half-witch will need a way out,” Wudge said. “Wudge can stay that long.”

			Grimsby wanted to make Wudge leave, but the creature was right. They had taken a shortcut into this place, and he had no idea how to get out. And getting out quickly was a core part of Jasper’s instructions.

			In fact, it had been half of them.

			“I’ll get the knife quick,” Grimsby said, half to himself and half to Wudge. “And then we’ll get out fast.”

			He felt Wudge nod. “Wudge trust half-witch about half-witch things.”

			Grimsby took a deep breath. He hoped Wudge was right to trust him.

			Then, together, they descended farther into the dark.
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			The stairs descended, and as they did, the ceiling fell away, leaving a dark emptiness over Grimsby’s head that made him uneasy. It was long minutes before the light of his Bind strand illuminated anything besides the dusty steps beneath his feet.

			Then, finally, the ground grew flat. Grimsby felt Wudge’s clinging grip shift before his companion dropped to the ground.

			In the dim blue light, Wudge flicked out his tongue as though tasting the air. His lips twisted in disgust. “Iron is near,” he said.

			Grimsby willed a little more Impetus into the Bind penny in each palm. The strand between them grew brighter and tauter, causing him to struggle to keep them apart.

			The ghostly blue light bloomed wider, revealing rows of pews on either side of him, progressing forward, like a chapel without ceiling or walls. There, ahead of them, he saw a glint in the dark.

			Something metal.

			And as he stared, he could make out another glow of light around it. This one a knot of silver.

			A feeling of deep unease came over him, a kind of dread he couldn’t name but still recognized. It was like something behind a wall in the back of his mind was screaming warnings in a language he couldn’t understand.

			He wanted to turn back, to go tell Jasper and Keen that there was nothing in this dark, desolate place and they should look elsewhere.

			But that wouldn’t help Rayne. It wouldn’t make things right.

			So instead, he took a step forward.

			“Stay close,” he whispered to Wudge.

			Instantly, he felt Wudge’s wiry fingers wrap around his calf.

			They inched forward in silence, the only sound the treading of their feet over smooth and dusty stone. Then, as they passed another pew, the light caught the dust in a strange manner.

			Grimsby stopped, then carefully moved the thread of light between his hands closer. The dust was—wrong. Not gray, but darker. He extended his thumb, sweeping it over the back of the pew and examining the smeared powder more closely.

			Even in the blue light, it was easy to recognize.

			It was ash.

			Grimsby realized the air had grown warmer.

			“Half-witch?” Wudge asked, his own croaking voice on edge. “Maybe it isn’t such a good idea to be in this place.”

			“As an expert on things that are not good ideas, I agree,” Grimsby said. “But I can’t leave yet. We’re too close.”

			He continued forward, though each step felt like he was dragging a weighted ball by his ankle. Wudge’s mass didn’t help much, either.

			The silver light ahead grew clearer, and though it was dim, Grimsby could see it radiated out from the hand of a statue—a figure that was twisted into itself in pain. From her hand, a cage of metal and glass dangled, extended out as though it might shield her from Grimsby.

			It was a lantern.

			And inside it, wrapped in what looked like a wire of undulating silver light, was a simple knife. Not a straight blade, but one that was carefully curved. And though it was sharp, it seemed less like a weapon and more like a tool—perhaps one for paring vegetables in the kitchen or gathering herbs in the garden. Its surface had the numerous and shallow marks of gentle and consistent use. However, the sheen of its metal and warmth of its polished grip were both blackened.

			Blackened with soot.

			As he inched forward, staring intently, he saw the light of silver catch an edge in the grip.

			A name burned into the wood in a flowing hand.

			His name.

			Grimsby

			He was so shocked that his grip on the coins in his hand slipped.

			Pulled by the tether that bound one to the other, the two snapped together, and as they did, the tether’s light was extinguished.

			But instead of darkness, a dull orange glow began to fill the space, and with it rose a stifling heat. The lights of blue and silver faded under its glare and flicker. Though Grimsby could see no fire, the light carried on as if the place was suddenly burning.

			The light grew to reveal more statues standing around the room, each wracked in agony, looking almost as though they were sculpted from molten black glass, silhouetted harshly upon the vaulted ceiling by the sourceless firelight.

			Grimsby stared at the knife for a long moment, his mind racing. How could it have his name? What kind of sense did that make?

			Was this why Jasper said that his own magic wouldn’t work in this place, why Wudge’s didn’t, yet Grimsby’s did? Where even was he?

			His eyes rose to the lantern that encased the knife, and suddenly he knew.

			Grimsby wasn’t his name alone.

			It was his mother’s as well.

			Suddenly he knew where he was—he knew about the tragedy that had befallen this place, and why every inch was stained with ash.

			After all, he had been there when the place was set ablaze only a year ago.

			And when it had burned the first time, many years before that.

			He was in the Elsewhere’s version of his old home: Lantern-Light Apartments.

			Grimsby felt himself freeze. A sheen of icy sweat rose over his skin and was wicked away by his suit. Pain began to run along his arm, starting at his fingertips and spreading like a forest fire through his scars.

			He felt a grip tighten around his ankle and realized Wudge still clung to him. “Need to go, half-witch. Need to go now!”

			Grimsby tried to give voice to his thoughts, but they were too scrambled, too primal to put to words. In the chaotic panic in his head, an overwhelming fear began to take hold and gain power. He suddenly felt Wudge’s urging was all the direction he needed.

			He took a step back, back from the statue of the woman, back from the knife in its glass cage, back from this place where fire reigned and pain came close behind.

			But though it would have been all too easy to let himself fall into the next step, and the next, until he was far away from this place, he stopped.

			He couldn’t leave.

			Not yet.

			He had work to do.

			If he left now, without the knife, he’d never help Rayne. He’d never find a cure.

			He had to stay—at least long enough to get the cold iron blade.

			Then he could run like mad.

			He tried to shake himself, to shatter the frozen sweat that clung to him, to take back control, but it was all he could do to keep his feet planted instead of fleeing.

			He felt Wudge pull at his leg again, before the creature threw up his hands with an exasperated groan.

			Then his friend vanished.

			He was alone.

			Except he didn’t feel alone.

			In fact, as he tried to calm himself, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.

			He managed to turn and saw one of the statues seated on a lone pew.

			Except it wasn’t like the others.

			It wasn’t smooth like marble, but cracked and pitted like volcanic stone. It had no hands, but long blades of obsidian that were shattered along their length, leaking viscous oil like blood from broken teeth.

			Then it turned its head to Grimsby, and he saw it had no face, but a hole that revealed orange light on the other side.

			The hole narrowed, then widened, like a dilating pupil, and a voice emanated from the figure.

			“Destruction returns,” it said.

			It stood, not on legs, but on a coiled serpentine body of grating igneous stone.

			And there, in the center of its chest, Grimsby saw a burning wound that dripped a rivulet of molten lava.

			It wasn’t until he saw the wound that he recognized what it was.

			It was the Haunt he and Mayflower had faced in this place one year ago. It would have killed them both if he and Mayflower hadn’t managed to kill it together.

			Except it wasn’t dead.

			And now Grimsby was alone.
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			The creature stood, towering over Grimsby, and while he felt the same residual fear he had when he’d last faced it, it wasn’t as paralyzing as it had once been. Perhaps it was because he was more confident. Perhaps it was because now he was an Auditor.

			Or perhaps it was simply because this time the thing wasn’t on fire.

			He still felt cold numbness wrap around his spine, but he managed to steel himself and summon his Impetus, a spell waiting on his lips for the creature’s assault.

			Except there was no attack. No aggressive motion.

			In fact, the Haunt seemed almost frail as it moved. Bits of porous stone chipped from its form and fell to dust the ground. Its movement was halting, even pained, like it was stirring from a long and uncomfortable slumber.

			It tilted its expressionless facade at him, the hollow of its face dilating like it was taking in a scent. Then it extended one of its broken, scythe-like arms, revealing the molten wound in its chest as it pointed toward the lantern and the knife within.

			“End,” it said, its sourceless voice weak. “End.” It seemed at once eager and begging.

			Grimsby felt a sudden mix of pity and disgust fill him. Pity for the wounded creature, despite its otherwise terrifying nature, and disgust at himself for taking part in making it like this.

			“I— What are you?”

			The creature shuddered, its sinuous stone tail coiling around itself. “Watcher. Keeper. Guardian,” it said. “Destroyed. Ruined. Burned.” The void in its head narrowed almost as if in anger, or pain. “Burned.”

			Grimsby felt a wave of prickling hairs crawl over him as the creature uttered the word. He held up his scarred hand. “Me, too,” he said.

			The creature retracted its own maimed appendage, covering the wound in its chest.

			“Right. I’m sorry about that,” Grimsby said, feeling an awkward pit in his stomach. “But in my defense, you were trying to kill us.”

			“Watcher. Keeper. Guardian,” it repeated. “Burned.”

			“Is—is there something I can do to help?” he asked.

			“End,” the creature repeated, gesturing at the knife once again, its blade wrapped in silver threads. “Sever.”

			“Will that help?”

			“End.”

			“You mean it will end you.”

			The creature tilted its head, then nodded. Its petrified flesh cracked and pebbles scattered over the floor.

			Grimsby gulped. Jasper had warned him that taking the knife would cause something dangerous to happen, but he hadn’t realized it would hurt something—or rather kill something.

			Even if that thing was a Haunt that had once tried to kill Grimsby and Mayflower, it seemed harmless now.

			Though that might be because they had left it maimed and not dead.

			Grimsby looked at the knife and felt his stomach twist even as it filled with bile.

			He didn’t want to kill this spirit.

			But the only thing crueler than doing so was condemning it to its miserable existence.

			And he needed that knife.

			“Isn’t—isn’t there another way?” he asked. He felt his voice grow hurried and shrill. “Maybe I can get you something that will help, and when you’re better I can take the knife.”

			He felt like a child even as he spoke.

			And he was ashamed.

			“End.” The Haunt’s voice grew taut and desperate. “Pain. Hollow. Pain.”

			As it spoke, the shadows around the orange light’s edges twitched and crawled with hidden shapes—small and formless, but without number.

			Even so, Grimsby found himself unable to focus on anything but the looming dread of what the creature asked. “I—I can’t do that. I can’t kill you.”

			“Please. Grimsby.”

			“How—how do you know my name?”

			“Mother.”

			“You knew my mother?”

			The creature pointed toward the knife. “Bound. Friend.” Its voice grew quiet. “Burned.”

			“She bound you? Here? Why?”

			The creature muttered, “Watcher. Keeper. Guardian…Son.”

			“She—she bound you here to…protect me?”

			The Haunt managed a nod.

			“Then why did you try to kill me when I came here a year ago?”

			“Blind. Pain.” It seemed to struggle with both word and thought before uttering a furious whisper. “Destroyer burned.”

			Grimsby felt his pulse race. “No, no. The fire—it was an accident.”

			The Haunt’s stature shifted. Its broken scythes twitched in anger. “Destroyer,” it asserted.

			“Who?” Grimsby demanded. “Who was the destroyer?”

			The creature’s void dilated, then it slackened, its fury extinguished like a spent candle. “Pain. End.” It resumed its seat on the pew, its body coiling beneath itself. “End,” it said, its voice hollow.

			It seemed to have lost hope that Grimsby would help.

			Grimsby shook his head. “No, no, no.” He followed the spirit to the pew, trying to keep calm even while his mind felt like it might boil over. “If someone started that fire on purpose, if someone—if someone killed my mother, I have to know. Tell me. Please.”

			The creature didn’t move. It didn’t reply. It only cradled the smoldering wound in its chest.

			“Tell me!” Grimsby said. He didn’t realize he was screaming until he felt the pain in his throat.

			More silence.

			Furious, desperate, and unsure what to do, Grimsby found himself grabbing at the creature, as though he might shake some sense into it, or perhaps some answers from it.

			Its porous stone hide burned his hands as soon as he touched it. Even the toughened palm of his scarred hand couldn’t withstand the heat.

			He cried out and pulled away, his fingers curled in pain over his hands like dead spider legs.

			The creature didn’t seem to notice.

			Grimsby couldn’t breathe. He tried to shake himself, to return some sense to his own head, but it felt like gravity was shifting itself wildly and he couldn’t figure out which direction was up. He felt his balance give way but managed to fall into a pew a few feet from the spirit.

			He sat there, head spinning and heart hammering.

			He had always thought the fire had been an accident. Some mistake.

			At least, on the rare occasion when he let himself think about it.

			He had always known that the world could be cruel—or even just callously indifferent. It was part of why he had always wanted to help people. He had just always felt like, if he really tried, perhaps he could help tip the cosmic scale of crap back toward fair.

			Not for himself, maybe. But for someone.

			But if it wasn’t an accident—

			If his mother hadn’t been lost—

			If she had been taken—

			He felt a heat in him. One like he’d never felt before. It closed around his heart like a cage, constricting and burning. He felt it in his chest, and with it the sudden urge to run. He felt it in his muscles, and with it the urge to scream and thrash.

			He even felt it in his hands, and with it the urge to break them on the dark stone floor.

			He had never felt anger like this before.

			And it frightened him.

			He didn’t feel like himself. He didn’t feel like he even knew who he was. He only felt like a weapon, like a tool that needed to break something. To hurt someone.

			It was all he could do to keep still. To breathe.

			Slowly, that cage of fire around his heart began to loosen. The muscles of his neck slackened. He slowly stopped digging his fingertips into his own burnt palms.

			Slowly, he became Grimsby again.

			Or at least something close.

			He leaned forward on the pew, his elbows on his knees, his head in his hands. Though he had barely moved, he was drenched with sweat and exhausted. He tried his best to push the thoughts of his mother away, to not think about how—

			He shook himself.

			No.

			He had a job to do.

			Once that was done, he could focus on what had happened here.

			But not before.

			Besides, he didn’t want to think about what he would do if the spirit’s words proved to be true.

			He couldn’t bring himself to look at the spirit as he spoke. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. For what we—for what I did to you. If I could fix it, I would.”

			The only sign the creature had heard was a subtle grating of stone.

			“I can’t fix it,” he said quietly.

			Then he stood.

			“But I can end it.”

			The spirit looked up, its head tilting with hope. “End?”

			He felt his guts knot themselves as he spoke the words into a promise. “I will.”

			He stepped into the aisle and toward the altar, where the lantern hung by the woman’s hand, the knife within.

			He heard the spirit follow him, its sinuous form grinding against dust.

			Grimsby reached out and opened the lantern. Inside, the knife was suspended, wrapped in a silver thread that entwined its curved blade. It looked sharp. So sharp that a single tug would sever the strands of light and free it.

			And end the life of the tortured spirit.

			All he had to do was take the knife.

			And take a life.

			The spirit’s voice echoed behind him, struggling to piece words together. “They…will come,” it warned. “Scavengers. Predators. Hungry.”

			Even as it spoke, the shadows around the room’s edges twisted and writhed, as though brimming and eager for the light to fade.

			Grimsby clenched his jaw and took hold of the knife’s handle. It was smooth and warm.

			He didn’t want to do this.

			But it had to be done.

			And he was the only one to do it.

			“Let them,” he said.

			Then he tore the knife free.
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			With the slightest force, the blade sliced through the silver strings that entwined it. They oozed argent light like opened veins. The liquid light coagulated as it fell into symbols and runes that shattered over the floor into fine mist.

			Behind him, Grimsby heard the Haunt shudder.

			He turned and saw the creature begin to crumble away at its edges, the molten wound in its chest cooling to slick, black stone.

			“Thank you,” its sourceless voice echoed.

			Then it crumbled away to ashes.

			The flickering orange light that lit the room went dark, the only illumination coming from the fading silver glow his blade had released from the threads that bound it.

			He stared at the pile of ash that had once been alive.

			At the thing he had killed.

			He felt his stomach twist. Even though the Haunt hadn’t been human, even though it had been in agony, even though it embraced its fate, none of that mattered so much as one fact.

			He had killed it.

			Unlike when Peters had been killed, there was no gray area this time. No one else to shuffle the blame onto.

			Grimsby had killed.

			Just as he thought his stomach might purge its contents onto the floor, the silence was broken.

			Something shifted in the dark—something small and skittering.

			He turned to the sound, pulling another pair of Bind pennies from his pocket. He held them apart, palming the second against the knife’s grip in his left hand. Then he muttered the spell.

			“Bind.” He kept his Impetus in check. The spell needn’t be strong to cast enough light.

			The dim silver gave way to spreading blue hues, making the chamber feel submerged underwater. The shadows were stark, but the light reached several feet away.

			However, he saw nothing where he had heard the sound.

			Then more skittering, this time to his left.

			Then more to his right.

			And more above him.

			Suddenly, what he thought were cast shadows began to move. Hard edges shifted to wickedly hooked talons and splayed teeth. Reflections appeared in the dark, like eyes just beyond the light’s edge, gleaming with the blue of his spell. First a dozen. Then a hundred. Then countless.

			“Blue blazes,” Grimsby cursed. He took one step back toward the stairs behind him—or where he thought they would be in the dark.

			As though it was the sign they had been waiting for, the swarm in the dark surged forward.

			Grimsby took that as a sign of his own.

			He ran, making a break for the stairs.

			His feet kicked irreverently through the ashes of the Haunt, scattering them in his path as he ran madly down the aisle between pews. His hands bounced awkwardly as the Bind tether that lit his way also tried to pull his hands together.

			His eyes combed the dark for the stairs, but he found none. Even after he had been running for far longer than he was sure the chamber extended, he didn’t reach them.

			Instead he found himself sprinting through a void. The only thing he could see was the ground before him, and the reflection of inhuman eyes that filled the emptiness around him.

			The stairs were gone—his only way out was gone.

			He kept running, not sure what else to do, but no matter how fast he careened into the dark, the swarms around him seemed to grow closer.

			It wasn’t long until he saw their leering eyeshine ahead of him.

			Something reached out of the dark to his side. Small, no larger than a child, but its limb was like that of a chitinous ape. It reached for his ankle, trying to trip him, to drag him down to be overrun by the masses that hunted him.

			He managed to kick back his leg, twisting uncomfortably, and rip free from the thing’s grip at his heel. As he did, panic welled in him and his Impetus flared out of control, drawing sparks from his scarred left arm.

			The sparks were like tiny suns compared to the dim blue light of his tether, and he saw the thing cover its lone, massive eye and squeal like a kettle of sewage boiling over.

			Grimsby scrambled on, running through what seemed like an infinite abyss.

			Then ahead of him, he began to see more shapes. Pinpricks of his Bind strand’s light shone in the dark. Countless already, and more of them amassing by the moment.

			He skidded to a halt, his feet thudding on something oddly hollow. Though he couldn’t bring himself to look at anything other than the creatures that now had him surrounded.

			The swarms inched closer, barely perceptible, just beyond the reach of his spell’s light. For a moment, he thought they might not dare stray into it, but he could see the light’s edge shrinking, despite his spell remaining steady. The creatures seemed to carry shadow with them, and as he saw their numbers grow, the light of his spell was steadily overpowered.

			He felt panic rise in him. There was no place to go, nowhere to run. Within moments, the light would be smothered and these things—whatever they were—would be upon him.

			Then he felt something push up under his foot.

			He looked down to see he stood upon a trapdoor—the only feature he had seen since he had started running.

			It pushed against his weight again, leaving the barest crack.

			Long, thin fingers emerged from the crevice, worming out like they were looking for purchase.

			Grimsby yelped and raised a foot to stomp on the digits, but a croaking voice stopped him.

			“How half-witch so heavy when he’s only half size?” Wudge said, his tone making it sound like he was struggling.

			Grimsby quickly hopped off the door, which flung upward, revealing a cramped crawl space and tunnel beneath. It also revealed Wudge—smudged with dirt and dust, streaked by streams of sweat that leaked out of his onion helmet.

			“Wudge!” Grimsby cried, relief cracking the frozen sheen of fear that had clung to him. “You came back.”

			“Half-witch hasn’t ordered more ramen yet.” His friend glowered at him and jerked a long thumb below. “Get in hole! Now!” Then his yellow eyes widened as he looked behind Grimsby.

			Grimsby turned to see the wall of eyes leering at him, only inches away. It had crept up in the shadow he cast from the light he held before him.

			Blue light revealed distinct shapes in the mass—though none were identical.

			Scaled scorpions with eyes embedded in the depths of their claws; gnarled, severed hands with orbs peering out of each knuckle; and featureless faces that were little more than abominable mixtures of teeth and stares. They recoiled from the blue light, flesh, hide, and chitin all blistering under its glow, but though many smaller creatures howled in pain and shriveled to dust, the rest seemed able to withstand it. Instead of recoiling, they were piled atop one another and staring at Grimsby, like children pressed against a viewing window at the zoo.

			Except there was no window. Nothing between them and Grimsby.

			And children never looked so hungry.

			Grimsby instinctively tried to throw himself backward, hoping to get somewhere close to landing in the open hatch with Wudge, but sudden limbs grew out of the mass. Hands, claws, tendrils, and more all reached out for him like a crowd reaching toward a stage.

			Before he managed to get any distance, innumerable limbs seized his own. One of the Bind pennies slipped from his grip. It was pulled like a rip cord toward its opposite, the tether of blue light shrinking between them as it did.

			And with it, the light fast diminished.

			The last thing Grimsby could see as the light faded was the countless leering eyes that closed in all around him.

		

	
		
			Sixteen  [image: ]

			Grimsby felt small claws dig into his skin, pressing through his jacket. He heard skittering and scratching sounds as a mixture of cold skin, chitin, and fur suffocated him. Teeth gnawed at him, trying to chew their way through his suit until they found flesh.

			Grimsby tried to scream, but he couldn’t draw a breath. It was like a living blanket smothered his face. He struggled, but the mass of creatures weighed down on him until he didn’t know which direction was up anymore. He could only feel them trying to tear at him, bit by bit.

			He wondered if this was how he would meet his end—here in the Elsewhere, reduced to nothing but scraps by things he couldn’t see.

			How long would it be before people in the waking world realized he was gone?

			What would happen to Rayne? To Mayflower?

			Would they be all right without him?

			A claw caught his face and he felt searing pain on one cheek. The entities around him seemed to tremble in hungry anticipation.

			The pain shocked him from the spiraling thoughts—and more pain quickly compounded the sensation as he realized how desperate his situation was. He tried to mutter a spell—if only just for some light—but he couldn’t manage an utterance under the stifling weight.

			Even so, his Impetus surged, but with no spell as an outlet, and unable to manage control in his panic, he felt it begin to vent as heat in his scars. He felt sparks pop along his skin, but the feeling was overwhelmed by the countless nicks and scratches as the creatures tore at him.

			Then he heard a chorus of shrill squeals.

			He felt the weight on his arm alleviate, and as more sparks and cinders began to smolder within his scars, the sounds redoubled.

			Light, he realized.

			His scars were giving off light.

			Desperately, he let more Impetus seep into his scars. It was difficult, as he had practiced most of his life to keep it away from them, but once he began to let it flow into them, it did so with unnerving ease.

			He felt heat burst along his arm. At first the dull, soothing warmth of a sunny day, then the sharp sting of a hot bath.

			Finally, it became agony.

			It was as though a perfect, crystallized memory of the fire from his youth had returned. He could feel the heat numb his flesh as it lost its shape. He could feel the skin crack and curl. He could feel the muscles twitch as they burned away.

			His scream was muffled beneath the mass that enveloped him, but his throat tore at itself all the same.

			Then the weight atop him scattered, crawling over and off him like roaches fleeing sudden light.

			Drawing gasping breaths, he frantically looked over to his arm, expecting to see a blackened, curled remnant of his limb. To his relief, it seemed largely intact, though it was smoking and spitting gouts of flame from hand to elbow. His jacket sleeve was catching alight, holes burning their way through it like misshapen cigarettes were being pushed out from within.

			Grimsby realized he was on his back, the stone floor beneath him. The creatures had retreated to the edge of the light, their eyes now glinting with the rage of unslaked hunger.

			A few feet away, he saw Wudge, frantically swinging one of his unnaturally proportioned arms. At its end was a small, dark shape that clung to the tiny creature’s fingers. “Ow! Get off, get off!” Wudge screeched, shaking the thing vigorously until it released its grip.

			It went flying, landing in the light cast by Grimsby’s hand.

			It was like a scorpion the size of a dinner plate, but its legs branched into a spider’s worth at each tip, and its claws were studded with dozens of tiny black dots of eyes.

			Grimsby stared in shock, then horror, as it made a painful sound and thrashed in the light before its eyes burst to motes of flame and it withered to a pile of ash.

			He tore his eyes away from the thing’s remains and pushed himself to his feet, though his arms shook so much they nearly gave way. The light from his hand moved in a dizzying fashion as he righted himself. All around, the creatures moved with the glow, staying out of its grasp and pouring into whatever shadows it cast.

			Grimsby held his arm high, trying to keep the light from leaving one side of his body exposed.

			Beside him, Wudge was shouting what sounded like curses in a language Grimsby didn’t recognize, trying to shake the pain from his hand where the thing had been clinging to him.

			Before them was the open trapdoor.

			Grimsby felt his uncontrolled Impetus begin to waver, and with it the light and fire of his hand dimmed. With careful discipline, he could stretch his power longer, but he had been panicked, and now his control had all but evaporated. Even here in the Elsewhere, the source where magic was drawn from, he felt his strength waning.

			And as the light dimmed, the living shadows drew closer.

			With no time to lose, Grimsby seized Wudge’s arm and flung him into the open trapdoor.

			Wudge felt as light as a child’s doll, and he went flying with maximum complaints, still in the odd slurred language he had been cursing in.

			Grimsby felt his elbow growing cold as the fire began to recede to his fingertips. He jumped in the open door after Wudge.

			As he, and the light, moved away, the room of hungry shadows heaved and followed.

			He gripped the door’s edge with his right hand, and with a heave he hauled it closed.

			A handful of creatures tried to slip into the gap after them, their bodies blocking the door, but a quick wave of the fire waning at his fingertips smote them to ash.

			The door shut, and a heavy weight pressed onto it, making its wooden planks bow under the strain. Grimsby found himself fearing that the creatures might break through and suddenly flood the crawl space like a tide of assorted piranha.

			But then Wudge reached up, still grumbling complaints, and turned a dead bolt that Grimsby was certain hadn’t been there a moment ago.

			Suddenly, the sound above stopped, and the weight on the door seemed to relieve itself.

			They were alone in the cramped tunnel, with only the barest flickers of flame on Grimsby’s fingers for light.

			Wudge glared at the door, then at Grimsby, and then stuck one of his bulbous fingertips, which was swollen even more than usual, into his toothy mouth. “Wudge can always get into places he’s not welcome,” he mumbled over his finger. “And half-witch always gets into places he shouldn’t be.”

			They reached the tunnel’s end after a grueling crawl. The space had gotten more and more narrow as they continued, until Grimsby worried he might get stuck. Finally, they reached a squat door and, with some assistance from Wudge by pulling on his arm, they both managed to escape back out into the open under the red Elsewhere sky.

			Grimsby lay on his back for a time, simply breathing and being glad for the fact.

			Then he sat up and reached into his pocket, withdrawing the Elsewhere knife. All traces of the glowing silver threads had fallen away from it, leaving it as little more than a simple antique.

			Wudge leaned in and examined the blade before making a disgusted noise. “That iron is cold—blech. Makes Wudge itchy.”

			“What do you mean, ‘cold’?” Grimsby asked.

			“Cold! Old! Long, long way from fire that forged it.” Wudge frowned, as though trying to think of how to explain something very simple to a child. “Humans are mortal. They get old and die. Sometimes don’t even get old.”

			Grimsby nodded, his exhausted left arm curled to his chest. “Yeah, I was worried about that myself just a bit ago.”

			“But not all things are mortal. Wudge isn’t. Elsewhere things aren’t.”

			“So, you can’t die?” Grimsby asked, suddenly wondering if he should feel annoyed that Wudge hadn’t been more helpful in the past. After all, if he couldn’t die, what risk was there for him to help?

			“Wudge can too die!” he said defensively. “But only to things older than Wudge. Monsters. Magic.” He glared at the knife. “Iron.”

			Grimsby suddenly recalled long ago, when Mayflower had threatened Wudge with his iron revolver. Wudge had been unimpressed. “Is this knife older than you?” he asked.

			Wudge shook his head, making his hairless rabbit ears swing. “No. But still gross.”

			“I guess that’s why Keen and Jasper need it,” he muttered. “It’s older than the magic that seals the vault.”

			“Half-witch should be careful,” Wudge said, his yellow eyes oddly focused as he stared at the weapon.

			“I’m mortal,” Grimsby said. “A knife is a knife to me.”

			“But not to everything. Humans kill things that are dangerous to them—other things do, too. Knife makes half-witch dangerous,” Wudge said. He shook himself and looked around. “Wudge sleepy. Half-witch should try not to die for a little while so Wudge can nap.”

			Grimsby couldn’t recall if he had ever seen Wudge sleep. He seemed only to lurk. Even so, he nodded. “Go ahead and rest, buddy. I’ll be fine.” He wasn’t sure it was true, but he didn’t want Wudge to worry.

			His friend nodded, stretched with a yawn, and then simply vanished.

			Grimsby was alone once more.

			He turned his eyes again to the knife, his family name burned into the handle.

			He had known his mother was a witch, of course. She had even worked for the Department—though he vaguely remembered it being for only a short time before the fire, and she certainly hadn’t been an Auditor.

			Yet this binding, this spell or ritual or whatever it was, was a kind of magic he’d only heard of.

			A knife that somehow bound a guardian spirit to keep the horrors of the Elsewhere at bay?

			It wasn’t exactly the kind of magic the Department of Unorthodox Affairs sanctioned for common use.

			In fact, it was more the kind that the Department would prefer most witches remain ignorant about.

			Even as an Auditor, Grimsby would be hard-pressed to find information on how to replicate such a spell.

			Yet not only had his mother known about it—she seemed to have managed it with enough expertise that it had functioned even years after she passed away. The only place she could have learned such magic from was the family grimoire.

			What else might he have learned from that grimoire—if it hadn’t been destroyed in the fire?

			What else might she have taught him if she hadn’t passed away—

			No.

			Grimsby’s throat tightened.

			If she hadn’t been killed.

			Grimsby felt that anger begin to press in on him again. That smothering sensation that threatened to block out all sense and reason.

			He quickly turned his attention away, forcing himself to stand and look around.

			He didn’t have time to think about—to think about any of it.

			There was work yet to do.

			And for that, he found himself thankful.

			Though he also suddenly found himself worried about when the job was done. What, then, would he have to keep the thoughts at bay?

			Hopefully more work.

			But that was a ways off yet. Besides, maybe he wouldn’t even survive the job. Keen had said retrieving the knife was the easiest part, and he had barely skimmed by. Maybe he’d find himself cut to cubes by magic laser beams, or crushed by a big rolling boulder before the end.

			He almost felt like it would be a relief.

			He managed to occupy his mind by thinking of the other horrible ways this job might lead to his end, at least long enough to find a mirror. This one was set into an alleyway alcove, framed by an ornate arch of stone that displayed images of rabbits fleeing toward their holes from monstrous hawks.

			The carving moved even as he watched.

			The rabbits didn’t make it.

			He turned his attention away and pressed a hand against the mirror. Within a few moments, he saw a small room with scattered hangers on the walls. Hopefully it wasn’t some hapless stranger’s closet—that would be awkward to explain.

			A few moments later, he passed through the looking glass and into the waking world.
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			Grimsby emerged from the mirror to find himself in a Stahlmart dressing room.

			He stumbled out, leaving a shattered mirror behind him and offering numb apologies to the confused employees as he exited out into the evening.

			He stood for a long moment, just breathing deeply and feeling his legs shake under him. He was tired, but though a quick check of his watch told him it should be near midnight, it was still only dusk. Even though he’d been in the Elsewhere for nearly three hours, he had left during the second window. Only seven minutes had passed in the waking world.

			It was making for a very long day.

			He let himself lean against the store’s brick wall and slide to the ground. As he did, he felt the weight of the knife in his pocket. He carefully withdrew it and traced the letters engraved on its handle.

			He thought back to cutting the threads that bound it, to when he had—his stomach churned—killed the Haunt that they bound. The thought still made him sick.

			Even though it was a monster, even though it had begged him for death, he still wished there had been another way. Perhaps there might have been if he was a better witch.

			If he was a better man.

			But he was neither. And there was no turning back.

			He wished he could know how it had come to be in that place, why his mother had put it there.

			To protect me. He remembered the spirit saying so.

			He turned the blade, its worn surface too scarred to reflect the glare of a nearby streetlight.

			“To protect me from what?”

			Then he felt his pocket begin to buzz and vibrate, making him jump. He realized it was just his cell phone going off.

			He withdrew it and flipped open its face. The small screen read Unknown.

			But as he pressed the green button to answer, he had a feeling he knew who it was.

			He set aside thoughts of his mother, thoughts of his past. Instead, he turned his mind to the work at hand.

			He let his head lean back against the brick and closed his eyes. “Hello?” he asked.

			“Mr. Grimsby,” came Keen’s voice. “I take it you were successful?”

			A breeze rolled through, carrying fallen leaves, and the cool evening air washed over him. “How’d you know I was back so fast?”

			“Jasper said to call you eight minutes after you left. If you didn’t answer, we’d need an alternative plan. I’m glad to hear your voice.”

			Grimsby nodded. That made good sense; Elsewhere timing was always precise. Jasper was indeed sharp.

			“Were you successful?” Keen repeated.

			The breeze fell away and Grimsby felt his throat constrict in anger, his grip tightening on the knife’s handle. “You could have told me.”

			“Told you what?” Keen asked, sounding genuinely confused.

			“Where I was going. To my old home,” Grimsby said, his voice low. “Where my mother died.”

			“Ah. Oh.” Keen cleared his throat. “I—I didn’t realize. My apologies. Jasper’s knowledgeable, but sometimes he forgets little things that the rest of us cling to—like empathy.”

			Grimsby found his anger somewhat tempered by Keen’s tone. “Just—just don’t keep me in the dark like that. I want to know the whole plan.”

			“Now that you’ve demonstrated commitment, I think we can arrange that. There’s a few other preparations that need to be made. After that, we’ll be ready. I’ll be in touch soon.”

			“Should I tell you where I’ll be, or will you find me with your vast and definitely not suspicious resources?”

			Keen laughed, his booming voice sounding odd from the small and tinny speaker. “I will be able to find you. It’s easier than you might guess. In the meantime, get some rest. We’ve got a long road ahead of us yet.”

			“Right. That would be smart—” Before he could even finish, the line went dead.

			He glared at the phone before stowing it in his pocket.

			For a moment, Keen’s suggestion to get some rest had appeal. The day had already run long and there would be much to do tomorrow. He let his eyes close at the thought of his cot at home.

			Instantly, he pictured the ashy basement of his old home and saw flames creeping in at the corners of his mind.

			He opened his eyes and shook his head. There’d be no sleep like this.

			There was too much rattling around in his head, too much waiting to do, too much to avoid thinking about.

			He tried to set aside Lantern-Light and turned his mind to the knife in his hand.

			It seemed a simple tool, but if what Jasper had said was true, it would be their key into the Elsewhere vault. The first step toward the Red Gaze, and finding a cure for Rayne, was done.

			He had done it. He had succeeded. He should be elated.

			Instead, he was mostly just tired.

			Even so, he did feel something like accomplishment.

			So much had happened in just the last few hours, and after months of being unable to do anything, it felt good just to be making progress toward something. Even if he wasn’t fully certain what it was.

			Then he recalled watching the Haunt wither and die because of him, and whatever relief he felt shriveled in his gut.

			How could means like that lead to good ends?

			He still wasn’t sure they would.

			The Red Gaze that Jasper and Keen had promised was still a mystery—both what it might do and what it might cost.

			Though he couldn’t fully trust Keen and Jasper, he had little choice but to operate in good faith with them, as they were his only chance to help Rayne.

			But he couldn’t ignore a simple fact: he was desperate, and Keen knew it.

			It was very possible Keen hadn’t told him everything about the Red Gaze. After all, the man had every incentive to leave out any details that Grimsby would have problems with.

			But, desperate or not, he didn’t have to obey blindly.

			It would probably be smart to try to find out more before he was in over his head, and if there was any record of the Red Gaze, it would be somewhere in the library.

			Unfortunately, smart wasn’t exactly a word Grimsby would use to describe himself. He doubted anyone would.

			However, it was a word that applied to Rayne.

			She was even in the library already.

			She would know where to look; she would know what to do.

			So, even though his body pleaded with him to return home and sleep, and even though his unconscious mind wanted to stay in that exact spot and agonize over what he had learned of the fire and his mother, he pushed both of them aside and climbed to his feet.

			He needed to keep moving.

			There was work to do.

		

	
		
			Eighteen  [image: ]

			Elizabeth “Rayne” Bathory struggled to carry the stack of tomes in her grip. The thick manacles around her wrists, bound by a long chain insisted upon by Department security, made the stack of mismatched records and journals unwieldy as she bent her hands awkwardly to support their weight.

			“I’d offer to help,” Janice said, her tone both teasing and exasperated, her voice emanating from nowhere in particular at the moment, “but I doubt you’d accept.”

			Rayne ignored her, per usual, but did find herself wishing she could call upon her magic for even the mere convenience her Suspend spell could offer. The softening evening light that spilled in from the glass dome that shrouded the library was dimming quickly. It wouldn’t be long before the lamps that lined the alleys of shelves flared to life in its stead. She resisted the urge to yawn as she reached the cluttered table Grieves had arranged for her. It was covered with grimoires and tomes that each showed promise, but she hadn’t had time to begin her research yet. Even so, she tried to keep them in some semblance of order; it was much harder for her to track so many pages than it had been when she still had her magic.

			But her magic had been taken from her, along with most everything else.

			She set the heavy stack of tomes and journals on the table with a dull thud.

			She rubbed at where the manacles dug into her skin, feeling her own heartbeat through the indentations they had left after months of constant wear.

			“Aren’t you tired of those?” Janice’s voice came again. “I am.”

			Rayne gritted her teeth and suppressed the urge to snap at her, though she felt herself agreeing deep down. She drew in a sharp breath and shook her head.

			No.

			She belonged in chains.

			After all, she was a monster. A strygga. A witch whose Impetus was bound to another’s—she had been since she was a child, though she had only come to know it recently. Janice had already wrested control from Rayne before, and even now she didn’t know what the dead witch’s Impetus had compelled her to do. Until she could rid herself of her dark passenger, she couldn’t be trusted with her own magic.

			But that wasn’t the only reason she found the cold metal against her skin more comfort than cruciation.

			There was something else within her.

			Something that had broken loose when she and Janice had been struggling for control of her body. It was something distant yet familiar, something she could only sense the edges of—it was like heat coming off a lightless fire. The stirrings of something long slumbering that had begun to wake.

			And whatever it was, it frightened her more than Janice ever had.

			Even thinking about it made her breath shorten and her mind waver. Warmth, painful warmth, began to flow through her, filling her veins with molten agony. The overwhelming sensation made her stumble, and her knees gave way beneath her. She reached out for support and gripped the table’s edge so tight that she felt her nails bend back.

			A cold hand touched her cheek, and she looked up through wracked eyes to see Janice standing over her, those twin venom-green eyes concerned. “Easy, darling,” she said, her voice soothing. “Don’t wake it.”

			Rayne’s hands slipped from the table and she fell back, the pain driving her to press her manacled hands between her knees, her whole body growing taut as the hungering fire grew hotter.

			Around her wrists, runes carved into the ancient iron bands began to glow with dim orange light, like the heating coils of an oven, though the manacles themselves felt like ice.

			She tangled her hands in the long chain that bound them together and focused on the cold iron, letting the heat within her slowly drain away.

			After a few moments of long, ragged breaths, the fire receded.

			She was left cold once again.

			She let her taut body go limp as she lay on the floor, gazing up at the glass dome above her, drawing in deep, desperate breaths of what felt like beautifully frozen air.

			“Still don’t want any help?” Janice asked, looming over her with a raised eyebrow. She wore a jumpsuit in the same style as Rayne’s, though she had chosen to make her own the same verdant shade of green as her eyes.

			Rayne struggled to her feet and glared at the woman: the only reply she had ever dignified her with.

			Janice shrugged, then idly sat on the table’s edge, leaning over to skim the titles of the tomes Rayne had collected. Though the table was already overburdened, it did not move under Janice’s weight.

			“Something in here about getting rid of cursed nails, I hope?” she asked.

			Rayne felt a prick of cold on her chest and reached up to find the iron nail that dangled there. In her fit, it had grown tangled in her shirt, as the cursed metal refused to break contact with her skin. While her manacles held her own magic at bay—including whatever lurked within her—it was the nail that kept Janice in check.

			She examined the pitted, dark iron, its tip capped in plastic to keep her from harming herself with it. It was a cursed relic—something Grimsby had somehow given her when Janice had total control. It had twisted the witch’s own spell against her, imprisoning her within Rayne instead of imprisoning Rayne within herself.

			However, even if she didn’t have her shackles on, the nail would have done the same to her own spells.

			She was better off without magic. At least for now.

			Maybe, she thought with a shudder, forever.

			She hadn’t realized how much her magic made her feel like herself until it was gone, banished by a few pieces of metal.

			“Just an iron maiden now,” she muttered. Between being half riddled with the residual pain of her episode and half addled with sleep deprivation, she found herself chuckling.

			Despite how quiet Rayne had meant to keep the comment, her dark-haired passenger always heard.

			“You don’t have to be, you know,” Janice said, leaning forward on one hand. “Now that we’re out of that damned Asylum, there’s ways we can escape this place.”

			Break out of the Department? Rayne thought, refusing to acknowledge Janice aloud as she took the topmost book on the stack she had brought over. She stared straight through it as her mind churned.

			It would be impossible, she thought, though immediately she questioned herself.

			Certainly, it would be more possible now, since she had convinced Grieves to move her from the Asylum to the Department itself. The security here was much more focused on keeping dangers out rather than in—especially regarding the reliquary. But even so, she relied upon Grieves’s fragile trust to get close enough to the library to do some research on how to deal with Janice.

			And, perhaps disturbingly more pressing, how to deal with this strange power within her.

			Breaking out would not only shatter Grieves’s remaining trust but also remove her access to the largest repository of magical knowledge she knew of.

			Besides, freedom for her wasn’t escaping the Department.

			It wasn’t escaping her shackles.

			Freedom was restoring herself to what she was before—before Janice, before the lightless fire.

			Though both had been a part of her life long before they had destroyed it.

			And deep down, she feared what she might be reduced to without them.

			She shook her head. First, she had to get rid of Janice. It didn’t matter what that might make her; she needed to be in total control. Right now, it was only the nail that kept her in the driver’s seat.

			That was unacceptable.

			Once she found a way to pry Janice from her mind, she could focus on the other nameless condition that plagued her.

			“One step at a time,” she muttered.

			Perhaps Grimsby’s meeting with her uncle, Gable Keen, would be fruitful, though she doubted it. Her uncle was a passionate and learned man, but he was just a Usual with no magic. However, he had connections. Ones that he had built despite his lack of magic. Her father cared for few Usuals, but he had always made efforts to keep her uncle safe.

			It was one of the few kindnesses she had seen from him.

			She tore her mind away from Grimsby, away from Uncle Gable.

			They were just shots in the dark. She couldn’t rely on either of them.

			She could only rely on herself.

			Even as she thought it, she looked over her shoulder, toward the library entrance, but the place was quiet.

			She was alone.

			Janice appeared beside her, as if to remind her that she was never truly alone.

			The woman bent over and eyed the book in Rayne’s hand.

			“Catalogue of Reliquary Oddities, 1944,” she read as she studied the plain cover. “Should I ask if you’re looking to break the curse”—her green eyes flashed—“or kill me?”

			Rayne ignored her and instead set the tome before her and opened it. The catalogue would likely be heavily censored and outdated, but perhaps something within could give her some insight into her muddled conditions.

			Janice faded as she realized Rayne had withdrawn her attention. She vanished. Then, a moment later, her voice returned, ambient and echoing around her. “You’ll have to talk to me eventually, Elizabeth. You need me.”

			She glowered at the sound of her legal name. She had been correcting others who tried to use it since she was small—since her father.

			She could almost hear the smile curl on Janice’s mouth.

			The woman of course knew how much the name troubled her.

			“I’m not going anywhere, trust me,” the parasite said. “If separating Impetus were so simple, well, we’d have an easy recipe for immortality on our hands. At least, I would. You’d likely be dead, or perhaps in a little jar on my mantel— Oh! Or we could get you a nice doll to haunt. That would be fun!”

			Rayne did not relent in her silence.

			“No, Elizabeth, our focus needs to be on…it.” Her venomous, taunting tone cracked to reveal a bared vein of fear.

			Rayne of course knew what Janice meant.

			The lightless flame.

			“That little nail can hold me back. But neither it nor those”—she pointed to the manacles—“can keep it contained forever. And when it breaks loose—well, I don’t think either of us can stop it.”

			Rayne buried her face in the pages. She would find a way to be herself again—or perhaps for the first time.

			Janice sighed. “You’ll see, in time,” she said. “You need me.”

			Rayne heard Janice’s voice grow more quiet as she drifted away.

			“I just hope you realize it before it’s too late. For both our sakes.”

		

	
		
			Nineteen  [image: ]

			Grimsby entered the Department grounds as the sun began to extinguish itself upon the horizon. The cool evening was quickly growing dark and subsequently chill. With his bike still stored in Keen’s home, he had taken the bus to a stop nearby and walked down the sole road that led to the Department grounds. The road was overrun with fallen leaves from the rows of trees on either side. He could smell the Mystic River nearby, and despite not being able to see it, he could hear the traffic over Wellington Bridge.

			He walked up to the security checkpoint, giving the half-awake Agent within a casual wave with his badge in hand. “Evening.”

			The Agent raised an eyebrow and cracked the window to the booth. He eyed Grimsby’s scorched suit and must have noticed he didn’t even have his usual bike with him. “Rough night?” he asked. As he did, he held up some sort of talisman on a string of beads. He did so with all the interest that security staff at an airport would wave a metal detector.

			“It’s just another day in paradise,” Grimsby said, managing to keep the majority of his sarcasm at bay.

			The Agent set the talisman down, apparently satisfied with whatever it had shown him. Most likely, he was just content that it hadn’t burst into flames in Grimsby’s presence. “And tomorrow’s on its way,” he said; then he waved Grimsby through, raising the striped bar that blockaded the road.

			Grimsby could have slipped under it with ease, but he nodded his thanks anyway and continued down the stretch of dark pavement.

			He soon reached the lot of Department-standard vehicles—black and mirrorless. It was nearly full, as most personnel had likely gone home for the night in their personal vehicles. A handful were missing, likely on late business, patrols, or overwatching locations for their own cases.

			Grimsby climbed the marble steps leading to the main entrance and passed through the wide glass doors.

			The reception area was the only portion of the Department accessible to the public, and even that was only after submitting a proper request. It had enough stations for half a dozen receptionists, but average traffic demanded only one.

			Today it was Stanwick, an older man with a plaid suit and two puffs of frizzing gray hair above his ears with a wide gap of shiny scalp between.

			He turned his unimpressed face to look at Grimsby as he entered, bobbing his head in a greeting. His puffs of hair matched the movement with a slight delay.

			“Grimsby,” Stanwick said. “Didn’t think you were working late tonight.”

			“Not staying long. Just some personal business,” Grimsby said, feeling his stomach waver at the thought of speaking to Rayne.

			“Mm-hmm,” Stanwick said, not really listening. He tapped wrinkled hands quickly over the keys of the computer before him, likely logging Grimsby’s arrival. “Well, most of the staff are home for the time being. Grieves gave the bulk of them the evening off to get rested up for crowd-control duty.”

			“Crowd control?” Grimsby asked. He hadn’t heard anything about that—though he’d spent most of the day on personal business, so perhaps he shouldn’t look too closely at such things.

			“There’s a Bastion rally tomorrow,” Stanwick said. “Gonna be Usuals that don’t like Unorthodox and Unorthodox that don’t like Usuals, all gathered in the same place. Tends to be a recipe for no good.”

			“Oh, right,” Grimsby said. He’d heard of the Bastion movement recently, but only in passing. Apparently, it was the latest form of a long history of anti-Unorthodox groups. “Have they turned violent before?”

			“Bastion? Not yet. But Grieves doesn’t want to take chances. Local police and Department personnel will be there in force. Just a skeleton crew back here for the day.” He tapped a few keys and squinted. “Looks like you’ll be one of the skeletons.”

			“Works for me,” Grimsby said. He rapped his knuckles on Stanwick’s desk and moved toward the secure doors that led to the Department. “I’ll see you around, Stanwick.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Stanwick nodded, though he didn’t look after him. Instead, he reclined in his seat and withdrew a newspaper and pen.

			Grimsby held his badge, a silver shield emblazoned with a pentacle, up to the dark block of electronics beside the door. There was an unpleasant sound and a light on the block flashed red. He sighed, rubbed his badge against his suit, and tried again. This time, the light was green and the doors opened.

			He hurried down the long, tiled hall beyond. Adorning the floor was a wide assortment of runes, numerous and varied. There were carvings gathered from all over the globe, symbols of warding, protection, and warning that were centuries or millennia old. Most modern witches paid such ancient methods little mind, as they weren’t as blatantly effective as common spells had become.

			In fact, the perception was much like that of current medicine versus folk medicine. Most people knew calcium tablets settled the stomach much faster and more effectively than peppermint or chamomile.

			Though that wasn’t to say the latter cures were ineffective.

			And, according to Wudge and the knife in his pocket, sometimes age was a power in its own right.

			Grimsby sometimes wondered if perhaps the old magics had been discarded too readily—then he remembered how much trouble he had with basic spells and decided not to complicate things.

			His steps echoed and runes glowed as he reached the heavy lacquered doors at the hall’s end. The doors themselves were hundreds of years old, salvaged from the first Department headquarters in Salem. He pushed them open, wincing as they flew wide on freshly oiled hinges and cracked against the walls on the other side.

			Above him, a tall, domed ceiling rose, framing panes of glass that revealed the clear night sky above. These timbers, as well, were originals, as were the murals that were painted around them. He had to assume that moving them had been a painstaking task that was as much an effort of magic as it was engineering, but someone had somehow managed.

			Sanctioned witches who would eventually be known as Auditors were depicted all over the walls, dressed in everything from their first uniforms, something like those of colonial minutemen, to long jackets and trench coats, to suits that had been common since the early part of the twentieth century. They were combatting all manner of monsters and beasts—Therians and demons, black dogs and gargoyles, and many, many more besides, all with spells fueled by their Impetus.

			And the occasional gun or sword.

			It always bothered Grimsby how often the spells they were depicted using were largely flinging fire. It seemed to him hardly the most useful or reasonable spell to employ—though perhaps that was because he himself couldn’t manage it.

			When the only tool you have is a fireball, he supposed, every problem becomes tinder.

			His scarred arm, still sore from his encounter in the Elsewhere, twitched nervously, and he shook the grim thought away.

			The wide, domed room was a common meeting place for Agents, Auditors, and other Department personnel, but at the moment its many benches and armchairs were empty. The only sound was quiet, calming music played over hidden speakers.

			Three halls split off from the room, each leading to its own wing of the Department. He followed the hall that led to the research wing. Within it was a vast repository of tomes, grimoires, and other scripts and objects related to the study of magic.

			Most of those he had access to would be in the library.

			As would Rayne.

			He tried to think of what he wanted to say and felt his mouth go dry.

			He shook his head, his eyes locked to the ground. The industrial carpet common to the rest of the Department abruptly shifted to seamless concrete polished smooth. The occasional decor and attempts at filling the empty spaces on the walls ceased, and the hall became long, gray, and utilitarian. On either side of him, he could see clear plexiglass doors leading to smaller research chambers. A few were occupied by focused but exhausted-looking Analysts or Auditors. In passing, he could see some filled with shelves of jarred and bottled suspensions, likely dedicated to alchemy. He spotted others that looked to be workshops for the careful, meticulous work of enchanting, and even a couple with racks of hanging metallic forms that must be for familiar-craft.

			Finally, the hall came to an intersection. Off to each side were more research chambers. But ahead, flanked by two Agents with submachine guns in hand, was the entrance to the library: a heavy set of doors that were hardly more than plexiglass slabs framed with stainless steel.

			One of the Agents, a square-jawed woman with shaded glasses and hair pulled into a taut bun that stretched her forehead, glanced at Grimsby. He didn’t know her name, but he had seen her in passing.

			“Auditor,” she said with a nod, her hands resting on the gun that hung from a strap over her shoulders.

			“Agent,” Grimsby said, managing an awkward smile. “Mind opening up?”

			“Business for entry?” she asked mechanically. Meanwhile, the Agent across from her turned and opened a panel beside the doors, tapping some kind of code within.

			“I’d like to speak with Auditor Bathory. Is she inside?”

			“Miss Bathory,” she corrected him. “Yeah. She’s here. Came straight here once they got her off the ferry.” The Agent shook her head and turned to mirror the tapping of her partner. She muttered under her breath, “Poor girl.”

			Grimsby felt his gut twist. The specifics of Rayne’s situation weren’t widely known, just that she’d been relieved of duty indefinitely and was to be considered a security risk if left unmonitored.

			Grimsby doubted his reception would have been even lukewarm if folks knew the prodigal Auditor Bathory had been compromised because of his mistake.

			The Agent glanced to her partner, who nodded, and they both turned a key in unison.

			There was a pneumatic hiss as a seal was broken, and the plexiglass slabs shifted and slid slowly open, revealing a small chamber with a matching pair on the other side.

			“Proceed into the air lock and wait for the light to turn green,” the Agent recited mechanically. “In the event of a deoxygenating of the library, proceed quickly and calmly to an oxygen station, located all around the perimeter of the chamber.”

			Grimsby nodded. He had heard the instructions before, but the thought still made him nervous. The library, in the event of a fire, could be expunged of oxygen in less than a minute in order to preserve the texts within, as many of them were irreplaceable.

			The personnel, however, seemed moderately less so.

			The plexiglass slid shut like the lid of a tomb, and there was a flashing red light as machinery whirred. After a moment, Grimsby felt his ears pop. Then the inner door clacked and groaned before opening wide to reveal the library.
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			Grimsby stepped out of the air lock and looked up to see the paneled glass dome that enclosed the library. Each section was a mix of pentagons and triangles, inscribed with spellwork. It towered overhead, dividing the orange and purple sky beyond into neat, geometric cutouts.

			Before him, a tile path cut between row after row of towering shelves. Each rose high into the air, crafted from aged and well-maintained timbers, bound to one another by beams and arches to create an odd mixture of library and scaffold. The shelves were neatly arranged with countless volumes of varying size and shape. From pieces that looked like aging textbooks to disheveled collections of handwritten pages bound in leather, the organizational system seemed to be either too complex for Grimsby to fathom or simply nonexistent.

			Uncertain where he would find Rayne, Grimsby began to follow the main path through the shelves.

			With the natural daylight fading, the library had become illuminated by brass lamps that flanked the path, rising from insets between shelved tomes. Their interiors had once held chambers for magical fire as light sources, but they had since been replaced by LEDs, which were much cheaper and had far less potential hazard.

			Even so, some at the Department were still old-fashioned, and so most lamps along the tile path flickered with emulated firelight.

			The lights cast shadows too long, giving the chamber a stark, ominously empty look. Replace the towering shelves with brick buildings and remove the dome, and it would have been easy for Grimsby to mistake the library for a vacant Bostonian street.

			The library was quiet, as he expected, but he could see the flickering shadows of occasional movement, exaggerated by the harsh light. The path split and diverged in regular intervals on either side of him as he walked, though most of the side routes were narrow and some lightless. It left Grimsby feeling as though he was in a hedge maze.

			Finally, through a gap in the shelves, he spotted the glow of a steady, bright light.

			At this time of evening, with the Department on a skeleton crew as it was, he figured it could only be Rayne.

			He took a deep breath and started toward the light, though he found himself flagging.

			He had hoped he could bring Rayne a solution to her curse, but all he had to offer was a possibility. Even Keen had been clear that he wasn’t sure this would help her—only that it might. The Red Gaze was hardly more than a rumor. A legend. Even what it could actually do was questionable. Keen was betting on a legend.

			They all were.

			And even that was assuming Keen could be trusted to begin with.

			But even a glimmer of hope was a great deal more than none at all.

			Suddenly, he was stirred from his thoughts as he turned a corner and the bright light shone on him.

			The space was a cul-de-sac of shelves, dead-ending in a rounded segment. Lamps ringed its edge, pointing inward, leaving no space for shadows. At the center was a collection of tables, enough for perhaps half a dozen to sit and pursue their isolated research. The tables were piled with books, bound stacks of letters, rolled parchments, and more. Though most seemed in some semblance of order, one was an utter mess.

			Open tomes lay face-up, their spines cracked and their pages stuffed with scraps of scribbled-on paper. Illustrated vellums were left partially unfurled, their corners weighted by shuffled manuscripts and unopened journals. Notes were scattered everywhere, filled with dark, angry writing that was cramped and sloppy.

			Standing over the table, glaring down at them, was Rayne. Her brow was knit tightly in thought as her hands, sprawled over loose paper, slowly crushed and smoothed out the pages beneath her fingers. She seemed totally oblivious to anything beyond the book before her as her eyes quickly sliced across the page before darting to the next.

			At first, Grimsby went unnoticed.

			Then Rayne stopped and glanced over one shoulder to something he couldn’t see, before turning to him.

			Slowly, her brow unknit in something like relief. Though it was brief.

			She returned her eyes to the book, though he noticed they didn’t skim the page like before. “You look worse for wear.”

			Grimsby glanced down. His charcoal suit was a touch more literally charcoal than it had been when he left his apartment, and the creatures from the Elsewhere had cut and nicked a dozen or more holes in his jacket.

			“Been a long day,” he said. “Keen sent me into the Elsewhere.”

			Rayne tensed. “So you met with him?” she asked, sounding half surprised.

			“I said I would.”

			“Right. Of course,” she said, her tone sounding sorry, though she didn’t use the word.

			“Your uncle is a bit of a character.”

			She winced without looking up. “So, he told you.”

			Grimsby felt a sting as Rayne confirmed Keen’s claim. A small part of him had secretly hoped he had been lying—that Rayne hadn’t told him of her family because she had none.

			Instead, it seemed it was simply because she didn’t trust him.

			He cleared his throat and tried not to let his voice waver. “I’m—I’m glad you have some kind of family,” he said.

			“My family is…complicated,” Rayne said, shaking her head.

			“That’s better than nothing.”

			She scoffed for a moment, then seemed to realize Grimsby was serious.

			She cleared her throat. “Uncle Gable, at least, has always been good to me.”

			“So you trust him?”

			“I trust he means well,” she said. “Though his excitement sometimes leads him to overlook the small things.”

			“Well, at least he didn’t overlook me,” Grimsby said, mustering a grin.

			She finally looked up from the page she had been staring at. “What did he say?”

			“He thinks he knows of something that can help.”

			“A cure?” Rayne asked, her voice betraying hope.

			Grimsby felt his stomach twist. “Well, not yet. There’s something called the Red Gaze—it’s a scryer’s orb, except it’s supposed to work. We can use it to find a real answer.”

			“And what did he ask in exchange?”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Just for my help in getting it.”

			“Nothing else?”

			“Well, as it turns out, getting it will not be as easy as cake. There’s an old Coven vault in the Elsewhere.”

			“A Coven vault?” she demanded.

			Grimsby tried to act as though it wasn’t a real concern. Not because he wanted to appear brave, but because he didn’t want her to worry. “It’s supposed to have the Gaze, and a bunch of junk that someone or other wants. Seems like Keen found some of said someones and others, and between the lot of us we can get in and get it.”

			Rayne’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Who are the others?”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Some old witch named Jasper. A woman who might only be a wax sculpture named Ferre. Keen said there were a couple more, but I didn’t meet them.”

			“Grimsby, do you even know what they’re after?” she asked, her voice growing frustrated.

			Grimsby tried to keep his tone level. “Not a clue.”

			“Did it occur to you to even ask?” she said sharply.

			Grimsby felt whatever patience he had vanish. “Of course it did. You think I didn’t have doubts? That I wasn’t worried I was walking face-first into a trap, or that I was being conned into doing something awful without realizing it?” He felt his voice rise despite his best efforts and was glad the library was so vacant. “I don’t know these people, Rayne.”

			Her eyes sparked as they glared at him. “Then why are you helping them?” she demanded.

			“Because how else am I supposed to help you?” he shouted, his hands flung wide in exasperation.

			Rayne went quiet.

			Grimsby found himself fuming and let his hands fall to his sides. He took a deep breath and several more before speaking. “There wasn’t a lot of time for questions. Keen said there might be a chance. I took it.”

			Rayne shook her head and sighed. “Grimsby…”

			“Look, my part’s all but done already. I went into the Elsewhere and got this.” He pulled the knife from his pocket and laid it on the table. “So all that they need me to do is come along and cut some wards open.”

			Rayne stepped closer and examined the knife, though she didn’t touch it. “Why does it have your name on it?”

			Grimsby felt his throat tighten but did his best to recount his visit to Lantern-Light. He kept the story brief, leaving out Wudge and the discovery that the fire of his youth might not have been an accident.

			He wasn’t sure he could find the words to say it anyhow.

			“So, in any case, I think the knife was my mother’s.”

			Rayne nodded. “Seems likely. Though binding magic like that is serious spellcraft. Especially to keep the spirit alive even after being shot by the Huntsman.”

			Grimsby forced down the bitter swelling in his throat as he stowed the knife away. “Yeah, well. Not anymore.”

			She didn’t seem to notice his voice crack. “You should go check the real version of that place out.”

			“What? Why?”

			Rayne’s brow was knit in thought. “Well, if that spirit was the only thing keeping other creatures at bay, without it the apartment could be seriously dangerous.”

			Grimsby waved a hand as though to banish the thought. “It’s abandoned. No one is there.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“I was there last year. The place nearly burned down again. Trust me, no one is there,” he said, though in truth he was less certain. He had avoided the building diligently ever since his last visit. The cold and clammy feeling that crept over his skin made him think that maybe he just wanted it to be true.

			Rayne seemed unconvinced, but she didn’t press the point. “So, now what?”

			“Now, well, I guess I just have to wait until Keen and company call on me again.”

			Rayne shook her head. “I don’t know, Grimsby. Something about this is off.”

			“Sure is,” he agreed. “But what other option do we have?”

			She said nothing.

			“Yeah, that was what I thought, too.” He tried to manage a smile. “But don’t worry. I can handle myself.”

			“Can you?” she asked, the question serious.

			“I’ve done all right so far.”

			“You look like you’ve been on fire twice today,” she countered.

			“And I’ll wager there’ll be a third time before bed—but, hey, that’s the Auditor life.”

			“Judging from my experience as a—a former Auditor, that seems more like the Grimsby life.”

			“And judging from my experience as a Grimsby, you may well be right.” He winked.

			Rayne rolled her eyes, but a small smile caught her lips.

			“Now, if you’ll excuse me, being a Grimsby is extremely tiring. I’m gonna catch a bus home and get some sleep.”

			“They have beds here,” Rayne said. “Showers, too.”

			“True, but they don’t have spare jackets, and judging by how I leave a trail of ash wherever I go, I think I could use a fresh one.”

			She nodded. “All right. Go on and get some rest.”

			“What will you do?”

			Rayne looked around at the towering shelves that surrounded them. “I’ll read. If the Red Gaze is what my uncle says it is, I should be able to find information on it somewhere.”

			“I hope so,” Grimsby said.

			“I know you do. Your hope is surprisingly resilient.”

			“Thanks.” He smiled. “I made it myself.”

			She shook her head. “Good night, Grimsby.”

			“Good night, Rayne,” he said, then made his way back toward the path that would lead out of the library.

			He looked behind him just before he left eyeshot, but found Rayne was already engrossed in her book with her eyes scanning the pages diligently.

			He let her be.

			With some luck, next time he was here, he would have answers for her—perhaps even a cure.
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			Grimsby tried to focus his thoughts as he made his way out of the library and through the air lock. The idea of a shower and his cot was at the forefront of his mind, but just behind it was the looming dread of being in the quiet dark with his thoughts.

			It wasn’t breaking into a Coven vault within the Elsewhere that concerned him, however.

			It was the thought of the fire—of his mother.

			For as long as he could remember, the fire had shaped his life. It had scarred him, hamstrung his magic, and left him alone in the world. It hadn’t been fair, it hadn’t been right, but it had been fact.

			And he could live with that.

			Bad things happened in the world all the time, at every moment of every day.

			He had just figured fate had dealt him his bad cards early on.

			But if what the Lantern-Light Haunt said was true, and it hadn’t been fate, it hadn’t been misfortune that had led to the tragedy of his youth—

			If it turned out it had been someone…

			Grimsby felt his fingers dig into his palms as he found his chest encased in a crushing sensation of anger. It seemed to squeeze his throat, his lungs, his stomach, until he felt like lashing out with his limbs in a useless attempt to ease the pressure.

			He tried not to think of what he would do to that person if he ever found them.

			But dark thoughts still wormed their way into the edges of his imagination, like horrors at the edge of his vision in the Elsewhere.

			He dared not look at them, and instead tried to lock his gaze onto the concrete between his feet.

			He clenched his jaw and forced his fingers to relax, taking deep breaths as the air lock’s pumps whirred.

			Finally, the red light turned green, and the door clunked before swinging open.

			Grimsby let out the breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding.

			There wasn’t time to think about it. Not now.

			The waiting Agents gave him curt nods but otherwise ignored him, and he was glad to avoid conversation. The long hall to the main intersection of the Department echoed under his feet until the concrete gave way to industrial carpeting. He reached into his pocket and withdrew the knife, examining it.

			He stared at the pits and scars in the old iron, not even looking up as he passed the murals of the Department entry. He suddenly wondered how old it must be—and how long it had had his family name engraved on it. His mother might have scribed the word, or it could be an heirloom passed down to her from others in his family.

			He realized it was the only thing of hers he had. He tried to remember her face, but he couldn’t quite conjure it in his mind. The details kept shifting, blurring.

			He felt instantly sick with guilt but then realized one part of the memory was the same—always clear.

			Her smile.

			The sickness ebbed from him, and he tore his mind from the memories and stowed the knife away before wiping at his eyes.

			He needed to focus. He turned his mind to the possibilities and dangers of what might be involved in Keen’s task. The Elsewhere was home to all manner of entities—some harmless, most otherwise. And if it was a vault they were going after, there was a decent chance the Coven would have left traps or perhaps even some kind of guardian.

			The idea of walking into such a place made his stomach flip, but he shook away the feeling. Whatever the Coven might have left behind, he would find a way around it.

			He had to.

			He reached the lobby and gave a passing wave to Stanwick before exiting the Department. On instinct, he moved toward the bike rack before realizing it was empty—his trusty steed was still at Keen’s place. He shook his head and grumbled before turning toward the long drive that led off of Department grounds.

			The wind was chilly and the sky dark. The only light was from sparse streetlamps and the ambient glow of the city around him.

			He reached the guard booth to find it was empty. The occupant was likely getting coffee or using the restroom back at headquarters.

			He was glad of it, as it saved him a mechanical conversation.

			He stepped out beside the main street that ran parallel to the Mystic River and turned toward the nearest bus station, just a few blocks away. The biting wind cut through his blemished jacket with ease, making him shiver. The road was oddly quiet, with little traffic and no other pedestrians.

			Grimsby cast a glance over his shoulder as he felt his nerves prickle, but he shook the sensation away and kept moving.

			He stared at the sidewalk, trying to keep his mind from wandering back to Lantern-Light, but it kept slipping back to the forefront of his thoughts. He kept it at bay by closing his eyes tightly enough that he could see colors.

			That was probably why he didn’t see the limo that cut him off until he slammed into its lengthy side.

			The wind was knocked out of him as he bounced back to the ground, his elbow catching the curb.

			The door opened before him, and he looked up to see two things: a figure climbing out of the limo, and subsequently the barrel of a gun aiming down at his chest.

			Holding it was a woman in a dark suit, as broad as a professional wrestler, with her blond hair clipped back in a bun with a black barrette. She had an oddly petite face and button nose that didn’t seem to belong on her muscular frame, and though Grimsby recognized her, he struggled to recall her name.

			“Mr. Grimsby,” the woman said with a slight tilt of her head and gun. “Mistress Aby would like to see you.”

			Grimsby looked at her, then to the weapon, and back again.

			His anger drained away and he felt a sharp jab of fear in his belly, of course, but it was oddly dull. He realized it had been a while since he’d had a gun pointed at him. In fact, if memory served, this woman might actually have been the last one to do it. And while he felt a sudden awareness of the gun pointed at him, and especially respect for what that meant…

			It just didn’t terrify him like he expected it to.

			He was tired. He was scuffed and bruised, even before his collision with the limo. He had a lot on his mind and growing concerns about some of the earliest events of his life. More than that, just earlier that day he had nearly been devoured by a swarm of monsters in the dark.

			Next to all that, the gun seemed at worst a relief.

			It was a quick and simple way to go.

			Not that he wanted to go anywhere, mind.

			But, after the stresses of the day and knowing firsthand the alternatives, he was almost surprised to find that the healthy fear he felt wasn’t full-blown terror, and he managed to keep a modicum of calm.

			He took a deep breath and steadied his nervous stomach, then looked to the woman and even managed to smile despite the throbbing pain in his forehead. “We’ve met before, haven’t we? Lora, right?”

			“Rora,” she said tightly, seeming a little disappointed with his calm.

			“Rora. Right, right,” he said. “Any chance, uh, ‘Mistress’ Aby is available later? Maybe in a couple days? If I move my schedule a bit, we could do brunch.”

			Rora feigned embarrassment, putting one hand to her cheek. “My goodness, am I inconveniencing you? My apologies, sir! Let me just see here.” She glanced down at her wrist, though she had no watch on it. “Ah, yes. She’s available at your earliest convenience.” She smiled, though her powerful hand creaked as it tightened on the grip of the gun. “And your earliest convenience is right now.”

			“And you know what?” Grimsby said, climbing numbly to his feet and glancing down at the weapon before managing a smile. “It feels convenient.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two  [image: ]

			Grimsby couldn’t see much of Boston passing through the overly tinted windows of the limousine. Even if he could, it was hard to take his eyes from Rora’s gun for more than a few moments, though it had been calmly aimed at his heart for the better part of the last hour.

			“You know, this would be a much more pleasant drive for both of us if you put that away,” he said. At first, it had been hard to think rationally with the gun pointed at him, but he’d grown somewhat used to either it or the steady stream of adrenaline that having it pointed at him brought on.

			“I’m enjoying myself fine,” she replied, her eyes hidden behind the darkened lenses of her glasses. “It’d be even better if the mistress just let me shoot you.”

			“Well, it’d certainly be faster,” Grimsby agreed. “How are your fingers, by the way?” He had broken them in their last encounter in the trigger guard of her shotgun as she had tried to gun him and Mayflower down.

			Rora’s button nose twisted in a sneer as she twitched the index and middle fingers of her gun hand. “Itchy.”

			“They probably have a cream for that.”

			“I prefer homeopathic remedies.”

			“Really? Because sociopathic seems a bit more your style.”

			Rora’s lips split in a grin, revealing teeth that were a little sharper than they ought to be.

			Maybe it was just the lighting.

			After a time, the limo slowed to a halt, making Grimsby’s stomach lurch.

			Rora glanced outside, then opened the door and stepped out, keeping her eyes and weapon on him as she did. She ushered him out with a wave of the barrel.

			Grimsby pulled at his lapels and straightened his jacket as he obeyed. He had debated trying something on the long drive, but Rora seemed all too eager for him to do so. He wasn’t shackled, so he still had his magic, along with the knife in his pocket. Rora hadn’t searched him and apparently didn’t consider his magic a threat.

			Ouch.

			However, she was unfortunately right to think so, as neither knife nor spell was faster than a bullet.

			On the other hand, since Aby apparently could pluck him off the street with such ease, it would have been easy for her to have killed him by now if she had wanted to.

			Yet she hadn’t.

			Admittedly hopeful logic said there must be a reason.

			Even though their last conversation hadn’t exactly been cordial, it seemed she might really want to talk.

			If so, Grimsby would listen.

			And not just because he had little choice.

			Besides, she had gone to all this trouble; it would be rude to decline her invitation, though not as rude as her having him shot would have been.

			Rora tilted her head up the wide set of stone steps to the Lounge’s waiting doors. A pair of women in stark dress similar to Rora’s waited on either side. “Gentlemen first, witch.”

			“Gallant,” Grimsby said, bowing before ascending the steps. The area around the Lounge seemed oddly silent, though he supposed that was not unusual in the early evening. It was a nightclub, after all. Still, it was a drastic departure from his last visit, when it had been composed largely of thrumming music, sweaty dancing, and frantic fleeing. In fact, it was calm.

			The women opened the door at his approach, though the interior was too dim to see inside from the sidewalk streetlights.

			He entered, taking a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light. He stood on a suspended metal path that was almost like a ground-level catwalk. On either side of him were massive recessed pits that were used as dance floors. At the moment, however, they looked more like empty ball pits in an overgrown children’s play place.

			“Move,” Rora said, nudging his spine with the barrel of her gun.

			“I remember the way,” Grimsby replied over the sharp chill that rolled through him from the touch of the barrel.

			The walkway branched off on either side of him, leading to more secluded alcoves with tables. Most were empty, but a few held women wearing the club’s admittedly revealing waitress attire, though most had comfy-looking sweaters or blankets over themselves. They were chatting, sipping drinks, and reading—most likely waiting for the club’s patrons to arrive.

			He continued straight to the bar, which was on a raised platform above the recessed dancing pits with stairs to make up the difference. The shelves were stocked with brightly colored bottles, some of which sparkled or swirled despite being still.

			A few even had amorphous things moving within.

			Grimsby suppressed a wave of revulsion and moved past them toward a heavy door against the back wall. Rora let him tug at the handle, which was locked, before stepping past him and pressing something against the electronic box beside the frame. A green light flashed on her first try, and the door clicked, allowing him to open it. He did so, stepping aside and holding it for Rora.

			“After you.”

			She glared at him.

			“Just returning the favor.”

			“Gallant,” she said in a mocking tone, but then rolled her eyes and stepped inside, walking in an awkward half turn to keep him at gunpoint.

			He followed her through, finding himself in a long hall of well-oiled wood paneling with fine art adorning the walls at regular intervals. The door closed behind him, and the sudden shift in decor almost made it feel as though he had stepped through a portal.

			He began to move on, but Rora made no motion to follow.

			Then she put her gun away.

			Grimsby felt a small measure of relief at not being under the barrel. “Why do I feel like I should say ‘thank you’?” he asked.

			A smooth voice sounded behind him. “I quite hope you’ll say more than that.” It was richly accented and languid, lingering over each syllable.

			What little courage he’d mustered seemed to almost melt away as he recognized the voice. He turned to see Aby standing before him.

			But not quite like how he remembered her.

			Her long, languid locks of dark hair had been pinned in a messy bun, and she wore a pair of heavy glasses that he didn’t recall her having before. The leathers she had once wrapped herself in were gone, replaced with an obviously hand-knit turtleneck sweater. Her arms were crossed over her chest and her head was tilted expectantly at him.

			Despite her mundane appearance, however, Grimsby could still almost see the curling darkness that had wreathed her before, the wings of coiling shadow that had carried her as she chased him and Mayflower with red talons.

			Even as he felt those memories rise, and with them the hairs on his neck, he did his best to force them down.

			Last time, he was just a boy.

			Now he was an Auditor.

			He tried not to think about how the two occasions were only a year apart.

			“Aby,” he said, voice only barely shaking. He tilted his head at her sweater. “Casual Tuesday?”

			“You can’t expect a girl to wear leather all the time, Mr. Grimsby. It’s quite…restraining.” She smiled at him, though it fell short of her eyes.

			“That’s why I keep it to weekends only.”

			“Now, that I’d like to see.”

			“No, you wouldn’t.” He managed a tight smile of his own, but it firmly straddled the border between professional and nervous. “It’s nice to see you again.”

			“Is it?” she asked. “That’s a surprise. I would have thought you to be quite frightened at our meeting again.”

			“Terrified,” he said, honest but without much inflection. “But I figure if you meant to kill me, you would have by now.”

			Her smile widened even as her eyes narrowed. “And you didn’t stop to think that perhaps I only wanted you here alive to watch you die slowly?” The question was frank but laced with latent menace.

			Grimsby opened his mouth, then closed it again.

			He had not, in fact, thought of that particular possibility.

			“Technically,” he said, his voice smaller than he would have liked, “at this very moment, you’re watching me die as slowly as humanly possible. So really anything you might do would only rush things along.”

			Aby laughed, and it would have been fetching if it didn’t echo so harshly against the walls. “You’re much more fun than the Huntsman, witch.”

			He felt some measure of uneasy confidence return. “I’m honored to not stub my toe on that obscenely low bar.”

			She shook her head and adjusted her glasses. “You’re right. I, unfortunately, didn’t bring you here to kill you—though the thought has crossed my mind on occasion this last year. August, in particular, was especially dull.”

			“ ‘Unfortunately’ is a relative term, I guess.” Grimsby gulped and made a mental note to get a thicker door when he got home.

			And perhaps take a vacation next August.

			Aby seemed somehow keenly aware of his discomfort and let him wallow in it before continuing. “Indeed so. And I have come into some misfortune of my own. That is why I have brought you here.”

			“You could have just asked.”

			“I did.” She arched a brow at him. “I even sent a beautiful woman and a limousine.”

			“And while I don’t take issue with either of those,” he said, glancing back to Rora, “I could have done without the gun.”

			“Trust me, Mr. Grimsby, an idle gun was preferable to how dear Rora wanted to persuade you.”

			Rora looked at him from over her darkened glasses and cracked her knuckles, her muscles straining beneath her suit.

			“Fair enough,” Grimsby said, taking a half step away from Rora. “So, what do you want?”

			Aby fixed her fiery eyes on his. “Someone has stolen Ash from me, Mr. Grimsby. And I want him back.”
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			“What do you mean, they stole Ash?” Grimsby asked, looking from Aby to Rora. “They kidnapped him?”

			“Can you kidnap a severed head?” Aby asked.

			“Can you steal a person?”

			“You consider demons to be people? I don’t know whether to be flattered or disgusted.” Aby glanced at Rora, who only shrugged. “Regardless, they took him from me, killed two of my girls, and nearly killed Marion. I want Ash’s head back, Mr. Grimsby, and I want theirs as well.”

			Grimsby stared at her, his mouth still agape. “I—I don’t know if head taking falls within my jurisdiction. I mean, I don’t really think you should have his head to begin with. Especially not if he’s, you know, alive.”

			Aby arched a tempestuous brow, her dark eyes fiery. “It was only with the Department’s assistance that Ash was…disembodied to begin with. They knew as well as I that he’s too dangerous to be free.”

			Grimsby made a disgusted sound. “They wouldn’t sanction something like that!”

			She chuckled grimly. “Who do you think has his body?”

			Grimsby felt his gut twist. He didn’t want to believe her, but he felt like she wasn’t lying. Besides, it wasn’t the first time he’d heard of the Department doing something unsavory. He just didn’t want it to be true. “I thought Mayflower was the one who burned down Ash’s club to stop all of the, uh, nondescript evil he was doing.”

			Aby’s expression soured with disappointment. “You think the Huntsman was the hero in that story?” Her crossed arms tightened as her eyes turned toward the ground. “He was just a blunt instrument one of mine bargained with. She was foolish and impatient, and it got her killed. I would have dealt with Ash in time.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Demons are immortal, right? Your idea of ‘in time’ might be a much more patient concept.”

			Aby’s distant eyes snapped into focus and turned toward him, burning.

			Though, through the anger, Grimsby thought he saw something like guilt.

			Whatever it was, the demoness locked it behind a cage of cold anger. “Consider Ash’s fate the silver lining of the Huntsman’s brutish action,” she finally said. “Suffice to say, we all agreed Ash needed to be dealt with.”

			“Why? What’s so bad about him?”

			Aby took a deep breath and sighed, then turned to walk and gestured for him to follow.

			After a slight hesitation, and the sound of Rora cracking her knuckles, he did so.

			“Ash is a demon,” Aby said, her hands thoughtfully plucking at coils of hair that had fallen from her bun.

			“Right, but so are you. I don’t think we can just rely on labels here, or you’d have your head in a box somewhere as well.”

			“That would be interesting,” she said, her tone making it sound like she was genuinely considering the possibility for a moment. Then she shook her head. “You don’t know much about demons, do you, Mr. Grimsby?”

			“I just know you’re immortal,” he said frankly. “And not easy to kill.”

			“A fact I’m sure you learned from our dear Mr. Mayflower. No, we’re not. But we’re not all the same, either. You see, we each have a…” She tilted her head as she grasped for a word. “Vice. One of seven, to be precise. Mine—ours is lust.”

			“You mean a sin? Like a deadly sin?”

			She turned back enough to smirk at him. “Are you a church boy, Mr. Grimsby?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“I’d be surprised if you were. Most witches aren’t. I suppose it’s hard to give God much credit when you can also change the world with a word and a wave of your hand.”

			Grimsby only adjusted his jacket uncomfortably as he walked.

			“Call it a ‘sin’ if you wish, but it’s merely a facet of human nature. In fact, I doubt you’d be here, sweating nervously beside me right now, if your parents hadn’t dabbled in my particular vice.”

			Grimsby readjusted his jacket even more uncomfortably. He certainly hadn’t expected the conversation to touch on the concept of parental coitus. “I, uh, haven’t really thought about it.”

			“Freud would disagree.” She laughed to herself before continuing. “But lust isn’t just about sex. It’s about satisfying desire. Whether that desire is a delicate morsel, to touch something soft, or to simply forget troubles for a moment, it’s all the same. And it’s only a sin if you let it compromise your morality. Otherwise, it simply is what it is. Demons, like myself, we subsist off of our vice—or, to be more exact, humans indulging in it.”

			“Like a parasite?” he asked, not insultingly but also not fully understanding her meaning.

			She scoffed, though she sounded more annoyed than angry. “Are you a parasite for warming yourself beside a campfire?” she asked.

			“Guess that depends on if you’re asking trees,” Grimsby said.

			At that, she chuckled. “To us, humans are our fire, Mr. Grimsby. And we survive off the warmth of their indulgence. Why do you think I run this little club?”

			“To…keep from freezing?”

			She smiled back at him, making his heart stumble. “Exactly. But Ash—he wasn’t content to just keep warm.” Her eyes grew distant. “He was an arsonist, Mr. Grimsby. One who would watch the world burn with a smile.” She wrapped her arms around herself and her powerful stride faltered. “Trust me when I say this: he’s better off in pieces.”

			Grimsby suddenly wondered if perhaps the Department wasn’t so wrong to have helped in dispatching Ash. “Let’s say that’s true. Why would somebody take him?”

			“For the same reason you and Mayflower came for him a year ago, I imagine. Of all the sins, people are the most ashamed of their lusts. They hide their desires like most hide their bodies.” She shook her head and chuckled bitterly at some joke he couldn’t perceive. “Nothing makes one better at keeping secrets than lust, and Ash was a master at making sure secrets were kept. Wardboxes, warding spells, obfuscation magics, few understood them better than him.”

			“He—you—your kind, demons, they can’t do magic, can they? Like”—he waved a hand like a magician might—“magic magic?”

			“Rituals, yes. But no, not spells like yours. But we have…” She trailed off before finding the right words. “A more intimate understanding of it. If someone took Ash, it was because they wanted what he knows, I’m certain of it.”

			Grimsby recalled when they had tried to use Ash to find one of Mansgraf’s Wardboxes a year ago. It hadn’t exactly gone to plan, but after he had eventually opened it, he had immediately wished it remained closed. Inside had been a horrid and powerful hand that had nearly consumed Grimsby’s mind.

			And Mansgraf had many more Wardboxes hidden within her lair, though the strange fire-breathing creature that now lurked inside was a formidable guard.

			But even if the thieves couldn’t reach her lair, what else could Ash’s knowledge help them obtain? Nothing good, almost certainly. Especially if they had ill intent, and killing two people and nearly a third as well seemed a pretty clear indicator that they weren’t out to solve world hunger.

			Grimsby took a deep breath as Aby paused before a heavy door of oiled wood. She was right; whoever had taken Ash might use him to cause even more harm.

			But still, it was hard to imagine that this was really his problem.

			Aby was a powerful demoness with a collection of thugs, and who knew what else, under her command. And while her business was sanctioned by the Department, that didn’t mean she was entirely trustworthy—after all, she had tried to kill Grimsby and Mayflower the year before, back when they weren’t members of the Department.

			How could he know he wasn’t simply helping her with her own ill-intended ambitions?

			Of course, he knew her better than Keen, and he was still helping him.

			He shook his head. At least Keen had the decency to put on a friendly face.

			“I think this might be better taken to the Department directly,” Grimsby said, hoping his words wouldn’t turn her apparently benign attitude to something more August-oriented. “The director himself will decide whether or not we should be involved.”

			She smiled. “I expected as much,” she said, without an ounce of anger or surprise in her voice. “But I think you might want to reconsider that admittedly reasonable response.”

			“And why’s that?”

			Her smile deepened. “Because this is personal for me. And, as I understand it, it might just be for you as well.”

			He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “What do you mean?”

			“Allow me to show you what happened, and then if you’re still not interested, you can leave freely.”

			“Show me? You mean like with surveillance footage?”

			“Not exactly,” she said as she opened the door, revealing a room that again shifted drastically in decor from lacquered woods and oil paintings to sterile whites. Within, Grimsby heard the soft beeping of a medical monitor and could smell something foul and familiar.

			Aby gestured for him to enter, and he did so after a moment’s hesitation. What was that smell? He couldn’t quite place it, though he had definitely encountered it before.

			There was only one bed in the room, and it was framed in stainless steel and covered with light blue sheets. Beside it was a pair of metal chairs, one of which was occupied by a young woman with golden-blond hair that was much closer to gold than blond. She wore a light dress that was nearly the same shade of blue as the sheets.

			Partially covered in the bed was a figure wrapped in white gauze, to the point where it was impossible to determine if it was even a person. In some places, the gauze had been soaked through from the flesh beneath, leaving blotched stains of mixed black, red, and yellow.

			The woman in the sundress held the bandaged figure’s hand, and Grimsby could see that the tips of the fingers beyond the bandages’ edges were grisly shades of red and pink.

			He realized what the smell was.

			It was the smell of burnt human flesh.

			He felt his skin grow cold and sweat bead on his scalp. His body went numb, save for the sparking tendrils of shivering instinct that made his fingers curl and his knees wobble. Weights stacked up inside his stomach, making him want to turn and retch its contents onto the floor.

			He remembered the smell—but there was only one place that he could remember it from.

			His right hand found the scars on his left, and suddenly the distant memory was all too close.

			He could feel the heat.

			He could hear the screams.

			He could almost see—

			The Haunt’s broken voice replayed in his mind. Destroyer.

			“You look a little green, Mr. Grimsby,” Aby said. “Surely you’ve seen worse as an Auditor?”

			The cold indifference in her tone was like a splash of water on his face, and he found himself again standing in the sterile white room in the abode of the demoness who had tried to kill him only a year ago.

			It was a welcome reprieve from the memory.

			“I— Never mind. It’s nothing.” He took a breath and steadied himself the best he could. It wasn’t much better, but it was better. He could walk. He could think again.

			By now, the young woman in the sundress had turned to look at them. She offered Aby a sad smile, but when her eyes found Grimsby, her face became hard and bitter. She had oddly silver irises, a metallic sheen that complemented the same in her hair, which was held back from her eyes by a pin with an origami crane perched atop it.

			“Nette,” Aby said, her tone warm. “You remember our former guest, don’t you?”

			Nette’s expression remained cold. “Vaguely.”

			Grimsby frowned. “Have we met? I’m sorry. I don’t remember.”

			Aby clicked her tongue, moving to Nette’s side and resting her hands on her slim shoulders. “Don’t you? It was the last time you were here.”

			“In my defense,” Grimsby said, approaching uncomfortably, “it was a long night. And in no small part thanks to you.”

			“Long nights are our specialty, Mr. Grimsby,” Aby said. She idly moved a strand of hair from Nette’s face. “How is Marion?”

			Nette placed the patient’s hand gently on the bed. “She’s managed to get some sleep, at least.”

			“Good. It’ll be some time before she recovers.” She frowned at Marion in thought. “We might have to get her closer to the private rooms.” She shook her head. “But we’ll concern ourselves with that later. Did you do as I asked?”

			Nette looked up at Aby and nodded. She produced a small piece of folded paper, intricately shaped to look like a fox. “Yes,” she said, her voice shaky. “It is…unpleasant.”

			“As I’d expect. Very well.” Aby gestured to Grimsby. “Mr. Grimsby is considering whether or not to help us right this wrong, in the true and untarnished tradition of his glorious Department. He just needs convincing.” Her tone was bright, though Grimsby felt fairly certain she was perhaps being hyperbolic. Aby continued. “I want you to show him.”

			Nette looked aghast. “Mistress, I—”

			“Arienette.” Aby cut her off, her voice growing stern like a mother’s.

			“Y-yes, Mistress Aby.” Nette flashed a glare at Grimsby.

			“Good. I must see to the evening festivities. Please ensure he has everything he needs before he safely departs our establishment.” Aby moved toward the door. As she passed Grimsby, she paused, locking him down with her dark eyes. As he watched, they pulsed with dull reds in time with what must have been her own heartbeat. “I hope you will make this right, Mr. Grimsby. But even if you don’t, know I won’t tolerate someone hurting my girls and getting away with it. I won’t.”

			Grimsby gulped but stood straight and met her uncanny gaze, though it was with some difficulty. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Do what you must, Mr. Grimsby.” Then she departed, and an odd rush of unnatural wind rustled the room in her wake.

			He turned to see Nette glaring at him.

			Grimsby stood in awkward silence for a moment. “So, Nette—”

			“Arienette,” she corrected him firmly, her argent eyes flashing.

			“Arienette, then,” he said, adjusting his tie, which had suddenly become uncomfortably tight. “What was it she wanted you to show me?”

			She stood, smoothing out her dress and storming toward him to hold out the paper fox. “See for yourself, Mr. Gromsley. If that even is your real name.”

			“It’s…it’s not,” he said.

			“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that,” she said, holding out the fox to him.

			The origami creature seemed innocuous enough. Its oddly geometric proportions were expertly folded to resemble its more organic inspiration.

			“Unfold it,” Arienette said.

			“What? But it’s so, um, nice!” Grimsby said, though, while he genuinely meant it, he also felt some small concern that Arienette had somehow folded up a waiting bomb inside. Or perhaps a boxing glove on a spring. “I wouldn’t want to ruin it.”

			She sighed and took his empty left hand, pausing as her fingers brushed over his scars. Her expression softened by the barest measure before she placed the fox in his palm. “Just—just do it.”

			Grimsby raised a suspicious brow at her, but he adjusted his oversize glasses and began to peel at a corner.

			“Wait!” Arienette said, as though she had reconsidered something. She quickly fetched one of the metal chairs and dragged it over, pushing him down onto it. Only after he sat did she gesture for him to continue. “Now open it.”

			Grimsby raised a second and possibly even more suspicious eyebrow. He briefly tilted down the glasses from his face. Without them, without his mask to shield him, the Elsewhere began to seep into his sight. He ignored the room as it shifted from sterile whites and steel to cracked marble and peeling gold. Instead he focused his unmasked sight on the fox.

			At first, it looked the same, but then it began to glow from the seams, like it held some kind of inner light.

			Whatever it was, it was magic, though not a kind he recognized.

			He replaced his glasses and gave Arienette one last doubtful look.

			“Just…just trust me,” she said.

			There was an earnestness in her silver eyes that he couldn’t bring himself to question. With a shaking but careful hand, he pulled away at the fox.

			Suddenly, the paper began to give way on its own, unfolding in his palm. Its lilac color grew black, the creases vanishing, until it seemed he was holding a bottomless pit in his palm.

			Then, as he peered into it, a light bloomed in its depths, growing brighter.

			As he stared, it grew more intense, until he was being drawn into it. The urge to fight the pull was meager compared to his desire to keep watching the glow as it rose to a searing image—an image of the bar he had just passed alongside Rora.

			He could almost feel himself lifting off the ground, drawn toward the picture like it was the sole source of gravity in the universe.

			Then the light faded.

			He shook his head and pulled his eyes away from his now empty palm.

			“What in the blue blazes was that—?” he began to ask Arienette as he looked up.

			But Arienette was gone. And he was no longer in the clean, white room.

			Instead, he was seated at the bar.

			The world had changed—just not in the way he was used to.
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			The sun had set low behind the Boston skyline when Mayflower arrived at the Pit.

			He parked far enough away that he was sure to avoid any wary eyes within, but not so far that he couldn’t make a getaway if he needed to. The old jeep sputtered out as he cut the engine, and he patted the wheel fondly before climbing out in a tangle of creaking limbs.

			God, when had he gotten so old?

			Sharp pulled up behind him, driving a busted-up truck that had probably been red a couple of decades ago. The bed was covered in a tarp, but Mayflower spotted runes carved into the metal along its edge. Unlike those that marked the cage of his back seat, these were ugly and unpracticed, though likely still functional. Mansgraf had carved his, but he doubted there was a chance in hell that old man Sharp would let a witch near his truck except in chains.

			The other Huntsmen were considerably less tolerant than Mayflower.

			Sharp hopped down from the truck, his odd umbrella gripped in his hand. He pulled off his old baseball cap and used it to mop the sweat from his brow before replacing it. “Think Cadence is in there now?” he asked, looking down the street to the bar, which spilled warm light from its windows onto the darkening sidewalk.

			“Finley said he’s been pretty consistent for most of a week,” Mayflower said, studying the road rather than the bar. He saw several figures make their way under flickering streetlights to the entrance and let themselves in. They looked human, but he doubted that was the case, though he’d have to get closer to be sure.

			He adjusted the smoked glasses over his face, and the world shimmered oddly, making his stomach waver, before settling again.

			Sharp pressed his own shades up the bridge of his nose, his brown eyes dark beneath like deep wells. “We go in there after him, then,” he said. “If he’s there, we grab him. If not, we wait.”

			“Grab him and do what?” Mayflower asked. He watched as another pair of figures entered the bar—one wearing a trench coat and the other a hoodie. The former had the collar high, while the latter had the hood up. He didn’t need the glasses to tell him those were both guises.

			“Just get him in my truck,” Sharp said, his voice matching his name. “I’ll handle the rest.”

			“And what does ‘the rest’ entail?”

			“What do you care? We’ll be out of Boston before morning.”

			“I’d disappoint someone if I were to just let you kill him.”

			“Kill him?” Sharp spat the words like a curse. “He’s my goddamn brother! I don’t want to kill him.” His voice trailed off until it was quiet. “I want to help him.”

			“Help him what?”

			Sharp shot him a cold look. “That isn’t your concern.”

			Mayflower tilted his head, studying the young Huntsman’s expression until Sharp looked away toward the Pit.

			He was hiding something. Mayflower didn’t have to be a sleuth to tell that much. But whatever it was, he doubted prying with pliers could draw an answer out of Sharp, let alone prying with words.

			Whatever it was, it could be his business.

			Mayflower just wanted him gone.

			“Let’s take a look,” he said.

			“Wait. You need anything?” Sharp asked as he reached back to his tarp-covered truck and lifted its edge. The runes flashed as he did, sending static jolts of flickering light skittering as the fabric pulled away from metal. Some sparks struck his hand, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I’ve got the works. Stakes. Blessed water. Amulets, vials of sand, book of riddles—”

			Mayflower stifled a chuckle.

			Had he ever been so green?

			Maybe. A long time ago, but maybe.

			“You know what’s in there?” he asked, gesturing to the Pit.

			“Could be near any creep, I’d guess.”

			Mayflower chewed his tongue. “Yep. The Pit is an Unorthodox bar. Boston has weird bastards from all over the world: sirens, yeongno, bauks, rakshasa. A hundred others, and no way to know what they are until they try to rip your face off. So, you going to bring everything and try digging through an arsenal for the right silver bullet when something jumps at you? Going to ask them to wait their turn when there’s more than one?”

			Sharp’s mouth drew into a taut line.

			“You’ve got your cold iron, yeah?”

			Sharp hefted the umbrella. “Yes.”

			Mayflower patted the revolver under his jacket. “And I got mine. If we run into something those can’t handle, we run. Got it?”

			“Run? Like cowards? We’re Huntsmen!”

			“How long have you had that iron, Sharp?”

			“A couple years,” he said, though he muttered the words low enough that Mayflower doubted their accuracy.

			“Right. And how many hunts have you had since?”

			“Three.” He paused. “And a half.”

			“And a half,” Mayflower repeated, his tone exaggerated. “You better learn when it’s time to run, or you’ll end up a hero with your guts on the floor, rather than a coward who can make a difference.”

			“And that’s what you are?” Sharp demanded. “A coward who can make a difference?”

			Mayflower went quiet.

			Well, he’s half right, he heard his own head say.

			“Shut up,” he replied, both to himself and to Sharp. Then he stalked toward the bar.

			The Pit was only dimly lit as they entered through the heavy, thick doors of old oak.

			Mayflower glared through his gray shades at the patrons, seeing many if not all of them had the mercurial haze around them that warned of an active guise. He saw a handful of folks who had let their guises slip, revealing scaled skin, feathered limbs, and other acutely inhuman features.

			The Unorthodox who could pass for human often had a much easier time fitting in with the Usuals of Boston. The rest—well, the rest had places like the Pit.

			One table held a trio of suspiciously mundane people, which Mayflower identified as vampires just as they all opened their mouths to reveal fangs. Sharp’s hand gripped the handle of his umbrella as though ready to draw, and Mayflower felt his own twitch to his gun.

			But, instead of lunging at them as his instincts warned they would, the vampires simultaneously picked up and downed silver shot glasses full of clear liquid. They quickly dropped the metal, their fingertips blistered, and choked half-sputtered laughs mixed with pained moans as the liquid boiled to white mist in their mouths.

			Mayflower shook his head as he realized what they were drinking.

			“They serve holy water?” Sharp said behind him with a disgusted sound. “Why?”

			“I drink poison every day,” Mayflower said. “Why wouldn’t they?”

			Sharp glared but said nothing.

			The other patrons had their own drinks before them, held in all manner of strange containers: small iron cauldrons, steins of bone, even an occasional flute of melting ice. He could only guess what their contents were, but he doubted they were as benign as holy water.

			An off-key chorus sounded through the air in a familiar tune, and Mayflower looked across the room to see a burly, massive creature with two heads sitting on a stage, hunched over a microphone. Despite the ettin’s size, the voices that came from its shaggy heads were both soft as it sang “Just the Two of Us” while lyrics were projected on a screen behind it and tinny speakers blared the accompanying instrumentals.

			He hadn’t expected the Pit to have karaoke, but Mayflower couldn’t help but feel his fingers begin to tap on his leg in rhythm with the beat.

			“I don’t see Cadence anywhere,” Sharp said. “Are you sure Ms. Finley’s intel is solid?”

			“Solid as it comes,” Mayflower replied. “Let’s get to the bar and wait. See what we see.”

			He began to make his way toward the bar, but the tables were scattered haphazardly and crowded enough that weaving his way through was uncomfortable at best, especially given his long limbs.

			A few glanced up at him, but he met their eyes until they turned away under his gaze. There was always an air of dangerous anonymity in places like the Pit, where guises were common. To trifle with a stranger was to roll the dice.

			For all they knew, Mayflower could be a monster in disguise himself.

			Perhaps you are one at that.

			He growled at his own thoughts and silenced them—though this was more a work of discipline than intimidation.

			He reached the bar, finding an open pair of stools. They were each made of pig iron, heavy enough to kill a man with, and sturdy enough to hold many times Mayflower’s weight. He sat but then paused, realizing Sharp wasn’t behind him anymore.

			A quick glance over the room revealed the young Huntsman to be chest to chest with a gangly, graying man in a raincoat that had long since dulled from yellow to ochre. The two seemed to be staring each other down.

			Mayflower hoped for a brief moment that Sharp might sidle past him, as Grimsby likely would have, but instead he pressed closer.

			“Idiot.” Mayflower groaned and stood, his old limbs creaking more than he liked.

			He wove back toward the two of them, focusing his eyes not on Sharp or whomever he had entangled himself with, but rather on the others around them.

			Sure enough, he saw a second figure in a similar coat slip in behind Sharp. Something bladed glinted in his hand.

			Before the second could make a move, Mayflower reached Sharp, who turned his head but not his eyes.

			“I’ll be right there,” he said, his hand flexing around his umbrella.

			“Not if they have their way.”

			This time, Sharp’s eyes looked over. “They?”

			Before Mayflower could point out the extra person, the graying man jabbed a finger into Sharp’s chest. “I deal with Usuals all day,” he said, his words slurred. This close, Mayflower could tell his coat was oddly moist. “Last thing I need is to deal with them when I’m trying to have a drink.” He held a near-empty flagon of patinated copper in his hand.

			“You’re right,” Sharp agreed. “But it’s not just the last thing you need. It’s also the last thing you want.”

			Mayflower sighed. God help him, that was exactly what he would have said decades ago. Had he ever been so stupid?

			More than once, certainly.

			And it had definitely been more recent than decades ago.

			The man cackled and lowered his collar. With that, his guise began to fade. Like a transformation, his grayed skin began to rot away, his hair thinning until it revealed an oily scalp. His teeth shriveled in his mouth even before he finished laughing, his tongue replaced by something that wriggled and writhed, oddly alive amid the dead flesh.

			Draugr, Mayflower thought. Great.

			A draugr was strong enough to tear limb from body and a pain in the ass to kill—seeing as it was mostly dead already.

			And while Mayflower felt a low, burning urge to stand up to the monster before him, likely not far off from what Sharp himself was feeling, picking a fight here would accomplish nothing.

			Besides, the draugr seemed to mostly be minding his own business.

			And while he debated letting Sharp have his brawl, it would almost certainly wind up bloody before the end. Two Usuals could fight and both walk away. Two Unorthodox could fight and both walk away.

			But when you mixed the groups, someone was likely to get killed.

			Which was part of the reason Mayflower didn’t allow other Huntsmen in town.

			Sharp’s hand fell to the grip of his umbrella, and Mayflower spotted pitted metal being drawn from the hidden scabbard within. His hand shot out and gripped the Huntsman’s arm, keeping him from drawing cold iron.

			He stepped in between Sharp and the draugr, having to push them apart to do so.

			The half-dead creature tilted its peeled scalp back and met his eyes with gray orbs of mostly cataracts.

			Mayflower nodded to the green-tinged flagon in the draugr’s hand. “What’s your poison?”

			The draugr narrowed his eyes. Then, after a long pause, he said, “Guess.” He held up the cup, sloshing what little remained of the contents. The liquid was gritty and stagnant—with a powerful odor of salt that overcame even the rank stench of the draugr’s decomposing hand.

			“Dead Sea?” he asked, suppressing a grimace.

			“Sharp nose for a Usual.”

			Mayflower shrugged. “Was relying more on irony than my sense of smell.”

			The draugr’s blackened lips slowly peeled back before he cackled again. The creature he had for a tongue chittered and squirmed horridly, black and chitinous. “I’d recommend it around my kin. We’re none too kind on noses.” He reached up and peeled his own away, as easily as pulling flesh from slow-roasted chicken. “Poor things.”

			Mayflower suppressed the wave of revulsion that rose in him. “I figured that out myself. And I didn’t need my sense of irony to do it.” He shook his head. “Look. You forget about the dumb kid here,” he said, gesturing back to Sharp and ignoring the indignant noise of said dumb kid. “And I’ll have two pints of Don Juan Pond sent back for you and your friend.”

			“Friend?” the draugr asked, mashing his nose back onto his face, though it stuck lopsided. “No friends here.”

			“The fella about six feet behind me with a gutting knife isn’t your folk? Shame. I’ll just send over one pint, then.”

			“Well, hold on, now!” the draugr said. “Maybe I do know him after all.” He made a small show of leaning around Mayflower and waving. “Oh yeah, that’s Davey, that is. Dunno where he got that knife, though…”

			“So, two pints?”

			The draugr grinned again and nodded. “Two pints. Oi!” he shouted. “Davey! Been ages, it has! Come and have a seat and share a drink with me!”

			Davey appeared, his guise still donned, though the rank smell of seawater remained. He sat down at the table beside his friend, where a half-empty flagon of brine was miraculously waiting.

			“Go on then, lubber,” the draugr said, waving Mayflower toward the bar and shooting Sharp a glower. “And don’t forget about the poor drowned men back here.”

			“No, I intend to. But not until after I order.”

			The draugr grinned. “Good enough.” And he sat down beside Davey, turning up his collar to resume his guise as a weathered, graying man.

			Mayflower glared at Sharp, then gestured to the bar with a jerked thumb.

			Sharp narrowed his eyes but loosened his grip on the umbrella and wove through the tables to the open pair of stools Mayflower had pointed at.

			Mayflower sat beside him. He held up a hand to the bartender, who was an overly shaggy man in a vest that looked like it ought to be in a saloon, not in a dive bar. The man studied him with dark, piercing eyes that were almost lost between the mane of his hair and the bush of his beard. His eyes flashed, matching the gold that glinted from a ring piercing his nose. Then he lumbered over, growing larger with every step, until he rivaled Mayflower in height, though he was twice as wide.

			Unlike the others, he had no aura that Mayflower could see that told of a guise. That meant one of two things: either he wasn’t wearing one…

			Or it was a very good one.

			“Poison?” he asked with a voice like stones grating.

			Mayflower pointed to himself. “Whiskey.” Then he pointed to Sharp. “Water.” Then he pointed to the draugr a few tables away. “Don Juan Pond. A pint each.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a hefty gold coin, setting it on the counter.

			The bartender snorted. The coin vanished with the barest motion. The drinks appeared before them in the same mysterious fashion. Then the barkeep plodded away.

			Sharp scoffed at the water in disgust. “You actually bought them drinks?”

			Mayflower took a sip of the whiskey. It was the cheap stuff.

			His favorite.

			He savored the bitter taste and let it burn its way down before replying. “Said I would.”

			“We should be cutting off their tongues and digging them graves, not buying them drinks.”

			Mayflower actually chuckled at that. “Why?”

			“What?”

			“Why? They aren’t hurting anyone.”

			“They were going to gut me.”

			“Now, why would you let them go and do a thing like that?” he asked, swirling the whiskey and scanning the rest of the bar. “Seems a fool thing to me.”

			“They’re monsters!” Sharp’s voice rose and he seemed to have to force it to a harsh whisper. “They’re all monsters.”

			“Stay a Huntsman long enough,” he said quietly, “and you’ll feel right at home.”

			“Is that what you think we are? Monsters?”

			“No, Sharp,” Mayflower said with a drawn-out breath. “I think we’re people. And that means we can be anything—including monsters.” He glanced back at the draugr, who had also received their drinks and were laughing and shaking each other’s shoulders. “And maybe that means monsters can be people, too.”

			“That’s a bad joke,” Sharp said, “especially coming from you.”

			Mayflower looked down at his drink. Sharp was right about that much.

			He raised the glass in a grim toast. “Sixty-three,” he said, his voice tight and quiet. Then downed the rest of it.

			“What?” Sharp asked.

			“Never mind,” Mayflower said. “See Cadence?”

			Sharp looked around. “No. He’s not here.”

			“Not yet,” Mayflower said. “But we can wait.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five  [image: ]

			Grimsby blinked and looked around, seeing he was somehow at the Lounge’s bar. The world was strangely colorful, the rings of glass bottles that stood on the circular shelves behind the polished counter almost unbearably bright. Greens, reds, and blues in dozens of hues he’d never really differentiated between before. The room was quiet, save for the soft melody of piano played over the speakers that usually blared dance music.

			Before him sat a familiar woman, though it took him a moment to recognize her aquiline features. It was Marion, whom he had seen just moments before wrapped in gauze and bandages. Here, however, she was thankfully healthy. Her dark skin appeared unblemished by any burn or wound as she sipped at a steaming mug of coffee. Instead of a patient gown and bandages, she wore a semitranslucent dress with a dusky orange shawl over her shoulders.

			“Um. Hello?” he said, uncertain of much of anything, let alone how she might react.

			But she didn’t seem to notice him at all.

			He stepped a bit closer and reached out to tap her shoulder.

			It felt like tapping on marble.

			Despite the soft cloth of her shawl and what he assumed was skin beneath, it felt like he was touching a sculpture. It was cold and unyielding, completely indifferent to him and anything he did.

			He frowned, curious, and as Marion set down the coffee before her, he tried to nudge it. It, too, seemed impervious to him. It may as well have been carved out of the granite counter of the bar.

			“I swear, if I died and became a ghost, I’ll be so annoyed,” he muttered.

			He looked around, but the room beyond Marion was strangely vague.

			It looked much like he had seen it earlier that day on his gun-coaxed visit to the club, but he felt like the walkways weren’t quite so wide, and had the guardrails really been that sturdy? Even the dance pit seemed oddly inviting, when before it had felt much more awkward and just the thought of entering it threatened his already modest social capacities.

			In fact, the whole Lounge felt somehow warmer. Cozier. It was almost the same feeling he felt in his apartment—or at least that he felt there at the best of times.

			“Marion!” a voice called, startling the immutable Marion from her relaxed posture.

			Grimsby couldn’t see who had spoken until Marion turned, and like a spotlight her gaze revealed another woman where no one had been before. Though he didn’t recognize her.

			She was dark-haired and breathless, her round cheeks flushed and her deep eyes nervous. Grimsby felt a sudden, odd urge to help her. It wasn’t the same as how he usually felt when someone looked distressed. After all, he did like helping people.

			But this seemed different.

			It was more striking, more poignant, but also more alien. It was like tasting a comfort food only to find the recipe was slightly changed. The woman somehow felt like his responsibility; though he didn’t even know her, he simultaneously had known her since she was a child. He’d taught her to write, to sing, even to dance.

			Part of him knew that none of this was true, but it was also very much fact. He shook his head, trying to see if doing so might sift the facts to the top of his mind and let the falsehoods sink, but it didn’t help.

			Marion stood, the stool beneath her screeching on the hard floor. “Tasi? What is it? What’s wrong?” She put a hand on the girl’s heaving shoulder as she steadied her breath.

			“Something’s wrong. I heard breaking glass in the basement and shouting. I—” Before she could finish, the sharp clap of muffled gunfire filled the air, making them both wince.

			Marion shepherded Tasi away from the sound. “Go, get the others and get them to a safe room. I’ll find the mistress.”

			Tasi nodded frantically but didn’t move at first.

			Grimsby felt a surge of alien frustration with her.

			Marion must have felt the same, as she pushed the girl into motion. “Go!” she said, as more gunfire sounded, punctuated by the deep booms of something that sounded to Grimsby like a shotgun. Perhaps the same that Rora had fired at him a year ago.

			With the extra motivation, Tasi scurried into motion. Grimsby watched her go, but as Marion turned away, Tasi’s figure blurred to a vague shape that moved in time with the sound of her departing footsteps before vanishing.

			Marion hurried away, and as she did, Grimsby felt uncertain if he should follow. Perhaps he should go and figure out what was going on; maybe they could use a witch’s help or he could call Mayflower for backup.

			However, as Marion grew more distant, the world began to blur and dim, like the lights going out at the end of a scene onstage. The bar became a muddled mess of shapes and colors and the pit grew deep and dark.

			Not wanting to wait and see what would happen if the world went totally black, Grimsby decided it was best to follow Marion. He ran after her, and as he drew near, form and color returned. He quickly decided it was perhaps wise to stay close to her, at least until he could figure out what was happening.

			They both reached the door that led to the Lounge’s private rooms. She pushed through, and Grimsby crowded in behind her before the door closed on him—he guessed it would be as immovable to him as the rest of this world seemed to be.

			He heard shouting and more gunshots. Sounds from upstairs. He felt a pang of concern through his belly for the women who worked security for the Lounge. Rora, Elaina, Hickory, and a half dozen other names he had never heard before. How could he know? How could he feel these things for people he had never met or—

			Suddenly, it was obvious.

			As Marion began ascending the stairs to the master suite, he realized where he was.

			He hadn’t been transported to a place by Arienette’s strange paper fox.

			He had been transported into a memory.

			Marion’s memory.

			“Déjà view,” he said, feeling a mixture of amusement and disappointment at the bad pun. Neither justified the sudden, disorienting dizziness he felt at the thought of being, well, someplace that didn’t technically exist.

			Was he really there?

			Where was his actual body if he wasn’t?

			Was he just having some kind of out-of-body experience in a stranger’s head?

			He squinted his eyes shut and shook himself. He’d been to stranger places—though in those he had some measure of control. He could at least run away. Here, he felt almost shackled to Marion, terrified to leave the small field of her perception and be lost in the dark.

			Even as he thought about it, Marion’s steps began to grow distant and the bottom of the stairs wavered. Grimsby hurried after her.

			“I just hope this isn’t a ‘die in the memory, die in real life’ kind of deal,” he muttered.

			He’d been up these stairs before, last time he was at the Lounge, though his memory of them didn’t exactly match Marion’s. He remembered them being more winding, more daunting. Here, they were easy and fleeting.

			Maybe his cardio was better this time.

			Or maybe Marion remembered the Lounge differently than he did.

			Either way, he reached the top of the steps on Marion’s heels but careened hard into her immovable back. He felt a shock of fear and disgust well in him that wasn’t his own, like some invisible prop master had dumped a bucket of bloody ice over him.

			He leaned around Marion and saw what had extracted such a chill from her.

			Two women lay dead before the door to Aby’s master suite. Their faces were pale and drained of blood, their eyes staring dully over broken, grayed sunglasses. They held pistols in their limp hands. Their dark suits were several shades darker than they ought to be, shredded from waist to collar. Pooling red surrounded them.

			Grimsby felt his stomach rise and a sudden, almost unstoppable urge to run filled him.

			He knew their names even as he saw their faces—or at least Marion did.

			Elaina. Rosette.

			The door behind them was torn from the hinges, and though he couldn’t see inside, he heard motion and the creak of metal on metal.

			“Mistress,” Marion breathed, her terror and disgust overshadowed by blind concern for the demon—the woman who had rescued her from her old life of misuse and neglect. She could be in there. She could be hurt.

			She could be dead.

			Marion knelt and took the gun from Elaina’s bloodied hand. She held it inexpertly in her grip and stared at the broken doorway.

			Grimsby knew all too well what would happen to her next. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t do it. Please!”

			But he couldn’t change a memory.

			She tore out of his grip as easily as a train would have. He felt her force herself forward, casting aside her fear and holding up the gun.

			He followed before he even realized there was nothing he could do.

			Marion rounded the corner and stood in the door, her hands shaking as she aimed. Over her shoulder, he could see a solitary looming figure. He felt a surge of fear and confusion from Marion, but of the two, he felt only fear.

			For he recognized the figure.

			He knew it all too well.

			Both he and Marion stared, equally transfixed in horror—though this time the emotion was not at all alien to Grimsby.

			The misshapen figure stood before an open armoire, holding a severed head in its clawed metallic hand. It was lean and gangly, its body horribly almost human, draped in ragged cloth but formed from twisted metal rather than flesh.

			The head in its grip was Ash’s, Grimsby realized. His horned visage dangled from the thing’s claws tangled in his long, thick hair. Ash’s eyes were wide and insistent, not fearful or even confused, but over his mouth someone had bolted an iron plate, muffling his voice.

			The creature reached out with metal claws and inhuman strength and tore the plate off, ripping out bolts and tearing off flesh as one.

			Ash growled in pain, the lower half of his face a ruin of red and exposed muscle. Blood spattered over his perfect white teeth as he grimaced, but he seemed to shrug off the mutilation as easily as one would a skinned knee.

			“Finally,” he said, his words slurred, as he had barely any lips left. His voice was a low, smooth rumble. He turned his unnaturally green eyes to Grimsby and Marion. “Oh, hello, Marion. Good to see you.”

			At Ash’s shift in attention, the creature holding him froze before slowly tilting its head: a scorched black skull. As it turned to them, a hollowed whisper echoed from it like a wind through gallows.

			They were the familiar’s last words, the same that had been carved in the wall across from Grimsby’s home. The same that woke him in the middle of the night, screaming and sweating.

			“This isn’t over.”

			Blackskull was back.

			Before Grimsby could move, before he could draw himself from his shocked paralysis, Ash opened his mouth, and a glow began in the grisly depths of his jaws.

			Then fire roared forth.

			Grimsby felt icy veins rush through his old scars, and adrenaline finally broke him loose from his fearful stupor. He screamed, and the sound felt as old as his burns. He threw himself at Marion, trying to fling them both from the inferno’s path.

			But she didn’t, couldn’t, move.

			He instead clung to her and felt her screams reverberate through his grasp. He felt the heat. The white-cold numbness. And though he didn’t feel it through his own flesh, he was well familiar with it.

			The last thing he saw was Marion’s dress burn away to ash.

			The last thing he heard was her screams and the sounds of breaking glass.

			And the last thing he smelled was the scent of burning meat.

			Then the world went black.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Six  [image: ]

			Grimsby awoke screaming, clutching madly at his body like he could smother the fire that he was certain clung to him. He fell from the chair to the floor, rolling around on the cold tile.

			He heard a voice say something, but he refused to hear it. Whatever it said wasn’t nearly as pressing as the fire that burned him, melting his flesh and charring his blood to clots in his veins. He couldn’t feel it, but that could only mean it was even worse than he dared imagine.

			He curled into himself, wrapping around his left arm, covering the scars that screamed with the memory of what it felt like—real fire.

			But as he stilled, he felt the cold tile, and his cold sweat, and finally a cold hand on his cheek.

			“Grimsby?”

			He cracked open his eyes. There was no fire. No smoke. No scent of molten flesh.

			It was quiet. It was calm.

			It was just a memory.

			Slowly, he unraveled himself, his muscles tense and cramping, his heart still racing. He sprawled on the tile, letting it draw out what heat remained in him until he shivered. He straightened his oversize glasses and cracked open his eyes to see Arienette kneeling over him, her golden hair a halo against the light.

			“Thanks for the chair,” he said hoarsely.

			“Apparently I should have gotten you a jacket with extra-long sleeves.” She took his hand and began to help him up but gasped and pulled away as her fingers touched the scars that covered his hand. The skin was smoldering lightly, sparks falling to die on the tiles.

			He pulled his hand away in embarrassment and stood on his own.

			There was concern on her face, but more than that, there was recognition. Grimsby couldn’t tell if it was pity or something else, but whatever it was only made him feel ashamed. He straightened his ill-fitting jacket and turned back to Marion.

			Suddenly, he saw her differently. Not as a stranger wrapped in bandages, but as a woman concerned for those in her care, who saw her friends lying dead on the ground, who took up arms despite her fear. A woman who had been horribly burned by magic.

			Grimsby felt a deepening pit of devastation form in his stomach.

			“I—I couldn’t help her,” he said quietly.

			Arienette moved beside him, stooping to pick up what remained of the origami fox that had somehow started all this. “No, you couldn’t,” she said, slowly refolding the paper to its original form. “I can only show you the memory. Neither of us can change it.”

			Grimsby took a step away, leery of the fox.

			Arienette offered him a sad smile, the corners of her eyes crinkling a touch more than they should have at her young age. “It’s all right. It’s spent now. Just a pretty little thing, nothing more.”

			“How…how did you do that?”

			She tilted her head and tapped at her eyes, her silver irises flashing. “I’m a muse. We can help people put memories into art—sometimes more literally than others.”

			“So you—you saw it, too?”

			She nodded, her face looking suddenly more drained. “Yes.” She laid a hand on Marion’s, careful not to touch the burnt fingertips that protruded through the bandages.

			Grimsby felt his stomach twist in shame. The memory had left him shaken to the core, screaming on the ground. Was Arienette truly that resilient?

			Or was it more of a statement of his own fortitude?

			More likely, it was a mix of both.

			“What was it?” Arienette asked, shocking him back to the task at hand. “That thing in the memory?”

			Grimsby suppressed a shudder, instead trying to project calm and confidence. It probably looked as hollow as it felt, especially since he’d been writhing on the floor screaming moments before. “It’s a monster—a human familiar. I ran into it a year ago.”

			“You’ve seen that thing before? How are you alive?”

			He shrugged. “Well, I sort of…blew it up.”

			“With magic?” she asked, taking an unconscious half step back as though he might suddenly combust.

			“With explosives,” he said. “Turns out it was less effective than I hoped it would be.”

			“What the hell is it doing here?”

			“Stealing Ash’s head, from the looks of it. Though why is another question altogether.” He shook his head and looked back to Marion, trying to recall the memory the best he could. “Last time it was under the command of a witch. He used it to kill for him.”

			“Do you think he’s still controlling it?” Arienette asked, nervously unfolding and refolding the fox as she spoke.

			“Not likely. He’s—” Grimsby felt his stomach waver as he recalled Peters’s fate. It was red. Messy. And Grimsby was to blame. “He’s gone. And until now, I had thought Blackskull was, too.”

			“But how did it know about—” She looked down at the grisly burns on Marion’s protruding fingertips. “About Ash?”

			Grimsby felt his mouth dry as he followed Arienette’s eyes to the burns. Even now, he could feel an echo of the memory’s heat splay over him, making sweat dampen his scalp.

			Why did it always have to be fire? Where were the ice monsters?

			He shook himself. He should be used to fire by now.

			Should be.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s intelligent, but more like a predator is. I can’t imagine it stole Ash’s head of its own accord.”

			“Are you sure? Sure it’s not that smart?”

			Grimsby opened his mouth, then closed it again. He wasn’t sure. Not at all. Last time, Blackskull had seemed more like a monster on a leash than anything else. But it still knew how to speak, still knew how to write—though both skills were admittedly limited to its sole phrase. Still, it had been intelligent enough to evade the Department, not only when Peters was stopped, but for the last year as well.

			“No.”

			Arienette wrapped her arms around herself, her silver eyes cast down. Then she looked to him from under a curtain of gold hair. “So, now that you know what we’re dealing with, will you help us?”

			Grimsby felt his jaw tighten as he thought about that blackened skull, about how its hollow eyes still frequented his nightmares. His stomach wavered and his knees wanted to buckle at the thought of facing down that thing again.

			Even the thought terrified him, more than almost anything ever had—save for fire.

			Could he even stop that thing?

			The short answer was: he didn’t want to make this his problem. He’d much rather go home and let a real Auditor handle it.

			Except he was a real Auditor.

			He was exactly the person whose job it was to handle things like this—and that thought nauseated him. How in blue blazes could he possibly be qualified to deal with this? He was a mediocre witch, after all.

			Though that hadn’t stopped him before.

			No, he didn’t want to make this his problem.

			But people had been hurt at the hands of this thing yet again. They’d been killed by the claws of a creature he should have put down for good.

			He didn’t need to make it his problem.

			It already was.

			And it was likely more people would get hurt unless he did something about it. And so he would—somehow.

			“Mr. Grimsby?” Arienette said again. “Will you help us?”

			“Yes,” he said quietly. “I will.”

			There was some relief in her face, but also doubt. “Where will you even start?”

			He thought for a moment, pressing up the glasses that had slipped down from the sheen of nervous sweat on his nose. Blackskull had nearly killed him before, and his magic had only barely managed to save him. To stop it for good, he’d need help. Fortunately, unlike with Keen’s arrangement, he had made no promises to keep this to himself.

			And he knew one man who had lived his life tracking down monsters.

			Mayflower.

			But they’d need someplace to start. Some trail to follow.

			Grimsby racked his brain, trying to think of any way they might catch Blackskull’s scent. The familiar had come here for Ash, but how had it escaped? Where had it gone?

			Suddenly, he remembered one of the last parts of Marion’s memory: the sound of breaking glass.

			“Arienette, where did Blackskull go after it took Ash?”

			She frowned. “It escaped through one of the mirrors in Mistress Aby’s chambers. She—” Her face flushed. “She has a lot of them.”

			“What? Surely she knows how dangerous they can be!”

			“They were warded, protected somehow, I don’t know.” Arienette shrugged. “But it only affected people entering through them. I guess that’s why the thing must have broken in elsewhere.”

			“And escaped through the Elsewhere,” Grimsby muttered.

			Could Blackskull really use a mirror like that? He’d never heard of a familiar being capable of such a thing. In fact, it usually took a witch to turn a mirror into a door into the Elsewhere—though Wudge had many times disproven the theory that witches had a monopoly on such powers.

			Regardless, it would be of little use to try to follow. The mirrors always shattered after the magic in them faded, and there wouldn’t be any way he could follow through such small shards. Arienette had mentioned other mirrors, but that wasn’t likely to work, either—traveling to the Elsewhere wasn’t exactly reliable. He could end up in the same place, or anywhere else.

			However, there might still be something he could try.

			“The mirror it used. Is it still here?” he asked.

			Arienette nodded.

			“Show me,” he said.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Seven  [image: ]

			It was Mayflower who spotted Cadence as he arrived.

			Brass didn’t notice. He was too busy glowering at the menagerie of Unorthodox that had slowly begun to reveal themselves as the night had worn on and they were deep in their poisons.

			Mayflower hardly moved, just enough to tap Brass’s shoulder and tilt his head.

			“Looks like Finley was right,” he said.

			Brass followed his gesture and his eyes widened even as his face reddened with anger.

			Cadence didn’t look up from the floor and kept his hands in the pockets of his flannel jacket. His face was drawn in a taut frown, as though a heavy burden weighed on his mind, making him seem older than he was.

			Brass tried to stand, but Mayflower kept a grip of iron on his shoulder. “Wait.”

			“Why?” Brass demanded sharply. He tried to pull away, but Mayflower didn’t allow it.

			“He’s been coming here for a reason. Don’t you want to know what it is?”

			Brass glared but settled back on his stool and went still, though his face remained a storm.

			Cadence sat down at an empty booth, his hands clasped together and his head bowed. He looked to be either nervous or praying. Perhaps both.

			A moment later, a figure emerged from the crowd and placed a hand on his arm. It was difficult to see around the patrons of various forms that obscured the view, but Mayflower could see it was a young woman with bright eyes and pale skin. A net had been laid over her hair, or perhaps braided within it, dangling with small beads and glinting stones.

			She smiled, though her lips stayed tightly closed, and held out a small notepad for Cadence to see.

			He shook himself from his focus and looked up, the weight upon his expression lifting the moment he saw her smile. He seemed suddenly a different man, young and hopeful.

			“Ah,” Mayflower said. He knew that feeling all too well.

			Brass isn’t going to like this, he thought.

			“What?” the young Huntsman demanded. “Who is she?”

			“Isn’t it obvious?”

			Brass’s anger turned to confusion as Cadence looked at the notepad in the girl’s hands. The younger Sharp laughed, stood, and wrapped his arms around the woman.

			“Goddamn it,” Brass breathed.

			“There it is,” Mayflower said, shaking his head. “Seems like your worry was misplaced.” He looked up only to see Brass stalking toward his brother, his grip tight on the umbrella in his hand.

			Mayflower groaned and downed the dregs of his whiskey glass before muttering, “Crap.” And following.

			“Cadence!” Brass roared as he stomped forth, audible over the bar’s clamor.

			The younger Sharp’s eyes widened as his head snapped up to see his brother. He stood and an unconscious hand reached out across the young woman, pulling her back as he put himself between her and Brass.

			“Brass?” Cadence said, barely audible over the din. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

			Brass said nothing and instead shoved a finger into his brother’s chest. Though Brass was broader, Cadence was taller. “I’ve been looking for you for a week,” Brass growled. “Where the hell have you been?”

			Mayflower came within a few feet of them both, standing beside the table Cadence had been sitting at, but held back. This wasn’t his business—though making sure neither of the Sharps did something stupid enough to get killed in the Pit was.

			Cadence held up his hands in a defusing gesture. “Relax, B. I’m just—taking a vacation.”

			Brass shoved him back, glowering. “Vacation?” he demanded. “You know better! You shouldn’t—” He paused and glanced back at Mayflower before he set his jaw and shifted his tone. “You shouldn’t be in Boston.”

			Cadence followed his brother’s gaze to find Mayflower. His eyes widened, but he managed a nod. “Mayflower?” he asked.

			The old Huntsman nodded.

			Cadence managed a shaky smile. “Heard a lot about you.”

			“I didn’t know you existed until a few hours ago,” Mayflower replied. Then something caught his eye on the table. It was small and rectangular—a matchbox.

			Cadence must have left it there.

			Just then, the young woman behind him scribbled furiously on her notepad and held it up, tapping Cadence’s shoulder repeatedly. Mayflower could see her confused, slightly frightened expression, though she was keeping her mouth firmly closed.

			Cadence skimmed the note and shook his head.

			While the others were distracted, Mayflower slipped the matchbox into his pocket.

			Cadence looked up from the note and offered the woman an awkward, boyish grin. “It’s fine. It’s just…my brother.”

			The girl’s sea-green eyes widened, her eyebrows falling to a concerned look, but she managed a tight, equally awkward smile at Brass.

			“Who the hell is this?” Brass said.

			Cadence winced. “Brass. This is Melody,” he said, then added somewhat sheepishly, “My girlfriend.”

			Mayflower snorted lightly.

			Cadence and Melody. Cute.

			He shook his head and felt the old pit in his stomach—the one that he could sometimes ignore but never forget. His small smirk withered and died.

			“Girlfriend?” Brass demanded. “You’re telling me you came out here, risked—” Again he faltered, seeming to catch himself before he said too much. “Risked everything, for some girl?” He spoke as though Melody wasn’t there. Or like she was nothing more than a statue.

			For the first time, Cadence straightened. His collar nearly met Brass’s chin. His handsome face darkened. “Yes.”

			Brass shook his head in disgust and seized Cadence’s wrist. “We’re going. Now.”

			Cadence tried to wrench away, but Brass was still stronger.

			Melody, still tight-lipped, grabbed at Cadence and tried to help him. Between them, they pulled free of Brass.

			Brass roared in frustration, then drew back and struck Cadence across the jaw.

			Cadence staggered, half collapsing onto the booth’s table. As he reeled for a moment, Mayflower saw him reach into his jacket as though clutching at his heart.

			Or reaching for a weapon.

			Something in his old instincts shouted a warning at him.

			Brass squared up with him, breathing heavily. “We are leaving. You can’t be here—”

			He stopped as a scarlet glow began to bloom from Cadence’s chest. It shone from beneath the buttons of his shirt, spreading forth like a red sun’s ray piercing through clouds.

			Mayflower’s gun was in his hand before he realized it, and he raised his weapon—though hesitation plagued him.

			The delay was all it took for the light to splay over him, Brass, and the crowd behind them both.

			As it did, Mayflower felt an intense heat, boiling out from his spine like veins of magma. His gaze unfocused, and he hardly noticed Cadence being dragged away by Melody, his arms wrapped around himself as though he might fall apart.

			Instead, he could only feel one familiar, undeniable sensation.

			Wrath.

			His every muscle tensed. He felt the keen heat of fury boil up from his stomach, rushing through his neck to flood his skull and make his ears ring. He suddenly wanted—no, needed to break something.

			To kill something.

			It was intense and overwhelming, more than just casual anger.

			It was true wrath.

			He had felt it before.

			After Mary, it had been hard to feel anything else. It had been impossible to be anything else. At least, other than a Huntsman.

			Not even a father.

			But though he knew the feeling, something was wrong. It wasn’t his own, yet he felt it all the same.

			Before he could manage to focus, to wrest control back, he looked down to see Brass scowling up at him, the same intense fury plain in his eyes. The younger Huntsman moved to strike.

			Mayflower stopped fighting the wrath and instead let instinct take over.

			It disgusted him how satisfying letting go was.

			The young Huntsman lashed out first, whipping his blade out from its umbrella scabbard. It was a cavalry saber—at least three centuries old. Mayflower remembered Brass’s father wielding it before him.

			But its provenance didn’t matter. Forged yesterday or at the dawn of time, it would cut through Mayflower all the same.

			The cold iron blade lunged forth, aiming to slash across his chest. But he was too close. The weapon was not fit for the tight confines of the Pit.

			Sloppy, Mayflower thought.

			He parried the blow with the barrel of his revolver, driving its point to dig into the ground.

			The twin cold irons sparked white against each other.

			Behind him, Mayflower heard people begin to shout. Then they began to scream.

			He struck out with his free hand, aiming to catch Brass unaware, but the younger Huntsman was fast and well trained. He deflected Mayflower’s fist with an outward sweep of his hand, drawing a slim knife from a hidden sheath on his wrist in the same motion. This blade was common steel, not cold iron. To a long list of immortal creatures, it would be no threat.

			Mayflower, unfortunately, was not on that list.

			The blade sung sharp over his forearm, cutting into the outer layer of his jacket before glancing off the reinforced lining, its edge shearing over the threads of silver like a stone skipping over still water.

			Mayflower used the momentum of his missed strike to spin and deliver a second, feinting with the butt of his revolver only to sweep Brass’s ankle with his leg. The younger Huntsman didn’t see it coming and toppled to one side, his leg unable to support his weight. He flicked his saber at Mayflower’s belly as he did, but a wide step and the lining of Mayflower’s jacket kept the blow from catching flesh.

			Brass hit the ground hard, his cold iron clattering from his hand.

			Mayflower kept out of arm’s reach as he raised his gun with a practiced hand and trained it on Brass’s heart.

			But as his finger fell on the trigger, a voice came to him.

			Liam’s voice.

			Don’t let your anger keep you from doing good.

			He froze.

			The red-hot wrath that had filled him, bracing his chest and steadying his hand, suddenly shattered, like a balloon made of glass, leaving him cold and filled with broken shards.

			What the hell was he doing? What the hell had just happened?

			He shook himself and looked around. As he did, he narrowly avoided being bowled over by the two draugr he had bought drinks for, both of whom were now busy beating the gooey stuffing out of each other. The trio of vampires were moving inhumanly fast as they struck one another with kicks and claws, balanced supernaturally on precarious tables, chairs, and occasionally other patrons, who were in turn lost in their own feuds.

			The whole bar seemed to be embroiled in a brawl, without a split hair of sense between them.

			Including Brass, who was now lunging for his saber, apparently still under the effect of whatever Cadence had done to him. Mayflower debated between stopping him and stepping out of his range, but the wild look in the Huntsman’s eye said he’d settle for laying into someone else if Mayflower didn’t stand in his way.

			So Mayflower stood in his way.

			He cut Brass off before he could reach the blade, planting his foot on its side, feeling a pang of guilt for disrespecting the old weapon.

			He needed to shock Brass, to find some way to break him from the madness that seemed to be gripping everyone in the bar. But his train of thought was interrupted when the younger Huntsman, who couldn’t budge the saber under Mayflower’s weight, took his steel knife and aimed to drive it into the top of Mayflower’s foot.

			Mayflower stepped back, dodging the knife, then kicked the saber at Brass, its hilt catching him in the bridge of the nose.

			The young man briefly stunned, Mayflower glanced around and saw a stein of, well, something on a table beside him that had somehow remained full despite the ongoing brawl.

			He scooped it up and dumped it onto Brass’s face, figuring the odds of it being caustic were fairly low.

			The shock of the liquid drove Brass to pause in the middle of reaching for his blade. He seemed to shake himself and winced as he touched his nose before looking up to Mayflower in confusion.

			It seemed he was shocked free, his own spontaneous, brittle wrath shattered.

			He tried to say something, but Mayflower ignored him and quickly began repeating the process, grabbing whatever beverage he could find and throwing it over brawling bystanders.

			Others who retained their senses saw it working and began to do the same.

			Slowly, the clamor and shouting fell to groans and moans of pain. Fortunately, most of the patrons seemed relatively used to the unnecessary roughness.

			Mayflower returned and helped Brass to his feet, shoving his cold iron into its sheath and back into his grip.

			Brass was still dazed, though whether it was from whatever magic had put him into a rage or the swelling bruise Mayflower had left on the bridge of his nose, it was hard to tell. “What happened?” he asked.

			“Your brother,” Mayflower said, looking around.

			But Cadence and Melody were gone.
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			Mayflower hauled Brass from the Pit while everyone else was still reeling, though he kept a weather eye out to make sure no one was still of a mind to kill somebody. While some folks looked to have broken bones, most seemed to only have bruised egos. Fortunately only a dozen or so folks had been hit by—well, by whatever Cadence had done. If it had been everyone, the Pit might as well have been renamed the Meat Grinder.

			Though that didn’t quite have the same ring to it.

			Despite the limited scope of victims, between the brawl and the stampede of frightened patrons escaping it, the bar was a mess. The Department was likely already on the way.

			They’re already here, he reminded himself. You’re Department now.

			The thought turned his stomach even as he cast it away.

			Brass himself seemed dazed, so Mayflower had to drag him out to the street, making sure to put a fair distance between them and the bar before he allowed the young Huntsman to stop. Finally, when he felt they were far enough away, he shoved Brass into an alley and slammed his back against the brick wall of a butcher shop, one hand gripping the collar of his bomber jacket.

			Shocked, Brass was too slow to brace himself and coughed in sputters as the wind was knocked out of him. “What—the hell?” he demanded in a hoarse rasp.

			“What did your brother do to us back there?” Mayflower asked, his tone low and steady like a knife poised between ribs. “That light, that magic. What was it?”

			Brass’s face hardened as he tried to pry Mayflower’s grip from his bomber jacket. “How should I know? I’m no witch!” He spoke the last word with disgust.

			Mayflower felt the sudden urge to slam his skull against the wall until he started talking or stopped breathing, whichever came first—then he froze, shocked at the violent thought that tempted him.

			In itself, such an urge wasn’t anything new; after all, patience wasn’t exactly his greatest virtue. He thought he had shaken off whatever filled him with so much anger, but if that was true, why did he still feel like he was standing on a precipice of no return, wanting to jump? Even he wasn’t that close to the snapping point all the time.

			Was he?

			No, it must be something that lingered from whatever Cadence had done. That had to be it.

			God, let that be it.

			He shook himself and let Brass go before he did something unnecessary. As he did, he saw a glimmer of silver in the bomber jacket’s lining, much like in his own.

			“You don’t know what just happened?” he asked coldly.

			“It’s as new to me as it is to you,” Brass said.

			But Mayflower heard more than that in his tone.

			The young Huntsman might have been telling the truth, but he certainly wasn’t spilling all of it. He knew something—something he was holding back.

			What’s more, Mayflower felt like he himself knew something as well—or at least he used to. There was some familiar inkling in what he had seen. Perhaps it was the shade of the light, or the way Cadence had clutched at himself like he might shatter, or maybe something else altogether. Whatever it was, he had seen it before. Or at least heard of it.

			But what was it?

			He shook his head. He could tell Brass wasn’t going to cave, and as much as he wanted to beat the answers out of him and leave his bloody pulp on the next bus out of Boston, he doubted that would help him find Cadence.

			Though it might do wonders for his mood.

			No, the younger of the Sharps—whatever he was—was a threat. He needed to be found and dealt with, though whether that meant getting him into Brass’s hands and subsequently out of Boston, or something more grim, Mayflower wasn’t sure.

			Not yet.

			But if Cadence proved a danger, Mayflower would make sure he didn’t remain one.

			At least not for long.

			He took a breath and turned away from Brass, headed toward his jeep.

			“Where are you going?” Brass asked, seeming almost shocked Mayflower hadn’t resorted to violence or threats.

			“Your brother is a menace, and you’re halfway there yourself,” he said without looking back. “I need someone I can rely on.”

			He heard Brass take a couple of steps after him, faltering steps that betrayed the young man’s nerves. “You’re still going to help me find Cadence, aren’t you?”

			Mayflower stopped and half looked back. “No.” He let the word linger in the air a moment to ensure Brass knew who held the power. “I’m going to find him. I’ll call you when I do. Just don’t do anything stupid until then.”

			He left Brass standing dumbstruck in the alley behind him.

			Mayflower needed backup.

			He needed Grimsby.

			He reached the old jeep and climbed in. He glowered at the streetlamp-lit road. The anger that Cadence had somehow summoned in him was still hot. He took a deep, seething breath, but it wasn’t enough to quench the ember that still burned beneath.

			Whatever Cadence had done, it hadn’t wholly faded.

			Mayflower flexed his hands, the old tendons taut like iron wires as he tried to focus himself. He needed to be careful. If he slipped into that rage again, he could hurt someone.

			He could hurt Grimsby.

			He could hurt—

			He seized the wheel. Hard. The thin dregs of leather that still clung to the steel creaked and ripped under his palms. The metal bit into his skin, and the combination of cold and pain was a welcome shock from the numb heat of wrath.

			“Focus,” he muttered to himself, pulling the matchbox Cadence had left from his pocket. It was emblazoned with a logo and a name.

			
				Ritz-Fairton Hotel

			

			“There’s work to do,” he growled.

			He coaxed the jeep to life and steered it onto the black streets.
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			Grimsby followed Arienette to Aby’s private chambers, where he had been once before. Last time it had been a trap. This time he doubted that was the case—although perhaps that only meant it was a particularly devious trap indeed.

			Just to cover his bases, he kept his attention wired and kept one eye out for trouble.

			They passed over the carpet where he had seen the two women in Marion’s memory. The otherwise cream color had been marred with a rusty shade in uneven patches and pools. He felt his stomach twist and had to look away.

			The room was largely empty aside from a small bar, a luxuriously large bed, and the broken remains of the armoire that had once housed Ash’s severed head. Grimsby had seen its contents himself once before. He remembered Ash’s eyes opening wide over the metal plate bolted across his mouth. He hadn’t realized said plate was likely installed to keep Ash’s fiery breath from being of use.

			He had once thought that Ash’s fate of being trapped and kept in the dark so long, without even a body, was a cruel punishment. That was until he saw in Marion’s memory how at ease Ash had been with nearly burning her alive.

			Maybe he deserved his prison after all.

			If he stopped Blackskull—no, when he stopped Blackskull, he’d make sure Ash was imprisoned again, in one form or another.

			The only other feature in the chamber was a one-way window that covered the far wall, overlooking the dancing pits below. Last time, they had been filled with a crowd dancing to the thrum of music like a living carpet of flesh. This time, however, the room was serene and still. A low beat had begun to play, but quietly, and only a few people were starting to make their way inside. All was yet calm.

			“I like this place a lot more when it’s quiet,” Grimsby said, looking out over the empty club.

			Arienette clutched her hands around her shoulders. “I used to, too. But now…” She cast a look back to the door, and the grisly stains on the carpet beyond, and turned a shade paler. She seemed to gather herself and pointed beside the bed. “That’s how they escaped.”

			At her gesture, he noticed that several broad mirrors had once been arrayed beside—and above—the bed. He felt his face flush as he realized the most likely reason why. “I’m still surprised Aby allows any mirrors in here at all.”

			“Mistress is no fool. She had them warded so that no one could enter from the outside, but…” Her silver eyes grew distant and cold as they swam with a memory only she could see. “But she thought it would be prudent to be able to escape through them if necessary—in case of another fire or worse.”

			“Maybe not the worst idea,” Grimsby agreed, one hand moving unconsciously in a vain effort to cover his scars. “But in this case, it gave the wrong people a way out.”

			“Clearly,” Arienette said, not bothering to keep the bitterness from her otherwise soft voice. “What do you expect to find?”

			“To be honest,” Grimsby said, approaching the mirror and its numerous shards scattered over the ground, “I don’t know. Not yet.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be a professional?” she asked sharply.

			“Supposed to be,” he agreed. “At the moment, however, I’m mostly pretending.” He knelt down to examine the remains of the mirror. They appeared as anyone might expect: reflective but otherwise innocuous.

			“Pretending?!” Arienette demanded. “We don’t need a pretend Auditor; we need a real one!”

			He smiled awkwardly at her and shrugged. “Fake it ’til you make it,” he said. “And I’m getting pretty darn good at faking it.”

			She scoffed, withdrawing a slip of paper from a hidden pocket in her dress and beginning to nervously fold it. “Do you plan to follow them?”

			Grimsby held up a section of glass approximately the size of his palm, which was about the largest piece that remained. “I’m not a big guy, but that’s still a tight fit even for me.” He paused, studying the edges closely.

			There was a strange pattern at the shard’s edge, though it was tough to tell whether it was simply cracks in the glass or something else.

			He rummaged around examining other shards. Most were threaded with cracks, as he had expected. But others had similarly inconsistent patterns—almost like intentional scratches.

			Behind him, he heard Arienette pacing. “You could try another mirror,” she offered. “Maybe you could find where they went.”

			He shook his head without looking up. “Not likely to work. Mirrors only go where they go, unless they don’t.”

			She paused in mid-step, and he could feel her look burning into him, a mixture of confusion and annoyance. “What the hell does that mean?”

			“Right, sorry,” Grimsby said, offering her an apologetic smile as he realized he was quoting something Wudge had told him—which was not exactly the most parsable of sources. “Mirrors don’t always go to the Elsewhere where we expect. Sometimes, sure, they just go to the alternate version of the same place in reality.”

			He paused as his eyes caught sight of a small piece of glass that had no cracks but did have the strange scratches.

			“But other times,” he said as he knelt, “they can go, well, elsewhere.” He picked up the shard and saw the scratches clearly: they were intentional markings, likely made by Blackskull’s claws.

			He suppressed a shiver and the sudden urge to drop the glass.

			He felt Arienette lean over his shoulder. “What are those?”

			“I’m not sure,” Grimsby said, though they looked familiar as he studied them. They were deliberate, but more crude, and weren’t made of wax, but they looked much like what he had seen Jasper scribble on the mirror in Keen’s estate. “I think they’re limn glyphs.”

			“What?”

			“They’re—like coordinates for a mirror. Tells it where to go.”

			Arienette’s hand gripped his shoulder in nervous excitement. “So you know where it went?”

			“No, not really. The glyphs pair two mirrors together. Wherever it went, Blackskull must have prepared another mirror with one, come here, then marked one of these.”

			“So can we just piece it together and copy it?”

			“The other mirror will be broken, too. Meaning the copy is broken. Re-creating the symbol won’t go anywhere now.”

			Arienette’s disappointment was tangible. “Oh.”

			Grimsby felt it, too. He had hoped there’d be something, some clue or trace, but if these were indeed limn glyphs, he couldn’t see any way to trace them. Somewhere out there, there was a pile of useless shards just like the ones here.

			Although…

			A thought occurred to him. Jasper had mentioned that when two mirrors were bound, they became one mirror—just in two places.

			If that was the case, and that mirror broke, why wouldn’t the pieces be identical to one another?

			It was a bit of a long shot, but at the same time, there wasn’t much to lose from trying.

			Grimsby found the piece of mirror that had caught his eye before—the one that had no cracks, only scratches of partial limn glyphs.

			“What are you doing?” Arienette asked, curiosity and a small measure of hope in her voice.

			“Well, limn glyphs don’t have any meaning in themselves. They’re just meant to be complex enough to be exact matches to only their other pair.”

			“Okay…” she said, not seeming to understand what he was getting at.

			“So, if you broke one in half, it would still be an exact match.” He gestured to the scattered shards of broken glass. “And if you broke one into a hundred pieces…”

			“It might still match.”

			“Maybe.”

			“What if it doesn’t?”

			“I…don’t know. I’m pretty sure it won’t explode, though.”

			She took a careful step back. “Wow. You really are pretending, aren’t you?”

			“With all my might,” Grimsby said.

			He willed forth his Impetus and began to concentrate on the shard before willing his power into it.

			His own reflection began to grow fuzzy, then it vanished. For a moment, the mirror appeared to be a pane of black, empty glass, like someone had cut a hole in reality and forgotten to patch it up.

			Then the pane began to shift. Colors appeared first, coalescing into recognizable shapes. Grimsby didn’t see the familiar red hue of the Elsewhere sky, nor the black sun that always hung in it.

			Instead, he saw only threadbare carpet and a beige wall covered in dirt—no, not dirt. As the image cleared, he saw it was countless tiny scratches in the paint, like crosshatch shading, or perhaps writing that was too small to make out.

			He found his brow furrowing. No black stone, no ornate or impossible architecture, just a rather run-down, mundane room.

			This didn’t look like the Elsewhere.

			It took a few moments for the image to clear enough for him to see something recognizable: a child’s plastic doll seated on a kitchen counter in the dim light. It seemed worn and well loved.

			Save for its eyes.

			They were totally missing, the sockets split a dozen times over by something incredibly sharp.

			Grimsby shook his head as though it might clear his vision. Was it even possible for two mirrors in the waking world to be linked, even with limn glyphs?

			He felt Arienette kneel beside him as she stared into the image, fascinated and a little horrified. “That—that’s pretty awful,” she said with a shiver.

			Grimsby cast aside his question to focus on the facts. “Yeah,” he said. “Sufficiently so.”

			Arienette wrapped her arms around her knees. “Meaning?”

			“Meaning: it must be the right place.”

			“So, now what?” she asked. “You said you can’t use the mirror to follow that thing.”

			“No,” he admitted. “But I might have an alternative.”

			He dug in his pocket and removed a pair of Bind coins.

			“What are those?”

			He tried to think of a succinct summary. “Basically, magically magnetized coins. Pull them apart, and they want to come back together.”

			He pried the two pennies apart before willing a mote of Impetus into the enchantment carved on their faces. The rune there began to glow cobalt, and a thread of light appeared between the two. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to be visible.

			He kept one in his grip as he began to press the opposite through the mirror.

			At first, the mirror’s surface resisted. Then it became like liquid, rippling as the coin passed its threshold.

			As it did, and Grimsby drew back his fingers from the mirror, the shard shattered in his hand.

			He shook away a sharp sensation of pain as the glass nicked a finger. “That’s the best I can do for now.”

			“I’m still not even sure what you did,” Arienette said.

			Grimsby held up the remaining penny, the rune on its face faintly luminescent. “I don’t know where that leads, but if I get anywhere near it with this coin, the two will be attracted to each other. It won’t be much, but it’ll be like a compass.”

			Realization spread over her features. “And you just told your magic compass which way is north.”

			He nodded, standing with a grunt. He offered Arienette a hand up.

			To his surprise, she took it.

			“But,” she said, “that means you’ll have to wander around and trust that your coin can find its counterpart, and hopefully not walk headfirst into that monster?”

			“Well, I am a professional,” Grimsby said, albeit uncertainly.

			“Pretending to be a professional,” she corrected.

			“Right. That.”

			She looked doubtful but shrugged. “So long as you get Ash back, I don’t think any of us will care about your methods—odd though they may be.”

			“Odd is basically my middle name.”

			“Is it?”

			“Well, no, actually it’s Griswald.”

			“Gromsley Griswald Grimsby?”

			Grimsby pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s…right. That’s almost right.”

			“Well, that certainly is an odd name.”

			“You should hear my real one,” he said.

			She seemed confused but only looked at him expectantly.

			“What?” he asked. “Something on my face?” He quickly checked his visage in another shard of broken mirror—and in fact he did have a streak of ash on his nose. How long had that been there?

			“No, Mr. Grimsby. I’m just waiting for you,” she said.

			“Waiting for me to what?”

			She gestured to one of the other mirrors. “Are you going after that thing or not?”

			“Oh. Like, right now?” he asked. He hadn’t exactly expected the pursuit to be so immediate.

			“Well, yeah, before the trail gets cold or congealed, or whatever.”

			Grimsby gulped. He had been excited for a moment; after all, he felt like he actually had an idea and a good plan with the bound pennies.

			He felt clever.

			He felt like an Auditor.

			He just hadn’t quite gotten comfortable with the execution portion.

			And, staring at the mess Blackskull had left behind—well, it certainly dampened his enthusiasm.

			Especially when he thought about doing it alone.

			Except he didn’t have to do it alone.

			“I need to make a call first,” he said. “And, uh, I need a ride.”

		

	
		
			Thirty  [image: ]

			An hour later, Grimsby stood from the chalk paint circle he’d drawn on his floor, grumbling to himself. In one hand he held a golden astrolabe, a powerful dowser he’d found the year before in Mansgraf’s lair. In the other he held a wooden box with a piece of Ash inside.

			A particularly unpleasant piece.

			Despite his efforts, the tracking ritual had failed. He’d been unable to find anything of note to link the astrolabe to, leaving the dowsing tool useless. If Blackskull had Ash, it either had somehow shielded him from tracking spells or perhaps was back in the Elsewhere with him. Either way, the ritual was of no use.

			He took a deep breath and felt his head swim. He needed a nap.

			He had just finished returning the box to its place in his closet, right beside a black teapot that he didn’t have time to think about, when he heard steps on the stairs. The metal braces were creaking in their mounts in the brick wall, meaning it was someone, or something, heavy.

			His Impetus rose on instinct, the heat roiling in his belly and flowing through his limbs like veins of molten lead.

			He had been so preoccupied with trying to find the familiar that he hadn’t thought about the possibility of its finding him.

			After all, it knew where he lived.

			He fought away the urge to duck into the closet and instead went to the door, stood in front of it, and waited.

			The knock that sounded shortly after came as a shock. It had been a year, but he doubted Blackskull had learned such manners in that short a span.

			After all, it had been quite uncivil last time.

			Even so, Grimsby kept the chains on the door latched as he creaked it open.

			Waiting on the other side was a towering, skeletal figure, though it wasn’t Blackskull.

			“Les, hey,” Grimsby said. He quickly shut the door and undid the chains to open it wide. “Sorry to call so late, but I figured you weren’t sleeping.”

			“You figured right,” he said curtly, not stepping into the apartment. “You said you had a job?”

			Grimsby nodded. “Yeah.”

			“Me, too.” Mayflower grunted. “Jeep?” he asked.

			Grimsby took one longing glance over at his cot in the studio’s far corner, then reluctantly tore his eyes away and nodded. “Jeep.”

			He locked up his place again before they made their way down the rattling stairs.

			“What’s yours?” Mayflower asked as they climbed into the old, rusted steed.

			Grimsby briefly debated mentioning Keen and his plan but decided against it. Rayne’s curse was his own fault, and he’d be the one to fix it.

			Besides, he already felt guilty for needing Les’s help with Blackskull. The Huntsman had enough to worry about as it was.

			“Well,” Grimsby said, “sort of got abducted by Aby’s folks tonight.”

			The Huntsman paused with the key in the ignition, his face darkening. “Do I need to go talk to her?” he asked, though the way he said it made Grimsby fairly certain the conversation would be minimal.

			The ensuing violence, on the other hand, likely not so much.

			“No, no. I’m fine,” he said hurriedly, buckling himself in. He doubted the old seat belt would do much in a worst-case scenario, but it was better than nothing.

			“What did she want?” Mayflower asked, voice low as he coaxed the jeep to life.

			Grimsby let his eyes close as he settled into the thin cushions, cracked leather grating against his soot-stained suit. “Well, she wanted help.”

			“A demon,” Mayflower said slowly, “wanted your help.”

			He nodded.

			“A reasonable man would have refused.”

			He nodded again. “Yeah, probably.”

			“Please tell me you refused.”

			“I—” Grimsby began, cracking open an eye.

			“Of course.” Mayflower pinched at his brow like a sudden headache had struck him. “You remember how she tried to gut us last time?”

			“And apparently she’s had the option of snatching me off the street at any time over the last year, and yet hasn’t tried again.”

			“Because you’re an Auditor now. I doubt the risk outweighs the reward. Make no mistake, if you weren’t, you’d likely be dead.”

			Grimsby balked at that. He already figured Aby hadn’t harmed him because of the potential retaliation, but he hadn’t considered what she might have done if he didn’t have a badge.

			He cast away the thought. “Doesn’t matter.”

			“It doesn’t matter?” Mayflower asked, glowering over his hand. “You want to explain that one to me?”

			“Enemy of my enemy,” Grimsby said. “You remember the black-skulled familiar?”

			Mayflower twitched his shoulder. Grimsby knew well that there was a scar there left by the familiar’s claws.

			“I remember.”

			“Well, it’s back. Killed two women and stole Ash’s head—which can, apparently, breathe fire. He nearly killed Marion.”

			“Marion?” the Huntsman asked as the jeep struck out on a ramp toward the highway, accelerating with surprising speed.

			Grimsby stumbled for a moment. He still felt a lingering, unearned familiarity with the woman since he had lived her memory. “Aby’s assistant? Or manager? Friend? Or friend?” Grimsby guessed, making air quotes with his fingers. “I’m not really sure what they are to each other.”

			“I imagine most of Aby’s relationships are complicated.” Mayflower kept his eyes roaming about as he spoke, as though looking for threats. “It took Ash?”

			Grimsby nodded.

			Mayflower’s expression darkened. “That’s not good.”

			“I figured that much—though I wasn’t sure why.”

			“Ash’s trade, back when he was in mostly one piece, was secrets. How to learn them, how to keep them. It’s why Mansgraf got his help to make her Wardboxes years ago.”

			“Yeah, that’s what Aby said. So you think they’re after what he knows?”

			“I expect. Why else would you want a severed head?”

			“Exposition?”

			Mayflower shot a glower at him, though it was sharper than Grimsby expected it to be. The Huntsman seemed to catch himself, though, and looked away. “You’re sure about all this?” he finally said.

			Grimsby nodded. “I saw it.”

			“How the hell did you see it? Security camera?”

			“No. It was—” Suddenly, he felt a little ridiculous. “It was in a memory.”

			“A memory.”

			“Well, the memory was in a fox, and I touched the fox and saw it.”

			“You touched a memory fox.”

			“It was an origami fox, to be clear.”

			“Much clearer.”

			Grimsby groaned. “Arienette, the girl at the Lounge I was talking to, remember her?”

			Mayflower’s face went flat. “Yes,” he said quietly.

			Grimsby winced. He couldn’t imagine the guilt Mayflower felt. Though perhaps it was well deserved. He cast the thought away and continued. “She’s a muse.”

			“I suppose that tracks,” Mayflower said. “Her mother was, too.”

			“Wait, you knew her mom?”

			He nodded.

			“But it—it was still an accident. What happened to her. Right?”

			The Huntsman’s jaw clenched, and he glanced over with his gravestone eyes. “Of course it was. She—” He stopped and shook his head. “It was a long time ago.”

			They rode in quiet for long minutes.

			“Are they rare?” Grimsby finally asked. “Muses? I haven’t heard much about them.”

			“Very. And good thing, too.”

			“Good? Why?”

			“A muse is dangerous, Grimsby. They can take your memories, they can make you—make you forget things. Important things. You can’t trust what one shows you.”

			He felt his mouth go dry. “You mean they can just make things up?” Had Arienette really deceived him with the vision he’d seen?

			“No, whatever they show you is a real memory,” Mayflower said. “But…” He seemed to grasp for words. “The person who it’s from is just that, a person. They’re not a security camera. They’re biased and flawed in every possible way. It might be how they remember it, but that doesn’t make it true.”

			“Well, Marion remembered it pretty vividly, and it was definitely Blackskull. Had a new arm and all.”

			Mayflower was quiet for a long moment as he stared out over the road, weaving around someone who refused to drive over the speed limit in the leftmost lane. “Who was controlling it this time?”

			“I don’t know—no one, maybe.” Blackskull had killed Mayflower’s former partner, Samantha Mansgraf, and while it had been at the behest of its controller, it still was a testament to how dangerous the creature was.

			“It’s a familiar,” he said. “Someone has to be controlling it.”

			“Not necessarily. I mean, who ‘controlled’ Mansgraf’s cat back in her lair?” he asked.

			Mayflower’s brow furrowed. “Maybe so. But what good would Ash do for a thing like that? How would it even know where or what he was?”

			“No idea.” Grimsby reached into his jacket and withdrew the twin of the Bind coin he’d placed while in the Lounge. “This is the only lead I’ve found.”

			Mayflower eyed it briefly. “A penny?”

			“I tracked Blackskull. Or, at least, managed to put a tracker where it went, and with this I can find it—assuming I can get close enough.”

			Judging by the look on Mayflower’s face, the coin meant little to him. “Can’t you just track Ash? I assume you still have”—he cleared his throat awkwardly—“something that belongs to him.”

			“I tried, but no luck. Someone or something is blocking it.”

			Mayflower scoffed as the road on either side of them dropped away as they crossed the Chelsea toward downtown Boston. “Figures. Always seems like magic’s a lot less convenient when it’s the good guys using it.”

			Grimsby arched a brow. “So we’re the good guys now?” He smiled, but it was a little more bitter than he intended. “I was beginning to wonder.”

			“We’re as good as it gets,” Mayflower said. “Don’t know if that says more about us or everyone else, though.”

			At least it was something.

			Grimsby shifted uncomfortably. “Anyway, that’s my evening in a nutshell. What about you? You said you had a job, too?”

			“I do. But this isn’t from the Department.”

			“In fairness, neither is mine. And I think I’d better keep it that way for the time being.”

			“I got no piece against that.” Mayflower shrugged. “But mine’s—it’s a bit more personal.”

			“Another personal favor?” Grimsby asked, grinning. “You’re going to have to start a credit line soon.”

			Mayflower remained dour. “I’m looking for some punk. Name’s Cadence Sharp. He’s dangerous.”

			“You have anything more specific? Dangerous can mean a lot in our line of work.”

			“Glows red. Inspires folks to murder. Other than that, seems like a good kid.”

			“Oh,” Grimsby said. “Yeah, that does sound like a problem. Know where to start?”

			Mayflower produced a matchbox from his pocket. On the front was stamped a logo of a horse and carriage; beneath it read:

			
				Ritz-Fairton Hotel

			

			“It’s where he’s holed up, I think,” Mayflower said. “But I need a witch’s help to make sure I don’t get my head torn off by an arachne or some such.”

			“Are—are those real?” Grimsby asked hesitantly.

			Mayflower looked over out of the corner of his eye. “Hell if I know; just don’t let one take my head off. Deal?”

			“No arachne-ing from the neck up. Got it.”

			“The neck down would be nice, too.”

			“I’m only one man, Les.”

			“Fair enough.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-One  [image: ]

			Rayne heard approaching steps in the quiet of the library. The only sounds to contest it were the hum of the light posts in her bibliographical cul-de-sac and the bored sighs of Janice, who had taken to pacing around the aisles—though she never went far.

			Rayne stirred from her tome and looked up to see Department Director Grieves approach from the long shadows of the main path.

			He glanced around at the collected stacks of books Rayne had gathered. “I see you’ve wasted no time.”

			She shrugged. “I’ve got nothing else to do.”

			“We both know that’s not accurate,” the director said. “Are you ready?”

			Rayne’s mouth went dry, but she nodded. Her access to the library came at a cost.

			It was time to pay.

			The director turned away without a word, knowing she would follow.

			Rayne did so.

			Janice, her eyes sparking with sudden, fierce curiosity, followed, though she remained quiet, almost like a rapt member of an audience at a theater.

			She followed Grieves out of the library and to the elevators that led to the tunnels beneath the Department. The path from the library reached the primary intersection that split the network.

			Above, the vaulted ceiling, oiled timbers, and preserved murals told the story of a cultured and heroic Department. It was designed to bring visitors comfort and instill faith in the sacred mission the organization pursued.

			What that mission was, however, Rayne was no longer certain.

			Down here, there were no murals. No art. Just simple, rounded tunnels of brick and steel, holding countless dangers. Some inside the reliquary, and some not.

			The Agents on duty didn’t move as Grieves strode past them, save to cast a glance at Rayne and the chains that shackled her wrists.

			They continued deeper into the tunnels, where access was rare and restricted.

			On either side of them, reinforced doors lined the walls, both inscribed with warding sigils and wired with the most advanced security technology available. Whatever threats the former could not deal with, the latter would hold at bay.

			Janice, who had loomed at the periphery of Rayne’s vision, finally spoke in a quiet voice. “I remember this place,” she said, almost to herself. “We put a lot of monsters behind these doors. I wonder how many are still here…”

			Rayne suppressed a shudder. She had spent a short time in one of the chambers before being taken to the Asylum. It had been dark, cold, and little else. She hoped that most were empty—waiting to contain dangerous creatures or assets.

			Because the alternative was that they already did.

			Janice’s face grew unusually somber as she trailed one hand along the doors, drawing a subtle pulse from a rune. “It’s a shame. They’ve likely mostly been used for the gifted since the Coven was ousted. I was never a true believer like some of the others, but I did like the idea of witches not being the persecuted for once.”

			Rayne ignored her, and not just out of habit.

			Instead, it was because she recognized what lay ahead.

			They stopped before a door labeled with only a simple letter and number, and she felt her heart catch in her chest.

			This chamber, she knew, was not empty.

			Instead, it was the reason she was here. The reason Grieves had allowed her to return.

			She had told Grimsby that he had given her leave to return to research in the library. But this was only a half-truth.

			The other half was that access to the library was her payment, demanded in exchange for her services.

			Grieves punched a code on a pad beside the door, the number shielded from her view.

			Janice made a show of peeking over his shoulder before grinning. “Would you like to know the password?” she said with a wink.

			Rayne spared her a glare before turning her attention back to Grieves.

			He straightened as the door slid open. “The subject has been practically nonresponsive since you last interacted with it,” he said. “We’ve tried all manner of…stimuli, but you’re the only one she”—he winced as though his tongue had pricked itself on a thorn—“it has spoken to.”

			Janice said something, but Rayne felt her heart pounding too hard to hear her. “What do you want me to do?”

			Grieves shook his head. “To be honest, Rayne, I have no idea. I don’t exactly expect the subject to be able to say much more than she has, for obvious reasons. But Mansgraf went to great lengths to…ensure this outcome for herself, and we—” He took a deep breath, causing a single stray hair to fall and mar his otherwise immaculate appearance. “I need to know why.”

			Rayne took a shaking breath but nodded. Grieves gestured, and she stepped into the chamber.

			The room was confined, with a wall of monitors on one side and a reinforced window on the other. She knew from experience that the far side was mirrored.

			The room beyond was dark and silent, but she knew what was waiting—or perhaps who.

			Her heart caught in her chest.

			Beside her, Grieves took a steadying breath.

			Even Janice had fallen silent in anticipation.

			The Department director reached out a hand and flipped a switch.

			The lights on the other side flipped on, harsh and bright, illuminating a small chamber with only a table, bolted to the floor, and two chairs on opposite sides.

			One chair was occupied.

			The figure was clad in patchwork robes that seemed to catch and cling to the shape beneath in inhuman ways. On its head, a large, pointed hat of similar piecemeal construction rested, its wide brim shielding the wearer’s eyes.

			As the light came to life, the figure twitched, slowly raising its head.

			A head that was nothing more than a reddened skull, threaded to its metal body by copper wire, steel plates, and golden bolts.

			Rayne knew the construction well. After all, with the passing of Director Peters the year before, she had been the one the Department had asked to craft the body.

			Mansgraf twitched again, her hollow eyes seeming to cast themselves over Grieves despite the mirrored glass. They even seemed to glance to Janice, drawing a sharp gasp from her.

			Finally, they rested on Rayne.

			The familiar tilted its head and whispered in a voice that echoed through cold air, steel, and glass with equal ease.

			“Flesh and blood.”
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			“Les,” Grimsby said, staring out the jeep’s scuffed window, “are you sure this is the right place?”

			Even Mayflower seemed doubtful, but he looked down at the matchbox and back up. “Seems like.”

			The Ritz-Fairton Hotel was a solid wall of mirrored glass hundreds of feet high. Even in the dark of night, it reflected the cityscape around it like a crystal ball. It looked like the kind of place Grimsby would see only in movies, or in the distant skyline, rather than one that actually existed. It was so tall that it seemed to loom over him like it might crush him at any moment.

			“Is our friend Cadence…a wealthy man?”

			Mayflower glowered at the building, looking perhaps as uncomfortable as Grimsby with its luxuriousness. “To my knowledge, he wears mostly flannel. Cheap flannel.”

			“So, how does such a discount lumberjack end up in a place like this?”

			“No idea.”

			“Best guess? Mine’s a secret identity. Became a billionaire by night-trading. It’s like day-trading, but more evil. Yours?”

			“My guess is he does terrible things for the right people.”

			Grimsby blew a puff of air as he shifted in the old leather seat. “Two out of ten. Needs more drama.”

			“Shut up,” Mayflower said, getting out of the jeep and slamming the heavy door behind him, though he looked to Grimsby to be stifling a small grin—but perhaps that was wishful thinking.

			Grimsby climbed out to follow as Mayflower stood before a parking meter, digging in his coat pockets, grumbling. The only thing he seemed to find was a trio of solid gold coins. For a moment, the Huntsman seemed to honestly consider depositing them.

			“Save it for your vault, Scrooge,” Grimsby said, pulling out a few coins and reaching around Mayflower.

			“Since when do you carry cash?”

			“Cash? It’s mostly pennies,” Grimsby said. He held up one of his Bind coins for Mayflower to see the rune on its face. “Comes in handy occasionally.” There wasn’t much left beyond those, but he had found a few quarters in the mix.

			Before Mayflower could reply, he stopped and stared at a chugging wreck of a truck that pulled up on the curb in front of them.

			Grimsby saw Mayflower set his jaw as a man climbed out of the truck’s rust-eaten cab. The newcomer was older than Grimsby but much younger than Mayflower. He wore a worn bomber jacket over a flannel shirt and a pair of faded blue jeans. He had a baseball cap held low over his eyes, but he tipped it up by degrees to examine them both.

			He had the light brown hair and dark eyes Mayflower had described Cadence with.

			“Les, is this our guy?” Grimsby asked.

			“No. It’s his fool brother,” Mayflower growled. He turned to the stranger. “Brass. I told you to let me handle this.”

			Brass scoffed. “And you expected me to listen?” He held an umbrella in his grip that looked to be slightly odd in shape. It was a touch too bulky, and Grimsby was pretty sure umbrellas didn’t have hilts.

			“Of course not. But I thought you’d at least go your own way, not follow me.”

			“Figured you knew something I didn’t,” Brass said before glancing to Grimsby. “Who’s the punk?” he asked.

			Grimsby waved an awkward hand. “Grimshaw Griswald Grimsby,” he said. “Department Auditor.”

			Brass’s expression darkened, making his brown eyes look black as he returned his attention to Mayflower. “You brought a witch?”

			“I said I needed someone I could rely on,” Mayflower said.

			Grimsby felt a small swell of pride in his chest.

			Brass made a disgusted sound. “ ‘Suffer not…’ ” he muttered, the words a grim recitation. “The others were right about you.”

			Mayflower scoffed. “I’m sure they made certain you believe that.”

			The two stared each other down for a long moment before Grimsby finally spoke up. “Uh, guys? Aren’t we sort of looking for someone? Maybe we should focus on that.”

			Mayflower let out a sharp breath. “Agreed. Assuming Cadence doesn’t already know we’re here.”

			“He’s been trained,” Brass said. “But it never much took. Cade’s always been a bit…” There was something like guilt in his voice. “Soft. If he’s here, we’ll get him.”

			“Fine,” Mayflower said, turning up the street toward the hotel’s brightly lit entrance. “Let’s get it done.”

			Despite the cold night, there were still dozens of folks walking the street, though they seemed to be clean and affluent, chatting and laughing from within their thick scarves, their gloved hands gripping cell phones, the screens illuminating bright eyes beneath hoods and caps.

			More than one person looked up and skirted nervously around Grimsby and his two compatriots. The three of them lacked the sense of careful curation that the other pedestrians seemed to all have, though they made up for it with ash, fraying cloth, and out-of-touch fashion.

			The doorman at the hotel entrance gave them a wary eye, adjusting his uncomfortably white gloves as he did. “Can I help you?” he asked, his teeth a shade that matched his gloves.

			“You can start by moving,” Mayflower said, his tone curt.

			“I’m afraid this establishment is for guests only,” the man began, but he stopped as Mayflower opened his coat to pull out his badge—and perhaps let slip a glimpse of his gun as he did.

			“Department business. Move aside.”

			“Oh, uh, yes, sir, of course.” The doorman fumbled over his words, then did the same with his feet, before finally making way, allowing the three of them to pass through the glass doors and into the hotel lobby.

			Brass scoffed as their boots scuffed over the shining floor of marble tile. “That almost feels like cheating.”

			“Certainly easier than the old days,” Mayflower agreed.

			Grimsby felt a small, sharp jab of something that might just have been envy as the two bantered. “Any idea how we’re going to find his room?” he asked.

			“We’re not going to,” Mayflower said. “You are.”

			“Me?” Grimsby said. “Why?”

			“Because you’re a people person.”

			“As a person who has met his fair share of people, I can’t help but disagree.”

			“Well, you’re more of a people person than me—and I’m not even sure Brass is a person.”

			Brass only glared.

			Grimsby cleared his throat. “I hate that that just made sense.” He shook his head. “Fine.” He turned and examined the lobby.

			Unlike the street outside, the hotel was nearly vacant. This time on a weekday meant that those who were traveling for business were likely resting for the morning, and those who would be here for pleasure wouldn’t arrive for another couple of days.

			Besides, judging from the crystal chandelier and marble fountain, he imagined that the hotel charged enough that it rarely had, or needed, a large number of guests.

			There were six reception desks, but only one was occupied. A slight, gaunt man of young age stood behind it wearing a well-fitting suit that reminded Grimsby how baggy and ashy his own was.

			He was staring at the three of them with a flat, plastic smile that made Grimsby squirm.

			He went to the desk, donning an uncomfortable smile of his own to combat the receptionist’s.

			The plastic man’s own expression widened, though his eyes remained glassy. “Good evening, sir. Can I be of assistance?”

			“I really hope so.” Grimsby produced his badge. “Department Auditor Grimsby,” he said.

			The receptionist’s unimpressed eyes suddenly broke away as he spotted something on the desk. Grimsby followed them to see a small spider had crawled up from beneath.

			“One moment, sir,” the man said, withdrawing a tissue from beneath the counter before wrapping it around his thumb. With a concentrated expression, he crushed the arachnid and scrubbed the marble to a spotless sheen before disposing of the tissue and returning his stare to Grimsby.

			“My apologies. What was it you needed?” he asked, his expression unshifting.

			Grimsby made up the difference by shifting uncomfortably himself. He didn’t care for spiders, but he at least tried to relocate them. The receptionist had crushed it with a strange intensity that made his stomach waver. He pushed the feeling away and tried to focus. “I’m here looking for someone, and I need to know if they’re a guest and, if so, which room they are in.”

			“My apologies, but I’m afraid I am not at liberty to divulge personal information about our guests—Department notwithstanding.”

			“Of course you’re not,” Grimsby muttered. He made a show of glancing around furtively and leaning in. “What if I told you that this individual was a potentially dangerous Unorthodox, and that we just needed to find him before he hurt himself or somebody else?”

			The man was unwavering. “Then I would suggest that you wait outside for them to exit the premises.”

			Grimsby shook his head and glanced over his shoulder. Mayflower and Brass were busy glaring at each other, but the old Huntsman spared an impatient glance for Grimsby.

			While he had no doubt that Mayflower could convince the recalcitrant receptionist to divulge the room number, he also was quite sure it would be unpleasant for everyone involved.

			Besides, this wasn’t Mayflower’s job; it was Grimsby’s.

			He looked back to see the receptionist scrubbing at the spot where the spider had been.

			“You’re right, we should do it by the book. It’s just a shame that by the time I come back with the right paperwork, our suspect will probably already have nested.”

			The man paused. “N-nested?”

			“Oh yeah,” Grimsby said with an emphatic nod. “Arachne are such a pain to get out when they’ve had time to infest a building.”

			For the first time, the man’s expression cracked. “Arachne, as in arachnid? Like, a spider…person?”

			“More spider than person, for sure. At least, that’s our prevailing theory right now. In fact—” He paused and leaned down like he was examining the underside of the desk’s overhang. He reached down and summoned a mote of Impetus and thumbed a Bind rune on the desk like someone might stick a wad of gum. He quickly smudged another onto his palm. “Oh, yeah, you guys are in a Bind,” he said, activating the spell with the catalyst word. It was weak and hardly pulled at him, but that wasn’t what he cared about.

			Between the two runes, a softly glowing thread of light appeared, almost like a strand of silk.

			Grimsby straightened up again, holding the stretched filament between his fingertips, hiding the rune on his palm. “See?” he asked, stretching it gently. “That’s arachne silk, right there.”

			“Good Lord!” the receptionist said, recoiling.

			Grimsby nodded. “Big one, too. Have you—have you had any missing housekeepers lately?”

			The receptionist paled. “Can—can you get rid of it?”

			“Of course. We’re Department, after all,” he said, waving away the spell like he was discarding the silk. “Just need a room number for Cadence Sharp.”

			The man nodded hurriedly and began frantically scrabbling at a keyboard behind the counter. “Yes, um, Cadence Sharp—no, there’s no one under that name, but…” His brow fell into a suspicious scowl. “There has been a young man staying here. One who doesn’t seem like he belongs at all.”

			“Brownish hair, brown eyes?” Grimsby asked, though that hardly narrowed it down.

			The receptionist nodded.

			He glanced over his shoulder to see Brass scowling at him, then turned back. “Flannel?”

			“Flannel,” the man confirmed in a conspiratorial tone.

			“That’s our spider man,” Grimsby said. “What room?”

			The receptionist took a pen and pad and quickly scribbled it down, then passed over a key card. “You’ll need this for the elevator—and the door,” he said gravely.

			Grimsby nodded and took them both. “Stay safe,” he said, before pausing and making a show of slowly looking up like the creature might be looming directly overhead.

			He managed to keep a straight face long enough for the receptionist to follow his gaze and look up as well, then had to turn away. He returned to Mayflower and Brass, his feet echoing on the marble floor. The two men both stood in almost the same stance, like one of them had arrived via time machine to outbrood the other.

			Mayflower raised a brow. “You got it?”

			Grimsby held up the paper. “I got it.”

			The Huntsman let slip a small snort and held out a hand to Brass.

			Brass made a disgusted noise and pulled a gold coin from his pocket and dropped it in Mayflower’s palm.

			“Pleasure doing business,” Mayflower said, pocketing the coin. He looked at the note Grimsby handed to him. “Room 2816. That’s a ways up.”

			Brass shifted and stretched his shoulders. “Well, at least we’ll have him cornered. Just keep him cut off from the elevators and stairs.”

			Grimsby couldn’t help but glance at the umbrella the man held in his hand and the slight silhouette of Mayflower’s holstered revolver. “And we’re just apprehending him, right?”

			“He’s my brother. I ain’t gonna hurt him if he doesn’t make me, and I sure as hell won’t kill him.” He eyed Grimsby and Mayflower both. “And neither will you two.”

			Grimsby held up his hands. “Hey, don’t look at me. I don’t even have a weapon.”

			Brass narrowed his eyes. “Not even a gun?”

			“Nope.”

			He looked to Mayflower. “You didn’t even give him a gun?”

			“Well, I don’t really want a gun—”

			Mayflower cut him off. “He doesn’t need a gun.”

			Brass made a disgusted sound. “I guess if you can throw fire around, you wouldn’t need one.”

			Grimsby shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Uh-huh. Right.”

			“You can throw fire around, can’t you? Every witch I’ve ever seen could.”

			“Well, I tend to catch fire more than throw it, but it’s basically the same thing.”

			“That’s not the same thing at all.” Brass shook his head. “I guess if I have to work with a witch, it may as well be one without teeth.”

			Grimsby felt his discomfort begin to transform into indignance. “Hey, I got teeth, small Bunyan. They’re just…a little makeshift.”

			“Sure. Whatever you say.”

			Mayflower pushed past them both. “Enough. We’ve got work to do.” He strode toward the elevators.

			Brass shrugged and followed.

			Grimsby felt his shoulders slump a little, but he forced them back up and fell in line.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three  [image: ]

			The elevator played soft, warm music as it carried them up floor after floor. Grimsby felt his stomach lurch as it finally came to a halt, the small screen reading 28. The doors opened with a bell’s tone, revealing a small hall with five other elevators. To one side, he saw out the windows over the wide expanse of the city and the sudden, stark, flat darkness of the bay beyond, lit only by a handful of what must have been ships that were scattered about to match the stars in the night sky. The other direction broke off into a fork, each prong a hall leading to various rooms.

			Here, they stepped out on floors of deep, rich carpet with a repeating diamond pattern in shades of red and brown. Gold sconces against the walls glowed brightly, reflecting off the brass surface of the elevator’s closing doors.

			“Stay quiet,” Mayflower said, his own tone reflecting his words. “With luck, he doesn’t know we’re here.”

			Brass nodded, his hand making a gesture Grimsby didn’t recognize, but it looked almost military in precision.

			Grimsby only returned a silent thumbs-up.

			The split hall had two signs, with the first twenty rooms to the left, and the second twenty to the right. They moved quickly and carefully down the left. As they neared room 2816, Mayflower held up a hand and stopped them. He looked back to Grimsby by peering over his gray-lensed glasses before tapping their frames.

			Grimsby got the message and nodded.

			He took a steadying breath, closed his eyes, and tilted down his glasses to the tip of his nose. It was a small motion, but he could feel the shift like a change in air pressure. He had lowered his mask, the barrier that shielded him from the Elsewhere, which for him and many other witches was a simple pair of glasses.

			Then he opened his eyes.

			When he did, the world had changed.

			The warmth and luxury of the hotel were gone—replaced by cracked black walls and broken windows that peered out over a red horizon. He felt his stomach drop as the floor at his feet fell apart and gave way, its pieces crumbling and cascading below. He instinctively pressed himself against the wall, feeling rough stone against his back.

			He looked down, and where there had once been long halls of soft carpet, there was now a dark abyss. Portions of the building had totally caved in, revealing half-shrouded rooms of shadow in which things crawled just out of his sight.

			Beyond the building, he could see the Elsewhere like he’d never seen it before, stretching out before him endlessly. Like the true Boston, the Elsewhere version was even more labyrinthine—but without end. It wound its way toward the horizon, all spire and ruin, seeming to shift and entwine in the corner of his eye. Meanwhile, the side toward the sea came to a sudden halt, not at water, but at a strange, impenetrable darkness that roiled and thundered like obsidian storm clouds below its placid glass surface.

			He felt a sudden howl of wind and a rumble of earth that made him shiver.

			A massive shape moved just outside the confines of the tower, at first a titanic shadow, then a figure that strode past broken walls, dwarfing the hotel in size. He looked up, through the beams and archways that climbed high over him, and saw the being was something he had seen often in his visits to the Elsewhere, though never from so close.

			He could see its taut, desiccated flesh gripping inhuman bone beneath, a shade and texture that nearly matched the stone that formed the tower and the city far below. Its ribs were hollow, the skin around them stretched so tightly that it had torn, revealing slivers of red sky beyond, though he could see a swirling swarm of—of something that writhed within the cage of ribs.

			Then the creature stopped, before slowly turning its head toward him. It was almost like a skull, but not one Grimsby would have called human. Its jaw was unhinged too wide, its torn skin crumbling and burning away like living ash. In the hollows of its eyes, he saw green fire.

			As he stared, the fire compressed to pinpricks of intense light.

			It took a moment for Grimsby to realize that it had seen him, too.

			The creature knelt, its jaw widening, its embers blazing to furious interest—perhaps even hunger.

			Grimsby wanted to put his mask back on; his every instinct screamed at him to do so. But he stood transfixed, his mouth open with awe and fear in equal measure.

			The creature knelt down to be level with him, its motions massive and tectonically slow. It tilted its head at him, like a curious child, and then began to reach through the ruined tower toward him, its hand passing through the stone with a strange malleability that seemed to warp whatever it passed through, like a clay sculpture through silt.

			Before it could reach him, he felt something at his side. A dimming of light crossed over him, like a shadow given a third dimension, and he felt rough hands shake him before forcing his glasses back up over his eyes.

			It wasn’t enough to replace his mask, but it shocked him from his stupefied terror. He shook himself and squeezed his eyes shut, pressing one hand against the frames of his glasses until the pads dug into the bridge of his nose.

			Suddenly, the intense pressure dissipated, though he felt a wave of cold pass through him, like a draft in an abandoned house.

			Slowly, he cracked one eye open, relieved without measure to see Mayflower standing before him, gripping his shoulders.

			“You all right?” he asked. “You froze up. Thought something got you.”

			“Almost did.” Grimsby waved his hands away. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

			Brass scoffed. “What was it? Boogieman scare you?”

			Grimsby felt his residual shaking fear pivot into anger with shocking ease. “Actually, it was a five-hundred-foot-tall stone skeleton with fire for eyes.”

			Brass opened his mouth, paused, then closed it again.

			Grimsby felt some small spike of pleasure at the man’s dumbfoundedness.

			Mayflower interrupted them. “Is it something we need to deal with?”

			Grimsby wasn’t exactly sure how anyone would deal with such a creature, and he didn’t want to think about it. “No, I’ve seen them before. Just not—not so close. But I think I better stay out of the Elsewhere while we’re here.” He felt himself shiver and hoped it was a natural sensation, and not somehow brought on by the thing that lurked just beyond his mask. “I’m not sure I’ll be that lucky twice.”

			“Agreed,” Mayflower said. Then he glared, squinting through his gray-lensed glasses. “Surprised I don’t see a thing.”

			“Be glad for it. Trust me.”

			Mayflower gave him one last look before nodding and leading them down the hall.

			They reached room 2816, the sound of their approach dampened by the plush carpet. Mayflower held up one hand for stillness and pressed his ear to the door. After a moment, he muttered, “It’s him. He’s talking to someone.”

			“Who?” Brass asked in a hoarse whisper.

			“No reply. Likely Melody.” He held out a hand to Grimsby. “Card.”

			Grimsby passed it over, feeling his heart begin to speed up. It wasn’t the hard, thrumming rush of fear he had felt when he saw the creature in the Elsewhere, but rather the fluttering arhythmic pace of nervous anticipation.

			Mayflower passed the card over the featureless electronic panel above the handle, but a small light flashed red. He growled and tried it twice more. On the third attempt, it was green.

			The voice inside had grown loud enough for Grimsby to hear its muffled words, pausing occasionally as though listening to a reply. However, he still wasn’t able to make the words out.

			Mayflower turned the handle silently and pressed gently against the door, but it caught on the dead bolt—which had no electronic lock, only a hole for a key they didn’t have. Fortunately, whoever was inside hadn’t seemed to notice and continued their intermittent conversation with nobody.

			Brass pressed forward. “We’ll have to break it down.” He seemed tense, even eager. His broad shoulders strained against his bomber jacket as he flexed and stretched his arms.

			Grimsby put a hand up in front of him. “Let me try before you go letting the world know we’re here.”

			“What does it matter?” Brass demanded. “He can’t get away from us.”

			“No, but what if we break down the door and he’s startled enough to turn and blast us with his rage ray, or even just a good old-fashioned gun?”

			“He’d never hurt his brother.”

			“Spoken like a brother of the protagonist in a tragic play,” Grimsby said. “Just—move.” He shuffled between the others and the door and placed his palm on the keyhole.

			Mayflower watched him stoically. “New spell?”

			“Not exactly,” Grimsby said as he conjured up a bit of Impetus. He felt the warmth seep through him and carefully directed it away from his scars. The power flowed from his chest through his arm and into his hand like veins of molten wax—painful, but only barely, and somehow still oddly comforting.

			He affixed the spell in his mind—a symbol, yes, but more than that. It was a collection of feelings, of odd memories, of all the times where a slight shift in perspective or angle had changed his world. They were all packaged together in an indescribable, tangible medley in his mind: a spell.

			“Torque,” he said, as gentle as he wanted the spell to be.

			A green, counterclockwise twirl of sparks simmered on his palm before sinking into the lock. He felt more than heard the tumblers seize up for a moment, but those were far too complicated for Torque to unravel. Instead, he pushed the rotational force further, until it finally seeped through and reached the other side, twisting the dead bolt’s simple latch and unlocking it.

			The voice on the other side of the door stopped in mid-sentence.

			“Go,” Mayflower said, pulling back Grimsby and flinging open the door.

			It swung wide as Grimsby stumbled backward and the two other men rushed in. A short hall beyond the door led to an open room appointed with elegant leather furniture. Standing beside a large chaise longue was a man who bore a strong resemblance to Brass, though he was younger, taller, and leaner. He wore the worn flannel the receptionist had conspiratorially described, along with a pair of jeans that matched Brass’s.

			Seated before him on the edge of the chaise was a woman, roughly Cadence’s age, with tight locks of dark hair woven with beads and gems, and a deep tone of skin that spoke of many days of sun and sea. Her eyes were a shade that reminded Grimsby of waves on rainy days.

			Both residents of the room looked wide-eyed and frightened, though Cadence also bore a deep-set scowl of anger as he looked at Brass.

			“Cadence,” Brass said, his tone halfway between scold and command. “I’m only gonna tell you once: get your shit. We’re leaving.”

			Cadence’s hand reached out unconsciously and gripped the woman’s shoulder. “I’m not leaving Melody. And I’m sure as hell not going anywhere with you.”

			“You’ve run me around enough, damn it! We need—” He bit back his words, his harsh tone dulling a few degrees. “We need to get you home.”

			“I can’t,” he said. “Not yet. I still need it. I’ve got work to do.”

			Grimsby couldn’t help but feel confused, though he stood in the door behind Mayflower and Brass, ready to help if they needed it—though he didn’t yet know what that might look like.

			“You’ve had it long enough—too long. If we don’t get it out soon—”

			Mayflower interrupted him. “What the hell are you two talking about?”

			Brass didn’t answer. Instead he reached into his jacket and withdrew a pair of rune-carved manacles. “Please, Cade. Just come with me. Before it’s too late.”

			Cadence’s hand squeezed Melody’s shoulder, and her gaze rose to meet his. They locked eyes before she finally nodded. Though neither said a word, there was some unspoken agreement between them.

			And suddenly, they looked even more terrified than they had a moment before.

			Cadence looked back to Brass and said, “No.”

			He stepped in front of Melody. Then his chest began to glow with dull red light.

			The whole room burst into motion.

			Mayflower rushed at Cadence, though the Huntsman didn’t draw his gun. Brass was beside him, his shackles at the ready.

			Cadence tore open the buttons of his flannel shirt, revealing his glowing chest. At its center was a strange locket dangling from a chain around his neck. Around its face, seven symbols had been arrayed. Four of them were alight with a fiery warmth, and as Grimsby watched, a fifth burst to life.

			Grimsby’s hand was up before he even realized it. He flicked his wrist toward Cadence and shouted, “Torque.”

			Unlike the previous version of the spell, he put the full weight of his Impetus behind this one. A green torrent of sparks rushed out of his hand, narrowly weaving between Mayflower and Brass and heading straight toward Cadence.

			Just before it struck, the light from Cadence’s locket surged brighter—and for just a moment, at the edge of its golden shape, the light parted like a curtain, revealing a shade of crimson all too familiar—the same red as the Elsewhere sky.

			And peering out of the gap was a bloodshot eye.

			Then Grimsby’s spell hit home, twisting the chain around Cadence’s neck. The locket closed, the crimson glow fading.

			Both Mayflower and Brass reached Cadence at the same time, seizing his arms and trying to lock the manacles onto him.

			Grimsby started toward them to help, but before he could, Cadence roared, and more red light bloomed from his chest. His limbs bulged with sudden mass, tearing cloth and swelling muscle to strain under skin. With inhuman strength, he wrenched his whole body, flinging the two men from him.

			Brass struck the hotel wall hard enough to dent the drywall around a stud in the rough shape of his outline before falling limp to the ground.

			Mayflower flew toward the window.

			And the steep drop beyond.

			Grimsby’s eyes went wide, and his mind raced in the frozen moment for some spell, some means to help his friend. Torque was of no use, and Bind had no runes to pull together to save him.

			You have to feel it, he heard Jasper say.

			On desperate instinct, he flung up his hand and shouted.

			“Hold!”

			Pinpricks of light appeared before the Huntsman, strewn through the air like a blanket of dim stars.

			Mayflower hit the barrier, and his speed slowed by a slim increment.

			Grimsby felt a surge of hopeful relief.

			Then the stars grew bright and blinked out into a fine, useless mist.

			The spell had failed again.

			The Huntsman continued through the mist and struck the window.

			Glass shattered and the metal frame squealed as it bent beneath his mass.

			The Huntsman fell from sight.

			Grimsby felt his heart fall into his stomach and begin to boil. He rushed past Cadence, who stood staring numbly at his brother’s body on the ground, his muscles withdrawing into themselves until he was his normal size again.

			Grimsby reached the window and felt a small pulse of relief to see Mayflower hanging against the building’s glass face, dangling hundreds of feet above the ground. His jacket had caught in the window’s warped frame, its silver lining straining, the seams audibly tearing.

			He was unconscious, his body limp.

			Then his coat tore, and he slipped down a few inches.

			Grimsby felt the panic return. Another slip, and Mayflower would plummet.

			He reached for his partner’s shoulder, but his arm was too short—and even then he wasn’t strong enough to pull him up. Perhaps if could just touch him, he could get a Bind on him.

			He saw Cadence and Melody out of the corner of his eye. Melody whispered into Cadence’s ear, and instantly his furiously contorted face went slack. Then his body relaxed and the red light faded from his chest. She took his hand and led him away, though he seemed hardly aware of his surroundings.

			Grimsby didn’t give a damn.

			He made another strained attempt to get ahold of Mayflower before he fell, but it was no use.

			Seams tore.

			The Huntsman would fall.

			Grimsby didn’t have time to think—he didn’t have time to doubt.

			He reached into his left pocket, taking hold of the six pennies he kept there. He turned and scattered them on the ground at his feet.

			Then he took the other six from his opposite pocket. He shoved one in each shoe and one in each pocket and held two in his hands.

			Mayflower’s coat tore apart.

			He fell.

			And Grimsby jumped after him.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Four  [image: ]

			The air was a freezing gale as it whipped over Grimsby’s face, pressing his glasses almost into his eyes. The world was a tumble of bright lights, a glitter of falling glass, and panicked screams from far, far below.

			Mayflower was before him, just inches out of reach.

			Grimsby tried to keep his frantic mind from thinking about anything save for reaching him.

			The Huntsman was a rag doll tumbling, flailing madly in the air, but it made his descent the barest margin slower than Grimsby’s own. His long limbs, however, were pulled upward by the drag of the air that rushed past them.

			Grimsby struggled to keep something akin to balance as he fell. He managed to catch Mayflower’s wrist, still gripping the rune-etched penny tight in his palm. He pulled the Huntsman to him and wrapped himself around him, locking his legs around Mayflower’s waist and entwining his arms around his chest, turning himself into a makeshift oversize backpack.

			Or, more hopefully, a human bungee harness.

			It had hardly been seconds, but though Grimsby found himself looking up into the darkened sky over Mayflower’s shoulder as they fell, he noticed the hotel was growing all too tall.

			And that meant the ground was all too close.

			He summoned as much Impetus as he could muster, but in his panic, he was unable to bother with controlling its flow through his body. His scars burst alight, their fire alternating between being fed and being smothered by the hurricane that enveloped their descent. Sparks and burning cloth trailed in their wake like tiny shooting stars.

			He concentrated on the pennies in his hands, as well as those in his pockets and his shoes. He could feel the invisible threads that connected them to their opposites high above, still in the hotel room.

			He forced Impetus into the enchantments, dumping it like a bucket of gasoline on embers.

			“Bind!” he shouted, hardly able to hear himself.

			Burning lines of blue light flared from nothingness, trailing from each penny back high above, like marionette strings. He felt them grow tight, pulling at him with sudden force.

			He strained every muscle, screaming, as the force of each Bind tried to tear the pennies from his grasp or wrench open his locked arms and legs.

			The descent began to slow—though perhaps not fast enough.

			The screams of those below him grew louder.

			The threads of light strained, stretching like spider silk. He saw the line that led to his left pocket snap, the cobalt wire fizzling to orange and then to nothing. The enchantment was likely overloaded by either his Impetus or the forces that pulled at it. Meanwhile, his right shoe was torn from his foot, slipping off his heel and taking his sock with it.

			The pennies in his palms made him feel like someone was trying to press the wrong end of a nail through them. He screwed his eyes shut and poured the agony into his throat as a scream. Somehow, between panicked adrenaline and determination, he refused to let his grip slip open enough for the pennies to pull free.

			He felt Mayflower’s weight crushing against him, pressing the air from his chest and threatening to crack his ribs. But just as he felt like he might break under the force, the wind began to die down and the weight lessened to nearly bearable.

			His every muscle remained taut, despite the long seconds that passed. He felt like he should hit the ground at any moment.

			But the ground never came.

			Then he realized the distant screams had all gone, and they’d been replaced.

			Replaced by clapping.

			He cracked open one eye, slowly, even reluctantly, looking down.

			The hard concrete sidewalk, littered with broken glass, was about twenty feet beneath him. A couple of dozen people had all gathered in a wide circle. Close enough to spectate, but far away enough that they were beyond the reach of a messy landing.

			And they were applauding. Some even shouted a cheer.

			Grimsby felt his head spinning, his face numb from the burn of cold wind, or perhaps a blush of embarrassment.

			More likely both.

			He allowed himself some deep, calming breaths, and after some wiggling and careful easing of Impetus, he managed to loosen his Bind enchantments enough to allow them to lower closer to the ground.

			When they finally snapped, he was only a few feet in the air.

			He landed hard.

			Mayflower landed harder.

			Grimsby wheezed as the Huntsman’s body knocked the air from his lungs again, but then let himself lie limp as he welcomed the solid support of ground beneath as much of his body as possible.

			He didn’t even particularly mind the broken glass that dug into his back.

			Then the shoe that he had lost found its way down and struck him square in the face.

			“Falling skies,” he cursed, pressing one hand against his freshly bleeding nose.
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			Grimsby sat up to see the Huntsman was lying on the ground beside him. He saw a curtain of blood that shrouded one side of Mayflower’s face and felt his stomach drop, but as he scrambled over and inspected the injury, he found it was just a shallow, swollen cut on his forehead.

			The Huntsman was alive.

			Grimsby let himself take a relieved breath, but the fact that Mayflower wasn’t awake made him worry.

			It took a couple of decent slaps to make Mayflower stir, though the penny-shaped bruises that were quickly developing in Grimsby’s palms protested. The first slap made Mayflower grunt. The second made him growl.

			Grimsby decided it was best not to try a third.

			“Les? Les?” he asked. “You awake?”

			Mayflower rubbed at the swelling lump on his forehead, wincing. His fingers came away bloody and he groaned. “The hell happened?”

			“Cadence flipped out,” he said, rubbing at one of his palms. “Tossed you and Brass like dirty laundry.”

			Mayflower looked around. “I remember that much. But how did I end up down here?”

			“Well, Brass hit the wall, and you—you went through the window,” Grimsby said as he reached for his shoe and began to wiggle his sockless foot into it.

			“So how in God’s name am I not dead?”

			Grimsby managed an awkward, toothy smile. “I caught you,” he said as he tied the laces.

			“You…caught me.”

			He held up his exhausted hands like a magician after a trick. “Ta-da!”

			Mayflower’s skeptical look was palpable, so Grimsby quickly recapped the experience.

			“You jumped out of a damn building?” Mayflower demanded. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“In my defense, you did it first.”

			Mayflower shook his head, the sleeve of his now shredded jacket pressed against the cut on his scalp to staunch the blood. He struggled to his feet before holding out his relatively clean hand to Grimsby. “Next time,” he said, hauling Grimsby to his feet, “just let me fall.”

			Grimsby looked down at his swollen palms and felt his legs still cramping from holding on so tightly. “Next time I just might.” He laughed, but he didn’t like that Mayflower’s face remained stone.

			“Where’s Cadence?” the Huntsman asked.

			Grimsby felt a surge of anger rise in him as he thought about the man who had defenestrated his friend. “Long gone, I imagine. Didn’t exactly get his contact information before I swan-dived my way down here.”

			“What about Brass? Is he—” Mayflower began before something caught his eye and he turned.

			Brass stumbled out of the hotel, ignoring the barrage of questions from the frightened receptionist who trailed after him. He looked around, spotted Grimsby and Mayflower, and came over, though his movement was burdened with a slight limp.

			“What happened?” he asked, his tone a mixture of confusion and anger. “Where’s Cadence?”

			“Gone,” Mayflower said curtly, his eyes fixed hard on Brass.

			“Damn it!” Brass cursed. “There’s no way we’ll find him again.”

			“I will,” Mayflower said with certainty. “But you and I need to have a talk first.”

			“About what?”

			“About how your damn brother threw you into a wall and me out a window.”

			Brass looked startled. He paused to look up and saw the broken glass high above. “He—he threw you out here? No, Cadence wouldn’t do that.”

			“He would and he did. But I don’t care about that. I want to know how,” Mayflower said, storming toward Brass, his expression made especially dark by the blood that coated his face. “What the hell is he?”

			Brass took a breath, and his usual wrathful exterior collapsed. He looked to Mayflower and began to speak, but then he turned dark, untrusting eyes on Grimsby. “I’ll tell you—but not here.” He looked around before spotting the moon hanging in the sky, partially cloaked by clouds. “Stitch still on the edge of town?”

			“She is.”

			Brass seemed distracted as he nodded. “I’ll meet you there. And I’ll”—he hesitated before shaking his head—“I’ll tell you everything. I swear it.”

			Mayflower kept him locked down under a hard gaze before finally nodding. “One hour,” he said. “Don’t be late.” Then he turned and stormed past Grimsby. “Let’s go.”

			Grimsby looked between the two of them before seeing Mayflower wasn’t slowing his pace toward the jeep. He hurried after him.

			“You’re just going to walk away from him?” Grimsby asked Mayflower’s back. “But what if he just bolts and doesn’t tell you anything?”

			“He won’t,” Mayflower said as he reached the jeep, suddenly looking very tired.

			“How do you know?”

			“Because he swore it.”

			“Well, who in the blue blazes is that guy? Why are you helping him?”

			“I’m just trying to get his brother out of my city.”

			“Your city? Les, you’re not making any sense.”

			Mayflower put the key in the ignition but paused before he turned it. He took a deep breath. “Brass is…like me.”

			“A deadly curmudgeon?”

			“A Huntsman.”

			Grimsby froze, his mind churning. “A Huntsman? I thought you were the Huntsman. The only Huntsman.”

			“No, I’m just the one people know about.”

			“I think it’s your turn to explain.”

			Mayflower took another deep breath. “The Huntsmen are an order going back millennia. We’ve been fighting monsters since iron was forged.”

			“So why have I never heard of the rest of them, just you?”

			“Because I’m an exile. My whole family has been outcast for generations, but the order took it a step further for me.”

			“Why?”

			Mayflower shook his head and twisted the key, resurrecting the engine. “It doesn’t matter. We have an arrangement. I take Boston; they go to hell. But Brass and his brother have put all that at risk.” His hands, still smeared with dried blood, gripped the wheel tightly. “If I don’t get Cadence under control and out of town, the others will stop respecting the boundary.”

			“Would that be so bad? More hands to stop the bad guys?”

			“You don’t get it. The other Huntsmen aren’t like me. They aren’t restrained.”

			“They’re less restrained…than you?”

			“They’ve been hunting the same monsters the same way since before the time of Christ. Literally. You think they stopped the last couple of centuries just because the monsters started calling themselves Unorthodox and paying taxes?”

			Grimsby felt a pain in his stomach. “I’m not a monster.”

			Mayflower’s glower softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—I didn’t mean it like that.”

			Grimsby tried to push the pain away and focus. He had seen firsthand how close Mayflower had come to taking lives on several occasions. He didn’t like to think of someone like the Huntsman without an ounce of hesitancy. “So where have these guys been if not here?”

			“There’s not many of us left. They’re all over the globe, tracking the worst the world has to offer. But the upstarts, kids like Brass, they’re the real trouble. Can’t tell the difference between an Unorthodox and a real monster. They’re liable to swing cold iron first and ask questions later.”

			Grimsby thought about the iron knife still in his jacket and shuddered. “So you have to get Cadence out of town, or the others will think they can walk in here and start cutting down Unorthodox?”

			“Yes. I have to keep them away.” He stared out the windshield, eyes unfocused. He looked suddenly taxed, strained to the breaking point. But even as the moment of weakness crossed over him, he seemed to bury it beneath a scowl.

			Something told Grimsby that Mayflower’s motivations weren’t solely to protect the unassuming Unorthodox of Boston. There was something else, though what, he wasn’t sure.

			Regardless, it wasn’t his place to pry—at least not yet. There were greater concerns, and that wasn’t just including Cadence and this apparent cult of Huntsmen.

			Blackskull was still loose, and whatever it was scheming in the depths of its empty skull was still a mystery.

			Grimsby shook his head and leaned back in the passenger seat, suddenly feeling very tired himself.

			“So,” he said after a deep breath. “What do we do now?”

			“I need to figure out how the hell Cadence is doing what he’s doing,” Mayflower said. “He should be human, but obviously there’s something else at work. Brass knows. And he’s going to tell me.”

			“All right, well, what are we waiting for?” Grimsby asked, trying to look like he wasn’t about to pass out.

			Mayflower offered him a small smile. “You’ve done enough for now, Grimsby.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You get some rest. I’ll meet up with you in a few hours.”

			“What?” Grimsby asked. “We need to stick together! We’re partners.”

			“Yes, we are. But I don’t need to be dragging around some half-dead witch to a meet-and-greet,” Mayflower said with obviously exaggerated scorn. His tone shifted to something near apologetic. “Besides, it’s…it’s a place for Huntsmen. A witch wouldn’t be welcome there.”

			“So you want me to wait outside?”

			“No. I’ll get you back to your place and you can get some rest yourself. I’ll meet with Brass and get back to you.”

			The idea of some solid sleep sounded like perhaps the most wonderful thought anyone ever had, but then Grimsby thought about going home, and the likelihood of getting sleep when Blackskull knew where he lived.

			The odds were slim.

			He felt a deep twist in his stomach.

			He was afraid.

			And that made him ashamed.

			“I can’t go home,” he said. “I still need to find Blackskull.”

			Mayflower’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “I understand. You see what you can dig up, then. I’ll call in a couple of hours and meet you. Deal?”

			“Deal.” Grimsby nodded, trying to seem less tired and scared than he really was.

			He actually did a fairly decent job of both.

			Mayflower nodded. “All right.” He put a heavy hand on Grimsby’s shoulder. “Stay safe.”

			“You, too.”

			Mayflower let slip a small grin. “No.” Then, after Grimsby climbed out and shut the door, he roared the engine out onto the street and off into the night.

			Grimsby watched him go, feeling like his legs were made of lead. He shook himself and from his pocket pulled the Bind coin he hoped to use to follow Blackskull. His palm pulsed with a thrum of pain as the coin rested in the growing bruise at its center. He was just about to summon a mote of Impetus to power the enchantment when he felt his chest buzz.

			The sensation made him wonder if his stress had finally gotten the better of him. It took him only a moment of numbly fumbling at himself to realize it was his cell phone.

			The small screen was lit up with the word Unknown.

			He shook himself before answering.

			“Hello?”

			“Grimsby,” Jasper’s muffled voice buzzed.

			“That’d be me,” he said, leaning against a streetlight to keep his exhausted self from tipping over.

			“Meet me behind the hotel,” the old witch said, and the line went dead.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Six  [image: ]

			Grimsby was too tired to be confused, instead only letting out a long breath and circling around to the hotel’s rear, passing a valet beside the entrance to a subterranean parking garage.

			The valet seemed busy trying to crane her neck to see what the commotion was about when she saw Grimsby, ashy and scorched-suited.

			Grimsby offered her a grin that he hoped was comforting.

			She quickly excused herself and went inside the hotel.

			He rounded the back of the hotel to find a small park wedged between the glass titan and its nearest neighbor. The park was hardly twenty feet across but had a small children’s playground at its center, composed mostly of metal pipes and plastic walls painted in gaudy tones.

			There seemed to have at one point been a slide that ran from the upper level to the one beneath, but it had been removed. In its place, where there would have otherwise been a large round hole that would almost certainly be hazardous to any adventurous child’s health, whoever was responsible for the playground had bolted on a half-dome mirror.

			Except as Grimsby grew closer, he was able to see the mirror wasn’t the reflection of the cool autumn night and cold white tones of the fluorescent lights.

			Instead, it was red and exuded a luminescence of its own.

			Grimsby came to stand before it, glaring dubiously, until he saw Jasper’s distorted image on the other side of the mirror in the Elsewhere, one hand pressed against the surface, the other beckoning.

			Grimsby glanced around, seeing no one, before shrugging and pressing his hand into the mirror. It sank, the surface like cold, crystalline mud. He pushed himself farther and before long found himself stepping through to the other side.

			They stood in a ruin of crumbling stone atop a small stretch of black grass. The grass quickly gave way to dark paths deeper into the cityscape that surrounded them, and on the horizon Grimsby saw the crumbling towers and one of the skeletal titans that had stalked between them.

			“About time,” Jasper muttered. He removed his hand and let the mirror shatter. It seemed to have been set into the stonework like a rosette in a cathedral, its shards scattering over the ground. It almost looked like there were some kinds of markings on them, but Grimsby couldn’t be sure, as the shards began to wriggle and crawl away like unearthed worms.

			Grimsby shook himself and began to form a question, but before he could, the sky began to scream with the sounds of hungry Geists.

			“This way,” Jasper said, ignoring the sound like one might the sound of a jet passing overhead. He briskly walked away, leaving Grimsby to jog to catch up.

			“What—what are you doing here?” Grimsby asked, feeling his tired legs wavering under him.

			“Come on, you’ll see,” Jasper said as they slipped into a darkened archway, braced overhead by struts of black iron, and continued to a staircase that twisted and turned.

			Jasper glared into the dark and held out a hand, muttering, “Wisp.”

			A mote of floating light sparked to life before them, then began to calmly drift forward down the steps, lighting their way. Jasper followed it without hesitation.

			Grimsby stared at the wisp of light. He recalled his recent failed attempts at his new spell. “How many spells do you know?” he asked.

			Jasper paused and raised a brow at him. “Dozens, I suppose. Some more useful than others. Why?”

			“You said to learn a new spell, I had to feel it. Well, my friend fell out of a building, and I still couldn’t manage it.”

			“What kind of spell?” he asked.

			“I call it Hold. It’s supposed to—I don’t know, arrest momentum. Stop things. I managed it when—when my magic was different. But I can’t do it anymore.”

			Jasper thought for a moment. “I’ve taught a hundred spells to hundreds of witches,” he said. “The simple fact is that magic is not a science. It’s not enough to understand. In fact, sometimes it is a fault to do so. The spell must be a piece of you, a summoned portion of the Elsewhere, crystallized by your will. It’s more like art than anything else.”

			“So how do I fix it?” Grimsby asked, frustrated. “I keep failing.”

			“Then perhaps that is not a spell for you,” Jasper said. “You said yourself, it arrests momentum. ‘Arrests.’ It controls. It confines. It constricts. Is that something you value?”

			Grimsby frowned. “I—I guess not.”

			Jasper paused, almost surprised by the answer. “Then perhaps there is hope for you yet. Your Department would love that spell.”

			Grimsby found himself instinctively pulling his Auditor badge from his coat. He stared at the aegis on the front, the shield and pentacle that symbolized the Department. “So, what, I’m just never going to manage another spell?”

			Jasper shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps you will find something that matters enough that you will tear the fabric of the world to make it reality.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth go dry at the thought. The idea seemed ridiculous. To do something like that, all without planning, without practice and more practice—it was absurd.

			That was something a real witch would do. Not him.

			Jasper’s wisp of light reached a small chamber at the base of the stairs.

			“All right,” he said, the numerous trinkets on his clean white robes clattering. “Time to introduce you to the others so we can avoid any more foolish delays.”

			“What do you mean, ‘the others’?” Grimsby asked. “The other members of Keen’s team?” he said, keeping one hand on the wall to steady himself. He was still spent from his encounter with Cadence.

			“Yes,” Jasper said. “Because, apparently, if you don’t meet them, you might arrest them—or perhaps hold them,” he added with a grin.

			With a wave, the mote of light grew in brightness, revealing the walls of the solitary round chamber. On the wall was another mirror, dully reflecting the wisp’s light.

			Jasper shuffled to it and withdrew his waxen not-crayon from his pocket. It was dark and blunt, like a candle without a wick. He raised it, wrinkled his weathered brow in thought, then began scribbling limn glyphs on the mirror’s surface.

			Grimsby frowned as he studied the witch’s work. “You’ll have to show me how you do this sometime. It could come in handy.”

			Jasper paused briefly in mid-stroke. “It is simple enough that even you could manage, I imagine.”

			“Your confidence in me is inspiring.”

			“Just make sure that if you ever try to use limn glyphs, you execute them properly.”

			“And if I do it improperly?”

			“Then it will at least be brief.”

			“So,” Grimsby said, trying to clear his mind of the images of what the disastrous results might be, “where are these glyphs supposed to go?”

			Jasper continued marking the reflective surface. “I’ve placed a few limn glyphs around the city. You can imagine how often such things may be useful. But it can be difficult to remember the numerous locations and their specific glyphs. I find it best to use limericks, poems, and the like. But none so clever that they would ever be published in a book or collection.”

			“Because there’s a slim chance that someone might take a liking to it and put it on their bathroom mirror or something?”

			“Precisely. Plus, using old languages that are long dead helps.”

			“So, what does this one say?”

			Jasper stepped back and examined his work, and as he did, Grimsby could see it was more than just a single rune; it was some kind of script or writing, not in lines, but rather spiraling out from a central axis, forming a symbol from the words. Jasper cleared his throat, then seemed to translate. “ ‘Beneath the earth, where gathers the unclean, where servants purge, while the rich dream.’ ”

			Grimsby raised a brow. “Okay, yeah, no one would ever publish that. But what does it mean?”

			Jasper let out an annoyed sigh and pressed his hand against the mirror. Grimsby felt a brief flare of his Impetus, like a gas stove igniting, before the mirror’s reflections began to waver and shift.

			“It means,” Jasper said, eyes focused on the mirror, “laundry room.”

			The image on the mirror cleared, revealing a room with concrete floors and walls, lined with a dozen or more silver washing machines, spinning slow and steady to a constant white noise. Grimsby could see a few large fabric bins on wheels that were full of bleached sheets.

			On their side was the emblem of the Ritz-Fairton Hotel.

			And there, waiting on the other side of the mirror, were two figures.

			Cadence and Melody.
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			Mayflower guided the jeep over the cracked pavement, hands steady at ten and two. On either side, the old factories just outside Boston had been abandoned, leaving the red bricks either dirtied to brown or coated in a crust of paint from some punk or another. The narrow alley opened up to a cleared lot at the center of four buildings.

			They were all similar—brick, with tall windows of square glass interspersed to give ample light during the day—though they had the soft touch of pride that most modern structures lacked. Around the doors the bricks had been offset and stained like a mosaic frame. The corners weren’t pillars but looked rather similar with their larger, more squared blocks of gray granite. If the glass in the windows had been colored, and some of the hard corners rounded or arched, Mayflower might have felt like he was in a cloister.

			Instead, as he peeled off what remained of his jacket and draped it over one arm, he felt like he was in an oversize graveyard.

			The grating sound of an engine echoed its way into the lot from beyond the factory, and Mayflower recognized it as Sharp’s truck. It was the only sound within earshot aside from the flutter of occasional pigeons and the soft, steady rush of the distant highway.

			Here, beyond the city limits, this forgotten little corner of industry remained otherwise quiet and still.

			Sharp’s truck trundled into the lot, settling beside Mayflower’s scarred jeep. Mayflower felt his temper begin to fray. His hands balled into the torn shreds of his jacket, the silver stitching sharp against his skin, but he took a seething breath and eased his grip.

			Sharp opened the door of the truck, looking dead tired. More likely, he was strained from worrying about his brother.

			As well he should be.

			Had Mayflower been the man he was years ago, he’d have shot Cadence the moment he started to glow—it was usually a prudent choice in the career of a Huntsman. Instead, he’d tried to restrain him like Sharp had asked, and was almost killed for it.

			He should have been, if not for Grimsby risking his own fool life.

			And though both he and the witch had survived, it would have been the smallest turn of fate for it to have gone otherwise. If Mayflower had gotten killed because of Sharp, he would have been angry.

			If Grimsby had been the one to die—

			He wouldn’t have been the only one, Mayflower thought grimly.

			Sharp’s boots thudded on the pavement as he hauled himself out of the truck. He shrugged his shoulders in a stretch, umbrella in hand.

			“Think old Stitch is still here?” he asked, his face twisting in distaste at the mention of the name.

			“She’s here,” Mayflower said firmly. “But we need to have a talk first.”

			Sharp sighed, but nodded. “I expected as much.”

			“Your brother. What the hell is he?”

			“He’s human. There’s that at least.”

			“Never known a human to throw two Huntsmen across the room and shoot light from his chest.”

			“That wasn’t Cadence.”

			“Then what the hell was it?”

			Sharp took a deep breath and leaned against the side of his truck, tipping down his hat to hide his eyes. “How long has your family been in exile?” he asked. It wasn’t an attack, though only because of the frankness in his tone.

			Mayflower felt his throat constrict. The fibers of the jacket in his hand strained as his grip tightened. “Since they made this,” he said, tapping the gun holstered beneath his arm.

			“Since they desecrated centuries-old cold iron.”

			“Times were changing. So did we.”

			“Your family took a weapon as old as their own bloodline and melted it down into that.” He made a curt gesture at the gun. “There were maybe a dozen blades as old, and you threw it away.”

			“I didn’t do a damn thing,” Mayflower growled, taking a step forward on the gritty concrete.

			“Still. A dozen generations of penance wouldn’t be enough.”

			“What the hell does this have to do with Cadence?”

			“Your family, Mayflower, they forgot what the Huntsmen are about.”

			“And that is?”

			“Sacrifice.”

			“I know about sacrifice, boy.”

			Sharp straightened, his eyes growing fiery. “Do you? Because I think you’ve forgotten. You have a duty, Mayflower. So do I. It’s a cold task, but it’s ours all the same. And that means you have to be willing to sacrifice. Sacrifice everything.” The fire in him suddenly died and his voice went quiet. “Even the people you care about.”

			Through the burning anger that rose at Sharp’s words, Mayflower recognized the tone in his voice.

			It was guilt.

			“What did you do, Sharp?” he asked, eyes narrowing.

			Sharp’s face hardened. “I did my duty. Nothing less.” He looked away. Despite the fervor in his tone, the shame in his eyes was plain. “Not all Huntsmen had iron as cold as yours was. There are some monsters older than our swords—too old for us to slay.”

			Mayflower glowered but waited.

			“The demon’s name is Malphas. My father and two other Huntsmen fought him, but they had no iron cold enough to destroy him.”

			“A demon is no easy prey. They’d be lucky to survive.”

			“Two of them didn’t,” he said. “They destroyed its body, but its power remained, able to re-form itself in time. But my father was a man of the old ways. He knew theurgic rites of the order that you couldn’t fathom. And he did the only thing he could to stop the demon from returning and running rampant: he imprisoned it.”

			Mayflower’s brow entrenched itself. Imprisoning a demon like that should hardly be possible. Even a lesser creature like Ash was only kept in check by keeping his head and body separated. “Imprisoning a demon without physical form? How?”

			Sharp’s face was grave. “Demons are beings of sin. What is the opposite of sin?”

			“Spit it out.”

			“Innocence,” Sharp said quietly. “You trap a demon in a prison of innocence.”

			Mayflower’s blood clung like ice in his veins. “You mean— Christ. You trapped a demon inside your own brother?”

			Brass’s furious eyes met Mayflower’s and he pushed himself off the truck, coming to within inches of the Huntsman. “I didn’t. My father did. He ensnared Malphas in a locket, but without someone to bear it, it would fall apart in minutes. He needed someone innocent to carry it, to make the prison whole.” He looked away and his gaze grew distant. “What’s more innocent than a child?”

			Mayflower felt his gut turn in disgust. He had always thought old man Sharp to be a good Huntsman.

			And perhaps he had been.

			One who put the hunt ahead of everything—even his own family.

			Mayflower was glad to not be the Huntsman old Sharp was.

			Brass continued, his voice a mix of pride and pain. “My father sacrificed his own son to keep this monster from taking and destroying any more lives.”

			“Bet that was real hard on him,” Mayflower spat, still disgusted at the thought of using a child as a prison. “He should have taken it himself.”

			“You don’t think he wanted to? You don’t think he would have given his life in an instant if it would have made any damn difference? The locket has markings, warnings that glow when the demon is near to freeing itself. He could hardly hold the demon for a few hours—the cage requires innocence to function, and that’s unfortunately something most Huntsmen lack.”

			“But not Cadence.”

			Sharp’s eyes became glass. “He was just a kid. Ten years old. Even now, he’s still just a kid, hardly twenty.” He shook his head and forced himself to focus. “But no one is innocent forever. Between that girl and using the power of that thing…” He shook his head. “We have to stop it, Mayflower.” He gripped his umbrella hard enough to make the hidden sheath creak against the iron within. “We have to stop that thing before it kills Cadence and breaks free.”

			Mayflower took a deep breath. As much as Brass pissed him off, the young man was just trying to save his own brother—just trying to save his family.

			Mayflower knew all too well how steep a price someone would pay for that.

			“So how the hell do we stop it? Can’t exactly kill it with the same weapons your old man tried.”

			There was something in Sharp’s eyes, something prying and desperate, but he quickly hid it away. “I’ve sent word to the others, but there’s no iron cold enough nearby. We just need time. And there’s only one way to get it.”

			Mayflower felt anger rise in him as he realized what Brass meant. “You want to give the locket to someone else.”

			Brass’s face was grave. “And it ought to be one of our own.”

			Something pierced the anger that made Mayflower’s skin burn and his blood boil. Something that he always felt, deep down, but never so keenly.

			It was fear.

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“My family has carried this burden for too long. We’ve made every sacrifice.” He looked hard at Mayflower. “Do you know any other Huntsman line that could help?”

			“My line will die with me,” Mayflower said, his voice carefully measured. “And the others haven’t spoken to me in decades.”

			Brass studied him for a long moment. “A shame you never remarried.”

			Mayflower took one step forward, looming over Brass. “No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

			Brass shook his head. “Then—we have to try and kill it.”

			“I thought you said your iron wasn’t cold enough.”

			“It’s not. But yours might be.” He glanced down at the holstered revolver with a glare. “Your line reforged it before mine was even made. If there’s any iron nearby that’s cold enough, it’s yours.”

			Mayflower’s brow knit together, and a stone of heavy guilt dropped in his stomach as he realized what he had to do.

			“Can you do it?” Brass asked. “Can you kill Malphas?”

			“Maybe,” Mayflower said.

			“Without killing Cadence?”

			He knew the answer was a lie even before he said it.

			“Yes.”

			He had no choice. Brass was too desperate. He couldn’t be trusted.

			The younger Huntsman studied him for a long moment. Finally, he nodded. “I pray Cadence can hold on that long. But every step he takes along this path he’s chosen—whatever it is—it drains him. It’s one step farther from innocence, and one closer to letting Malphas break free.”

			“Then we’d better find him fast,” Mayflower said.

			Sharp nodded, something still lingering beneath his expression, but a sudden rattling drew Mayflower’s attention away.

			One of the sets of doors nearby shuddered and creaked open like a gaping maw. Within, a figure moved and shifted in the dark, something pale, fluttering, and shimmering. Then the movement subsided and a woman stepped from the shadows. She was gaunt and tall, even more so than Mayflower himself, with long spindly limbs that seemed little more than skin stretched over sinew and bone. Her face was taut and regal, with cheekbones that could cut glass and massive dark eyes that could barely be considered human. She wore only shades of silver, from platinum to gunmetal, draping and voluminous all at once. She had twin braids of black hair that were plaited back above each brow, looking almost like antennae against her scalp.

			She examined them for a moment of apparent disinterest before turning her deep-set eyes to the jacket in Mayflower’s hand. She clicked her tongue in disapproval before speaking in a wispy voice that echoed against the sheer walls. “Look what you’ve done, and to some of my best work, too.”
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			Grimsby froze, his heart seizing in his chest, as the young couple pressed into the mirror and through to the other side. They landed in a graceless tumble, apparently unused to passing through the mirror in such a fashion.

			Grimsby felt his stomach begin to boil as he saw Cadence, anger sparking along his scars.

			“Thanks for the pickup, Jasper,” Cadence said, shaking himself and climbing to his feet, hauling Melody up with him. “I didn’t expect my brother to track me so fast—” He stopped as he saw Grimsby. “You—?” he began.

			He was stopped again right about the time Grimsby’s fist caught him across the face.

			It wasn’t a great punch, and the angle made Grimsby’s knuckle pop painfully, but it was still solid enough to bring Cadence to stumble back against the wall, his hand on his jaw.

			“You—you could have killed him!” Grimsby shouted, shaking away the agony in his knuckles as he stepped toward Cadence.

			This time, Melody stepped in front of him, her sea-green eyes stern, though the charms and beads braided through her hair shook slightly. She said nothing but held up a hand in a clear gesture.

			Stop.

			Grimsby felt his jaw clench. He had no desire to hurt her, but neither did he have any intention of letting Cadence go. He turned to Jasper. “Do you know these two? Do you know what they did?”

			The old witch rolled his eyes and let out an exasperated breath. He lifted his hand from the mirror and let it shatter. Fortunately, no Geists’ cries rose in reply. “I really don’t care, Grimsby. However, I do know we need them to enter the vault.”

			Grimsby’s mind stuttered and hitched before realizing what Jasper meant. “You mean they’re the ones Keen mentioned? They’re the other people he recruited for the heist?”

			“Indeed.”

			Grimsby looked back at Cadence and Melody and felt some mixture of shame slip into his anger. He hadn’t guessed that was why Cadence had come to Boston, but perhaps he should have. It seemed too coincidental for the younger Sharp to just happen to be in town at the same time as Gable Keen’s expedition.

			Cadence steadied himself and straightened. He looked angry, but he took a deep, deep breath and let it slowly out in a meditative fashion. Finally, he spoke. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intent to hurt anybody—Brass or Mayflower.” He paused, then asked hesitantly, “You said I could have killed him?”

			“Nearly did,” Grimsby spat.

			“But he’s—he’s alive?” There was a spark of something in Cadence’s eyes.

			Grimsby nodded.

			A broad smile overtook Cadence’s face as he looked upward and muttered something. He appeared to relax and wrapped an arm around Melody, who seemed to share his expression.

			“Thank God,” he finally said. “I…I don’t know what I would have done if…” He trailed off and his hand drifted to the locket around his neck.

			Melody put a finger to his lips and brushed his cheek with one hand. She made a gesture with the other that Grimsby couldn’t recognize, but Cadence nodded.

			He turned to Grimsby and dipped his head. “I am so sorry. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, but I couldn’t let them stop us. Not when we’re so close.”

			Grimsby felt his own fury be somewhat abated by Cadence’s apology. He seemed genuinely relieved that Mayflower was alive—and though it was a sentiment he himself shared, he hadn’t expected it from the man who had nearly killed him. “Close to what?” he asked.

			“To the vault!” Cadence said. “To…” He met Melody’s gaze and smiled. “To everything.”

			Jasper rasped a cough and raised a hand. “Enough!” he said. “We all have our reasons to get inside the vault. And we’re all necessary.” He paused and looked at Grimsby. “Do you have it?”

			“Have it?”

			“The knife.”

			“Oh, right.” Grimsby nodded, withdrawing the blade from his pocket. It was small and light enough that he had nearly forgotten about it. “You’re sure it’ll help?”

			“This knife is the key to our entry to the vault. The Coven left behind many…restraints. Threads that will bar our path. This blade, however, can cut them.”

			Melody prodded Cadence in the ribs and made motions that looked like they might have been sign language, though Grimsby couldn’t understand. Cadence nodded hurriedly and returned a gesture.

			Grimsby looked to Melody. “Is—is she deaf?”

			Melody pursed her lips and arched an imperious brow at him.

			“No, no,” Cadence said. “She’s—she’s gifted with an incredible voice. At least, it must be.” He smiled, but the expression had some sadness to it.

			“What do you mean?”

			Cadence looked to Melody, and she gestured for him to continue. “She’s a siren. If someone hears her voice, it…Well, it’s sort of like a drug.” His eyes grew distant as he spoke. “You feel—you just feel weightless, and the world gets so, so soft. And then, you just forget about—well, everything, and you fall into this…this trance where she’s the only thing that matters.” He shook himself as though returning to his own head. He managed a toothy grin. “Fortunately, I still feel that last part even after I snap out of it.”

			“That sounds…nice?” Grimsby said hesitantly, uncertain if it really was as pleasant as Cadence seemed to think it was.

			“It is. But…it’s dangerous. Also like a drug. And she can’t control it. It’s just—it’s just her voice.” He looked over to Melody, his face strained. “So when she sings, when she’s finished and I wake up, I can hardly remember a thing. I just feel numb and lost.”

			Melody’s lips pulled into a flat line that wasn’t quite a smile, her eyes falling to the floor, but she reached out and squeezed Cadence’s hand.

			Grimsby felt a realization come over him. “Is that why you want in the vault?”

			Cadence nodded. “We just want to be able to talk to each other. To argue about what shape the clouds are in. To tell each other ‘good night’ in the dark…” He trailed off and wrapped an arm around Melody’s shoulders. “I just want to be able to hear her voice and remember the way it sounds.”

			“You think there’s something in there that can help you?”

			They both nodded, but before Cadence could speak, Jasper cut him off.

			“A siren’s song is a form of natural magic,” he said. “Within the vault lies a torc that can suppress vocal forms of magic, and I believe it will suffice to relieve Melody’s condition enough to allow her to speak without compromising the minds of those who hear. However, before that, we have need of her song.”

			“What could we possibly use audible narcotics for?” Grimsby asked. Then he winced and glanced to Melody. “No offense. I’m sure it sounds lovely.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, but there was a small twinkle of amusement within.

			“The vault isn’t unguarded,” Jasper said. “Within is something very old and very dangerous. However, with Melody’s song, I believe we can buy ourselves a few hours to search for our assorted prizes.”

			“Hours?” Grimsby said. “You can’t ask her to sing for hours!”

			“Can’t I?” He turned to Melody. “You’re capable of doing so, aren’t you?”

			Melody looked at Cadence before turning back and nodding firmly.

			“Good. Now, then. Grimsby, I expect you to make sure Mayflower doesn’t disrupt our plans by hunting Cadence.”

			Grimsby gulped. He didn’t like the idea of lying to Mayflower by omission, let alone doing so outright. Then again, Mayflower’s only interest in Cadence was getting him out of Boston.

			He turned to the young couple. “When we’re done here, you guys will leave town, right?”

			They both nodded. “Boston’s not for us,” Cadence said. “We’ll find somewhere warmer—maybe on the coast.”

			Melody made a gesture and smiled, leaning into his chest.

			Grimsby nodded. “All right, then fine. You’ll also have to make sure your brother knows you’re not in town anymore.”

			“Deal,” Cadence agreed.

			“Good,” Jasper said. “We have a few preparations remaining. Keen will contact you all when we are ready. Cadence and Melody, I will find you a new place to wait. Grimsby, I’ll return you to the hotel. By tomorrow night, we should all be saying goodbye, prizes in hand.”

			Grimsby felt a small thrill of anticipation in his stomach.

			Things were finally looking up.

			He would find Rayne’s cure.

			He would make things right again.

			Assuming, that was, nothing went wrong.

			But when did that ever happen?
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			Mayflower nodded to Miss Stitch, who stood in the open twin doors to the abandoned factory. Behind her, he saw warm light.

			Brass said nothing, instead only glaring.

			“I wasn’t sure you’d still be here,” Mayflower said as a cold wind pierced through his shirt.

			“I have grown comfortable, young man,” Miss Stitch said with a curious tilt of her head. “Why should I go anywhere?”

			“Young man,” Mayflower said with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “Never that. In any case, I’m glad you didn’t leave. I need a new suit.”

			“What did you do to my baby?” She arched a disturbingly mobile brow and stepped forward, carefully taking the jacket’s remains from Mayflower’s grip.

			“To be fair, it lasted me a good while.”

			Her pale lips pursed beneath her sharp cheeks. “I suppose nothing good lasts forever.”

			“Then maybe there’s hope for me yet,” Mayflower said.

			“No,” Miss Stitch said with a neat crease between her brows, “there isn’t.”

			She held the shredded jacket cradled in her arms before turning without a word and going inside. However, she left the doors open behind her, which seemed about as much invitation as Mayflower could expect.

			He glanced at Brass, but the actually young man only crossed his arms, revealing a small glimmer of silver in the seams of his leather jacket. “You go ahead. I’ll deal with that creature as little as I’m able.”

			“Her work probably saved your father’s life as many times as it has mine.”

			“We deal with her when we must and no more,” Brass said, his face darkening. “I’m going to look for Cadence. I’ll call you if I find a lead.”

			Mayflower nodded but didn’t bother to watch him go. He turned and left him in the dim moonlight to go inside.

			Stitch’s workshop was as much nest as anything else. Tapestries lined the room, layered over the windows and walls until Mayflower was uncertain he was even in the same building he had walked into.

			Countless lamps from a dozen different decades were interspersed along the walls, their various shades of warm and cold light almost blinding and bringing on an immediate spike of pain behind Mayflower’s eyes.

			At the room’s center was a massive chandelier that might have been stolen from an opera house or ballroom if it had been made of crystals.

			Instead, it was made of needles.

			They dangled with their points down, some as small as pins, others as thick as Mayflower’s finger and as long as his arm, all suspended from glimmering silver threads.

			The metal chandelier was so big that, despite the vaulting factory ceiling, the lowest tips touched the cold concrete floor. The needles caught the light of the lamps that surrounded them, scattering it around the room in a countless number of hues and colors.

			Mayflower was immediately thankful for his shaded glasses.

			Ahead of him, Miss Stitch stared at the chandelier, his jacket held in her arms like a sick child. Then she turned and made her way to a slab of oak that served as an oversize table. Atop it was a contraption of black iron and gold filigree that, at a lesser scale, might have looked like a sewing machine.

			She carefully laid the jacket down before turning to look over Mayflower. “The other stayed outside?” she asked, her long fingers intertwining as she laid them over her chest.

			Mayflower nodded.

			Her dark eyes seemed especially so in the glimmering light. “It is difficult for me to reconcile their despisal of me while they linger on my doorstep.”

			The Huntsman shrugged. “They respect the old laws, and your pact with Revere still stands.”

			“Perhaps,” she said, her braids twitching unnaturally. “But the silversmith is no more, and his memory lessens each day. It seems to me that only the utility of my work outweighs their disdain.” She reached behind her without looking and plucked a measuring tape from the table’s surface. She held it up and raised an expectant brow at Mayflower.

			In turn, he raised his arms. “There’s been plenty of Huntsmen who have lost their lives and more to beings with less power than you. Can’t blame them for being cautious.”

			“Perhaps,” she said, stepping forward and leaning over in a way no human could replicate. She moved with sharp, twitching precision as she began to measure him. “Though I wish their caution did not so interfere with my fitting process. It leads to inefficiency.”

			“I’m surprised Brass’s jacket is your work,” Mayflower said, trying to keep from shifting uncomfortably under Stitch’s dark gaze and fleet hands. “It doesn’t fit him right.”

			“It was his father’s,” Stitch said, focused on the process. “It doesn’t suit him.”

			“It was his father’s,” Mayflower said quietly. “It will.”

			“As you say.” She withdrew, idly entwining her hands in the tape as her face twisted in thought. She turned to examine the jacket’s remains on the table.

			“Can you fix it?” Mayflower asked.

			“Of course. But I won’t.”

			“What?” he asked, temper flaring.

			“It is old, Huntsman. It no longer suits you.”

			“I’m old,” he said. “It suits me fine.”

			She held up the jacket to the light, her fingers pinching it at each shoulder. Then, from within her voluminous silver robes, a second pair of hands emerged, the fingers unnaturally sharp.

			With speed and dexterity beyond anything human, she plucked at the silver threads that dangled from the jacket and withdrew them to a rat’s-nest pile on the oak slab.

			Mayflower watched the silver lining drain away and felt something in himself go along with it.

			“Wait,” he said.

			Stitch paused as quickly as if time had frozen.

			Mayflower looked at the pile of thread on the table, and suddenly the memory of every hunt he’d ever been on came back to him. Every claw the jacket had stopped, every spell it had deflected.

			It had saved his life a hundred, maybe a thousand times.

			And he couldn’t stand watching it be gutted like prey.

			“I want you to fix it,” he said quietly.

			“It is old,” Ms. Stitch said, her head turning to him on an inhumanly flexible neck. “You should forget it.”

			“I know. But I won’t.” He felt his chest wrench. “I can’t.”

			Stitch drew in a long, long breath and let it out even more slowly. She laid the jacket out on the table. “Very well, Huntsman. I will indulge you.”

			“Thank you.” Then he felt his brow knit together. Stitch was rarely tolerant of such sentiment. “Why?”

			“Because, Huntsman, you respect me. The old folk remember such things.”

			He nodded.

			“It will take time.”

			“How long?”

			“As long as it must.”

			He nodded again. He turned to go, then paused. “Could I ask one more favor?”

			“I do not dispense favors.”

			“Even if it’s a bit of a challenge?”

			Her dark eyes glittered with anticipation. “Ask.”
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			Grimsby shattered his way through a mirror into the middle of the home goods section of a Stahlmart. His arrival drew a sharp scream from an elderly woman with a number of cat beds in her cart that could only have been described as excessive.

			He winced and muttered an apology before excusing himself and hurrying outside. He had asked Jasper to find him a place close to the Department, but he wasn’t even on the right side of the Chelsea.

			He took a breath and dug in his pocket for bus fare but found only a few of his Bind coins. He dug through them for the counterpart of the coin he had placed through Blackskull’s mirror, and stared at it.

			He leaned against a light pole and rubbed his finger over the engraved face as he tried to think, to sort out everything that had happened.

			Cadence and Melody were part of Keen’s team to journey into the old Coven vault. It felt somehow wrong to him. They were both just kids. Young and in love and stupid.

			Though, he supposed, he wasn’t much older than they were.

			And he was probably just as stupid.

			But at least he wasn’t in love.

			He found himself chuckling, but it was hollow.

			He shook his head and tried to focus. They were able to make their own decisions. He would just have to do his best to make sure those decisions didn’t end up getting either of them hurt.

			Or worse.

			He didn’t love the idea of keeping that information from Mayflower, but it was necessary. The Huntsman might not be reasonable enough to let them remain, and without their help, getting into the vault might not be possible at all.

			Besides, the sooner they completed their task, the sooner Cadence could leave town and Brass would follow. That would deal with Mayflower’s concerns about the other Huntsmen infringing on Boston, and things could go back to normal.

			With the exception that Grimsby would finally have his answers from the Red Gaze. Rayne would have her cure.

			But before that, there was still Blackskull to deal with.

			He looked down at the coin in his fingers.

			He had to find the familiar before it hurt anyone else—and before it escaped the city again.

			Though something told him that the familiar wasn’t on the run.

			He closed his eyes and willed up some Impetus before pressing it into the coin’s surface. The rune on its face began to glow softly, and a thin thread of light extended from it a few inches like the arm of a compass.

			Without any other direction, he began to follow it.

			This late in the evening, traffic on the roads was sparse, and on the sidewalks more so. The enchantment’s thread seemed to take the most direct route to wherever its other end was, but shortest was not always convenient. Occasionally, the spell would weave Grimsby around a corner and through an alley, or it laced through a window or fence where he couldn’t follow. Instead, he’d have to make his way around until the spell righted itself.

			He felt like he was walking in circles, but after an hour it did seem like the thread was pulling him farther and farther west.

			A sudden buzz filled his chest, and he reached for his cell phone. He flipped it open and held it to his ear.

			“Hello?”

			“Grimsby,” Mayflower growled. “I’m done. Where are you?”

			He made his way to the nearest intersection and told Mayflower the streets.

			“Fifteen minutes,” Mayflower said, then the line went dead.

			Grimsby waited, toying with the penny in his hands. He was tired, but only in body. His mind kept wandering, wondering what they might find.

			Before he even realized it, the Huntsman’s old jeep appeared and growled up onto the curb.

			Grimsby climbed in and raised a brow at Mayflower. His jacket was gone, leaving only a dirtied collared shirt of dusty blue, his leather holster and gun bare.

			“So,” Grimsby said, settling into the passenger seat. “How was your super-secret meeting?”

			“Not great,” he said distantly. “Cadence is a demon.”

			“What?” Grimsby asked. He recalled speaking to the younger of the Sharps, but there was nothing in his demeanor that Grimsby would have called demonic. “There’s no way.”

			“Well. A demon host, technically.”

			“That doesn’t really clarify. Cadence is just a guy.”

			“And his father was a Huntsman,” Mayflower said. “He trapped a demon in that locket he wears, and whoever’s got it is the demon’s prison.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because some demons are too old to kill. They can only be imprisoned,” Mayflower said.

			“But in people? In children?!” Grimsby demanded. “That’s sick.”

			“It’s effective,” Mayflower said. “Demons are creatures of sin. The only thing that can hold that at bay is innocence. And that’s something most adults don’t have much of. Anything else—anyone else—and the demon could break loose like that.” He made a shooting gesture with his hand to demonstrate the point.

			“Eyes aflame,” Grimsby cursed. “Is that common for Huntsmen to do? Did—” He paused as his mind wrestled with the idea of it. “Did you ever have that done to you?”

			Mayflower’s eyes refocused as he looked to Grimsby. “I could never hold one.”

			Grimsby shifted uncomfortably. That information certainly complicated things, though he wasn’t exactly sure how. It did, however, explain why Keen might have recruited Cadence for the task. Having secret demon powers could likely come in handy.

			Though Grimsby doubted it was without cost.

			“So, what do we do?” he asked. “Get it out of him?”

			Mayflower shook his head. “Part of why the Huntsmen do it is to keep the demon imprisoned. Getting it out just sets it free—assuming it doesn’t break free first.”

			“How long do we have before it does?”

			Mayflower shrugged. “Hard to say. The thing is bound to a locket around Cadence’s neck. The theurgy that holds it also warns of how close it is to freedom.”

			“Theurgy?” Grimsby asked.

			“Sanctioned rituals—Huntsmen use them sometimes.”

			“Even though they hate magic?”

			“I never said we weren’t hypocrites,” he said. “The locket has warnings engraved on it. They will glow as Cadence’s innocence wanes and the demon takes hold. The more Cadence gives in to his wrath, the sooner it will break loose. When the last warning lights up, it’s lights out for Cadence, and the demon is free.”

			“Can we—can we kill it?”

			“Maybe,” Mayflower said, touching the grip of his revolver. “If my iron is cold enough. But not without killing Cadence.”

			“So…what do we do?”

			Mayflower sighed. “The hell do you think we do?”

			“We can’t kill Cadence!”

			“He nearly killed me.”

			“By accident! He’s just a kid!”

			“He’s your age.”

			Grimsby didn’t like the idea of that, though the exact reason for which he wasn’t sure. “Even so, he’s not the bad guy! He’s a victim. He’s just—trying to do what he thinks is right.”

			Mayflower’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”

			Grimsby felt his heart drop into his stomach. Mayflower still didn’t know he had spoken to Cadence—though that might have just changed. “Because that’s what everyone is trying to do.”

			The Huntsman’s expression darkened and he studied Grimsby for a long moment. “Not everyone is like you, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby said nothing, if only because he didn’t want to let him know anything more.

			Mayflower closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Finally, he opened them and shifted the jeep into gear.

			“Either way, without a trail to follow, Cadence will have to wait,” he said. “You have a lead on the familiar?”

			Grimsby swallowed the sickened feeling down from his chest to his stomach. “Maybe,” he said. He held up the penny. “Or at least a trail to follow.”

			Mayflower nodded, looking tired but determined, and guided the jeep onto the road, using the veering light of the Bind’s thread to guide his way.

			It was faster than Grimsby’s progress on foot, but with the erratic changes in direction from the thread as they moved, it wasn’t by much.

			But as they got closer to the intermittent direction, the spell’s connection became stronger, and once they crossed west back over the Charles River, the link was strong enough that the spell grew brighter in a clear vector. Grimsby felt the small trail of blue light begin pulling more and more with every block.

			“I think we’re close,” Grimsby said, looking out the window to see vaguely familiar streets. The road was flanked by redbrick sidewalks and short walls between parking lots and narrow yards. The streetlights were a little ill kept, flickering here or burnt-out there, but there were no pedestrians in sight.

			Mayflower grunted. “I don’t like it,” he said quietly, his gaze focused yet prowling the shadows.

			“I got to admit, I wasn’t sure this would work at all—” Grimsby said, now having to grip the coin tightly to keep it from flying away. “I didn’t exactly design the coins for it. But still, looks like the mirror Blackskull used is around here somewhere. We just need to find where.”

			“Think we’ll find the monster there?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t even know what it wanted with Ash’s head. Best guess is no, but we’d better be ready in case I’m wrong.”

			“I’d give even odds on that.”

			“Seems appropriate, given the fact that we’re following a coin’s lead,” he agreed. “Though to be honest, I’m shocked you have that much faith in me.”

			“I got plenty in you,” Mayflower said. “But I got more in fate, and fate’s a bitch.”

			“I don’t know,” Grimsby said with a shrug. “Fate’s done all right by me so far.”

			“You think so?”

			Grimsby began to answer but felt it catch in his throat. Fate had orphaned him. It had left him alone in the world. But it had also given him friends—purpose. A place in the Department, though what that was seemed to grow murkier each day.

			Except it hadn’t been fate that orphaned him.

			Someone had done it to him. The destroyer, as the Haunt had called them.

			Grimsby felt like hot coals had been dropped to boil in his stomach. His hands clenched hard on the edge of the cracked leather seat.

			Perhaps fate had dealt with the destroyer as well.

			If not, he might have to do it himself.

			“Maybe fate’s not so bad,” Grimsby said, trying to make himself sound hopeful.

			The jeep rounded a corner, and the coin tugged hard in his hand. Mayflower braked on the curb, glaring down an alley. Grimsby at once realized it seemed all too familiar.

			Mayflower let slip a small, bitter chuckle. “You sure about that?”

			Grimsby followed his gaze, then trailed it up to see a towering apartment building looming over him.

			It was the same building they had been to a year before.

			And it was the same apartment Grimsby had nearly died in, where he’d received his scars as a child.

			It was Lantern-Light Apartments.

			And the coin was pointing straight at it.

			“Like I said,” Mayflower growled, “fate’s a bitch.”
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			Grimsby stared at the apartment in unabashed confusion. “That—that can’t be right. Can it?”

			Mayflower’s expression was stone. “You tell me. It’s your spell.”

			Grimsby shook his head, trying to think of an explanation, but there was nothing. The coin pointed toward the building, practically ready to fly out of his grasp. Its opposite was certainly within.

			“Grimsby?” Mayflower asked, but his voice was distant.

			Why had Blackskull gone here, of all places? What could it possibly mean? Was it still here, waiting? Could he even bring himself to go back inside, let alone face it?

			“Grimsby!”

			Each time he’d been to Lantern-Light, he’d barely escaped with his life. The thought of going back inside made his scars feel like they might crawl right off his body. It made his scalp sweat and his heart race. He couldn’t—he wouldn’t. He—

			It was at about this time that Mayflower slapped him.

			The pain was a welcome relief. It was a rock he could cling to in the wild, rising storm of his frantic thoughts.

			The second slap, which came quickly after, however, seemed likely more for Mayflower’s benefit than Grimsby’s.

			“Ow! Hey!” Grimsby said, putting one hand against his stinging cheek. “Save it for the bad guys.”

			“You froze up,” Mayflower said. “Thought maybe you needed it.”

			“One, yeah. But two was a bit much.”

			“Better safe than sorry.”

			“Yeah, well, there’s nothing safe about this place,” Grimsby said, studying the structure. To his surprise, and horror, he saw lights on in several windows. “Blue blazes, I thought we half burned this place down when we were here last.”

			Mayflower followed his gaze and shrugged. Headlights flared behind them, so he pulled the jeep over to an empty alley. “They patched it up quick. Guess taking down that Haunt was all it took to make the place livable again.”

			Grimsby felt his stomach turn as he thought back to the Haunt. He wanted to tell Mayflower what had happened, but that would just lead to questions—and he couldn’t tell the Huntsman about Keen or the vault. It would complicate too many things.

			“I—I don’t know about that,” he said. “But for some reason this was where Blackskull returned to the waking world. Of all places, why here?”

			“Evil just seems to run downhill to places like this.”

			“Maybe,” Grimsby said, but he had his doubts. “There’s got to be something more to it.”

			“The world isn’t always so sensible.”

			“In my experience, it tends more toward irony than entropy.”

			“Maybe the former is just more noticeable,” Mayflower said before cutting the engine. “Let’s go.”

			“Let’s go?” Grimsby asked, feeling his voice rise a couple of notes.

			“Well, yeah,” Mayflower said with a raised eyebrow. “Your coin is pointing inside. So that’s where we go.”

			Grimsby shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary,” he said quickly. “We have enough information to go on.”

			“Go on where? We know nothing more than we did an hour ago, just that that thing is skulking around your old home.”

			“And I need a minute to process that.”

			“You’re an Auditor, boy. You don’t always get a minute. Hell, sometimes you don’t even get seconds. There might be a goddamn monster in that building of who knows how many innocent folk. We’ve got work to do.”

			Grimsby’s stomach twisted, but there was more than fear flooding it. There was also guilt.

			Mayflower was right. If Blackskull really was here, there could be innocents at risk inside, people who thought they were safe in their homes. They might well be asleep, not knowing a monster was outside their doors.

			Or maybe inside them.

			And this wasn’t just any monster—this was Blackskull. The creature that was still prowling because he wanted to pretend it was dead. It had already killed two women at the Lounge, and while they might not exactly have been civilians, they certainly would be alive if Grimsby had stopped Blackskull a year ago.

			If it got to anyone else, hurt anyone else, it would be because of him, too.

			And he was tired of people getting hurt because of him.

			Because he was weak.

			Though the fear remained, he felt the guilt drain away, replaced by a cold, iron sense of duty.

			And no shortage of dread.

			“A-all right,” he said, taking a deep breath. He climbed out of the jeep and looked over at Mayflower.

			The Huntsman only nodded and checked the chamber of his gun.

			Grimsby pulled the slack from his suit by his lapels and adjusted his tie.

			It was time to get to work.
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			The entrance to Lantern-Light was open, or at least it wasn’t locked. A slightly nicer set of apartments likely would have had something that secured the main entrance from strangers, but the neighborhood was quiet and the apartments were likely cheap.

			Grimsby and Mayflower stepped into the somewhat familiar hall. Though the carpets were new and the paint fresh, Grimsby thought he could still smell the faint scent of the caustic smoke of the chemical fire from their struggle against the apartment’s former Haunt. The lights overhead buzzed, and the flanking rows of doors seemed to stretch on farther than he would have guessed from outside.

			Mayflower kept his eyes roaming as he spoke. “Where to?”

			Grimsby held up his hand, the coin within. A thin blue line of light ran out, taut between his fingers and warm against his skin. The thread pointed down the hall and upward as it tried to pull the copper coin to its mate.

			“Few floors up at least,” Grimsby guessed, his voice a little choked. Despite the relative chill outside, he felt sweat dampening his shirt and jacket, only worsened now by Lantern-Light’s warm interior. He was almost certain it was in his head, but the place felt warmer than it should have been.

			They found a staircase and started up. As they did, a stranger passed by going the other way, a younger man who looked like he was going out for a nighttime jog. He smiled tightly at first, but his face became more confused and dubious when he saw the light in Grimsby’s hand.

			Grimsby offered him a shaky grin. “You haven’t by chance seen anything odd recently, have you?”

			The man opened his mouth, then shut it again, then said, “You mean other than—”

			“Other than us, yeah.”

			“No, not really.”

			“Anything weird happen lately?”

			“Look, man, I—” The man seemed ready to excuse himself and sidle by.

			Grimsby produced his badge, the silver aegis and pentacle. “Sorry, sir, but this is important.”

			The man paled a shade. “Oh, of course, uh, Auditor.” He thought for a moment, adjusting a headband on his brow that had a flashlight at its center. “One of the kids has been stealing things, I guess.”

			“Stealing?”

			He nodded. “Other parents think it’s my daughter, but she’s had some of her dolls taken, too. Probably from the playground, I don’t know. But all the parents are complaining about it.”

			Grimsby thought back to the only image he could see through the mirror in the Elsewhere: the silhouette of a doll on a countertop.

			“Thank you, sir. We’ll look into it.”

			“The—the Department’s looking into missing dolls?”

			“We’re very thorough,” Grimsby assured him.

			“Right…” he said, then bared his teeth in a lipless smile and quickly skirted past, starting his run a bit preemptively as he rushed down the stairs.

			Mayflower grunted. “If he’s that calm, I doubt that familiar is here. Or, if it is, it at least hasn’t been spotted.”

			“Hopefully that’s a good thing.”

			“Which version? It not being spotted, or it not being here?”

			“Both. Either,” Grimsby said, clearing his throat.

			“Hey,” Mayflower said, stopping and locking down Grimsby’s eyes with his own. “You good?”

			“Fine.”

			“No. No ‘fines’ between us, boy. That good-for-nothing answer could get one of us killed.” His mossy granite eyes didn’t move, but he tilted down his shaded glasses. “Are you good?”

			“Honestly?” he asked.

			“Always,” Mayflower said.

			“Well, seeing as how we’re sort of at the intersection of two of my most prevalent traumas, no. I’m not good. I want to run away screaming. I want to go home, and on my way home, stop by the mattress store and order a bed with the fastest shipping possible so that, by the time I get back, I’ll have something to hide under.” He spoke too quickly before forcing himself to stop and taking a sharp breath. Despite how shaky his limbs felt, however, there was still that cold core of iron in his belly that kept him standing. He shook his head, hoping to dislodge some of the fear. “But I can do this. I have to.”

			Mayflower looked at him for a moment longer, then nodded. “Okay.”

			The Huntsman turned around and started up the steps again, but Grimsby couldn’t help but reach out and stop him. “ ‘Okay’?” he said. “That’s it? No ‘Get yourself together, punk’ or anything?”

			Mayflower shrugged. “You said you can handle it.”

			“I can.”

			“Then I say okay. You’re not a boy anymore, Grimsby.” He paused and considered. “Though maybe calling you a man would be a bit overstated.”

			“Hey—!”

			“Point is,” Mayflower said, cutting him off, “I’ll take you at your word. You’ve earned that.”

			Grimsby wasn’t sure what exactly his word should be in that moment, so he settled for something brief and unlikely to make him sound as shocked as he felt. This particular magic word was: “Oh.”

			Mayflower only nodded and continued up the stairs.

			They were on roughly the sixth floor when Grimsby’s coin seemed to level out and start pulling to the side rather than upward.

			“Down there,” he said, pointing down the lefthand hall. Up here, there were no signs of the occasional doormat or external decoration like they had seen on the first floor. This floor of the apartment building was bare—and oddly perfect, lacking any human element or flaw. No scuffs on the walls, no stains on the carpet, not even the odor of smoking or cooking.

			And it was quiet—uncomfortably so.

			“Think anyone actually lives on this floor?” Grimsby asked.

			Mayflower shook his head. “Doubt it. At least, not for long.”

			They followed the thread trailing from the coin until they reached a door. It was plain, save for the brass knob and matching brass plate on its face, just below the peephole. The number read: 606. Grimsby held the coin to the door, and it suddenly clung to it like a magnet. He heard something small hit the other side of the door at the same time—likely the coin’s opposite.

			This was the place.

			Mayflower gestured at the knob, and Grimsby looked closer to see its smoothly polished surface was marred with dozens of shallow scratches.

			A shiver ran through him from teeth to toes like he had just bit into frozen tinfoil.

			The scars were almost certainly left by the familiar.

			He shook away the feeling and straightened his jacket.

			Mayflower drew his gun, locked back the hammer, and glanced to Grimsby.

			Grimsby took a steadying breath and called up his Impetus, feeling it well in him, the heat clashing with the fear, drawing sparks along his left arm.

			He looked back to the Huntsman and nodded.

			Mayflower slowly twisted the knob, which seemed unlocked, and mouthed a countdown.

			Three. Two. One.

			He flung the door open, sweeping up his revolver as he searched for targets.

			Grimsby held ready, a spell on his lips as he waited for something to rush out.

			The interior of the apartment was dark. The only light was a dim, pale flickering that came from farther within. Otherwise, however, it was as still as it was silent.

			Mayflower reached around the frame and found a switch, but flipping it did nothing.

			“Stay close and quiet,” Mayflower grunted before taking slow, careful steps into the apartment.

			Grimsby felt the immediate urge to question him, and his casually walking into the darkened lair of a monster, but doing so would be staying neither close nor quiet. Instead, he forced leaden legs forward and kept pace with the Huntsman, even managing to keep from tripping on his heels.

			Beyond the door was a short entry hall, flanked by an empty bathroom and closet, both of which Mayflower cleared before moving on. Then the hall let out into a combination kitchen and living room.

			From here, Grimsby could see the light was coming from a lone television on the floor, playing up toward the ceiling.

			Its dim light was barely enough to distinguish taupe from gray in the dark, but that was sufficient to make out wall from carpet. The apartment seemed otherwise unfurnished, though Grimsby could make out small shapes scattered about at random on the floor. For a moment, his instinctive reaction was to assume they were the same monstrous things that he’d seen in the Elsewhere after killing the Haunt, but they were motionless.

			One last door remained, just past the television. Mayflower glanced back at Grimsby before pressing up beside it and pushing the door open.

			There was no sound nor stirring.

			He reached in and tried the lights again, and this time they flared to life, revealing a simple bedroom with only a cot against the wall.

			The apartment was unoccupied.

			“Seems like we missed it,” Grimsby said, feeling his racing heart begin to slow. Though this was not the conclusive outcome he should have been hoping for, it was still a relief. At least, as long as he didn’t think of it as delaying the inevitable.

			“Maybe so,” Mayflower said. “See if there’s any other lights that work. I’ll look around in here.”

			“Right.”

			Grimsby used the now doubled light sources of the television and bedroom light to spot another switch on the kitchen side. He moved toward it in the dark but tripped over one of the mounds before he realized it was there. Whatever it was bounced off his toe, light and hollow. He debated inspecting it but instead decided more light first would help.

			He flipped the switch, and the kitchen’s overhead bulbs bloomed with harsh white light.

			He turned to see what he had kicked.

			It was a doll.

			Or part of one.

			He looked closer to see he had struck the head of a doll, its eyes cored out and missing. He looked back to the original spot it had been in and saw its limbs and torso had been neatly arrayed below it.

			Then he saw each of the other mounds was the same—a carefully arrayed vivisection of plastic and rubber, splayed out like an anatomical display at a museum. There were dozens of them, scattered around the room, their limbs severed with almost scalpel-like precision. All the exact same.

			Where had Blackskull gotten all these toys?

			He thought back to the comment of the man on the stairs and felt his stomach lurch in horror.

			“Grimsby?” he heard Mayflower say.

			He looked up from the plastic graveyard and saw the Huntsman was pointing at the wall.

			Grimsby hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away from the dolls long enough to have seen it before, but as he followed the Huntsman’s gesture, he saw the walls weren’t gray—they were white.

			But their color had been scoured and scratched with thousands of jagged marks and etchings.

			He saw a figure carved into the wall, an inhuman shape with human proportions, seemingly impaled on a massive stake. Its body was a ragged mess of sharp, jagged lines, but its face was that of a skull. A black skull.

			And all around the figure, repeated hundreds, maybe thousands of times, radiating out like flames, were written the same three words:

			This isn’t over

			Grimsby stared, feeling like heat was closing in around him, darkening his vision as it did. He tried to draw breath, but his lungs seemed too shallow to hold more than a shred of air, leaving his chest feeling like a solid chunk of coal.

			Blackskull had been there, standing even where he stood, not long before. He could almost feel the razor edges of its claws trailing over his spine, drawing lines of chill sweat in their wake.

			He stumbled away from the image, his back finding the edge of the counter, and he leaned heavily against it, his hands splayed over the cool surface. He felt the heat slowly drain from him, and as it did he managed to draw a sharp breath.

			Suddenly, Mayflower was there, his hand gripping Grimsby’s shoulder to keep him from sinking to the ground.

			“Easy, now,” the Huntsman said, his voice steady. “Breathe.”

			Grimsby couldn’t help but listen, and he began taking progressively deeper breaths, letting them seethe out. He felt his face and neck slick with sweat, and his suit clung damply to him.

			“What—what do we do?”

			The Huntsman turned and glowered at the image. “We find it,” he said. “And we kill it.”
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			Grimsby stood and stared at the image on the wall while Mayflower swept the rest of the apartment. The picture might be crude, but it was the work of countless hours of silent obsession. Blackskull must have lingered in this place for some time, even before it had stolen Ash. Though why here, and for how long, were both questions he had no answers for.

			“Grimsby,” Mayflower called from the only other room.

			Grimsby tore his eyes away and tried to keep them from lingering on the eyeless dolls that littered the room. He looked through the open bedroom door to see Mayflower standing over the simple cot. Unlike the manic mess of the living room, this place was clean and mostly empty.

			“You reckon a familiar would have much use for a cot?” he asked.

			Grimsby let himself lean on the door, still feeling a bit shaky. “They don’t sleep,” he said. “I’ve seen them sort of zone out sometimes, but they’re closer to statues than Sleeping Beauty.”

			“Seems our monster had a guest, then.”

			“A guest?” He thought for a moment. Human familiars weren’t much for conversation, as the only thing they seemed able to say or write was their last words before being killed and made into a familiar.

			Most that Grimsby had seen were begging for mercy or whispering about how much they hurt.

			Blackskull’s words were something else, however. Something more ominous.

			He shook his head, trying to dislodge the image of the thing from his mind. “Seems more likely that it’s the familiar’s owner—or at least whoever’s controlling it since Peters got…got…”

			“Got?” Mayflower offered.

			The neutrality of the word didn’t seem to fit with the guilt in Grimsby’s stomach, but it was as good as any other. “Got got,” he confirmed.

			“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Mayflower said. “I figure whoever was here was the one who sent that thing to the Lounge. Seems like they packed up afterward, though. Only thing I could find was this.” He held up an odd piece of paper. “Mean anything to you?” he asked.

			Grimsby walked over to him, annoyed at how unsteady his legs felt. He silently chided himself for being unprofessional and tried to force his gait to be confident. While he fell short of that ambition, he at least managed something more mechanical.

			He took the paper, which was a robin’s-egg blue, and examined it. It was square, only a few inches across, and it was blank. A few creases were the only marks on it, but if they were some code or cipher, he couldn’t read them.

			“Don’t know,” he said, though his brain seemed to catch on something he couldn’t quite put to words.

			“Could be a napkin for all we know, but better to— What are you doing?”

			Grimsby, who had begun folding the paper along the creases, stopped, feeling a bit embarrassed. “Uh. Investigating?”

			Mayflower’s eyes narrowed. Then he nodded. “Carry on.”

			Grimsby did so.

			The creases were clean and precise, as though the paper had been unfolded only once, rather than again and again. His own hands felt rather clumsy, but after a few minutes, he stopped and stared at the result: a lopsided paper crane that rested in his palm.

			“That mean anything to you?” Mayflower asked.

			The crane felt heavy on his palm as he nodded. “It brings back memories.”
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			Grimsby watched Lantern-Light Apartments vanish in the side mirror, which Mayflower must have repaired in the recent past. The farther away they got, the more he felt a weight lift from his chest, yet the more a pit deepened in his stomach.

			It wasn’t chance that had brought them back to his old home.

			But whatever it was, he had more pressing concerns on his mind.

			“The muse?” Mayflower asked as he guided the jeep in the direction of the Lounge. “You’re sure?”

			“I wish I wasn’t,” he said. “But she’s the one who pointed me to Blackskull—and she can put memories into things like this.” Grimsby pulled the crane from his pocket, smoothing out his misshapen handiwork. He imagined it had been much neater when Arienette had originally folded it.

			“So, we need to know how the hell it ended up in Blackskull’s lair,” Mayflower said, sailing around a semitruck that refused to stay in the right-hand lane. “Any guesses?”

			“I wish I had any idea,” Grimsby said quietly, though the answer seemed obvious.

			“Think the muse is in on it?”

			Grimsby felt sick at the idea—but it was hard to discount. “Maybe. But we have to be sure.”

			Mayflower grunted. After a long moment of silence he asked, “And what happens if she is?”

			“What?” Grimsby asked. “Why are you asking me?”

			“This is your deal, Grimsby. Grieves didn’t give you the case—and I sure as hell didn’t bring you in on it. It’s your business.”

			“You mean…?”

			He nodded. “It’s your call.”

			“Me? No way. The Department will—”

			“The Department doesn’t even know what we’re doing right now, and if they did, I doubt they’d want you getting involved to begin with. To them, it’s Aby’s mess to clean up, not ours.”

			Grimsby suddenly felt somehow worse. He still hadn’t fully stomached the idea of Arienette being somehow involved with Ash’s theft and Blackskull, and now suddenly he was the one who had to decide the consequence if she was.

			“Let’s—let’s just figure out the truth,” Grimsby said. “We’ll work through it from there.”

			Mayflower nodded. “A decent position to start from. Although, a word of advice.”

			“What is it?”

			“Don’t let Aby know. If she even suspects that one of her own was involved, it won’t be pleasant.”

			Grimsby found himself remembering Aby in her terrifying and beautiful demonic form. It had been anything but pleasant.

			He sank down into the jeep’s cracked seat, finding its comfort distant and insufficient. “Eyes aflame,” he cursed quietly.

			Grimsby heard the Lounge before he saw it. It was a deep thrum that started in his lungs and turned them into internal drums by the time they passed the long line of patrons that waited for entry. Men and women in attire from street rags to suits to dresses that looked a century out of date, and everything between.

			He spotted a woman pacing the line, wearing an outfit so efficient with its fabric that it could only belong to a Lounge employee. She seemed to be picking out individuals to enter, perhaps at random. Unlike the first time, it wasn’t Aby.

			Mayflower found an alley and parked the jeep.

			As they approached the Lounge, Grimsby tried to repair his appearance to somewhat professional, but between the ill-fitting and slightly singed suit jacket and the ashy stains on his formerly white shirt, he probably looked more like he’d come from a dumpster than from the Department. Mayflower wasn’t exactly stylish in his boots, jeans, and leather holster, but he at least didn’t look like he’d come from a house fire.

			Grimsby decided he had neither the time nor the energy to worry about appearances and settled for straightening his tie and combing his fingers through his hair.

			They approached the main doors, which were open and blaring music like the maw of some beast with heart palpitations. Two women in tailored suits stood one on either side, each wearing shaded glasses. Standing between them, and dwarfing them both, was the broad-shouldered Rora.

			She glared at Grimsby and Mayflower as a selected trio from the trailing line of would-be patrons approached. She unlatched the clip of a velvet rope with practiced ease, her eyes never wavering.

			“Find the monster yet?” she called to them as they drew near, her voice barely audible over the music. She held the loose end of the velvet rope in her hand.

			“Not yet, but—” Grimsby began.

			Rora clipped the rope shut and crossed her arms, testing the seams of her suit and blocking their path inside. “Then I imagine you have work to do.”

			“I—we need to talk to Arienette,” Grimsby said, having to nearly shout himself. “It’s to do with the case.”

			“And what does she have to do with it?” Rora asked, her shaded eyes narrowing.

			Grimsby recalled Mayflower’s warning and assumed anything he told Rora would eventually find its way to her mistress. “I need to show the big guy that memory,” he lied, jerking a thumb to Mayflower. He was surprised at how easy the falsehood came. “He might catch something I missed.”

			Rora wrinkled her petite nose, eyeing Mayflower.

			Mayflower tilted his head toward her in a small display of respect.

			“Weapons?” she finally asked.

			“No,” said Grimsby, holding open his coat to demonstrate that he was unarmed.

			Rora looked Mayflower over, his holster clearly visible, and repeated the question.

			“Yes,” he said, “and you’re not getting them.”

			She scoffed as if expecting as much, then unlatched the rope and stepped aside. “Last I saw, Nette was in a booth straight past the catwalks.”

			Grimsby eyed the dim interior, which was lit only by the thready pulsing of colored lights in time with the music. “Not sure I’ll spot her.”

			Rora let slip a small grin. “She’s in costume,” she said. “You’ll see her.”

			Grimsby glanced to Mayflower, but the Huntsman only shrugged. He seemed imperturbable, but Grimsby could tell there was something that lingered in his visage. It was a tightness in his jaw, a slight narrowing of his eyes, something in the way he moved. His partner was agitated, and Grimsby knew why.

			After all, Mayflower was the reason Arienette had lost her mother.
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			The sporadic, colorful lights of the Lounge made Grimsby’s head spin as they crossed the catwalks over the dance pits. Below, dark masses of limbs and hair pulsed in frantic time with the thrumming rhythm of the music.

			Across the pits, he spotted the bar where he and Arienette had shared a meal, but she wasn’t there. At least, not that he could tell. The table was now occupied by two uncomfortable men in business suits with full cocktail glasses.

			The club DJ, dressed in a mirrored jacket and enshrined on a raised platform that bellowed light, fog, and music, raised a hand and the volume rose in tandem. Grimsby winced and resisted the urge to clap his hands over his ears.

			Mayflower tapped his shoulder and mouthed something, but his voice was drowned out, causing Grimsby to only shrug in reply.

			They paused at an intersection of walkways and Grimsby scanned the room for Arienette. He had to focus to ignore the outstretched limbs of the dancers below as they reached and grasped, trancelike, over the edge of the catwalk.

			He noticed Mayflower’s leg tense, then lock, as he seemed to hold back the urge to kick or stomp them away.

			Around the room’s edges were massive pillars of glass panels that displayed images of dancing silhouettes, often single or in pairs, but sometimes more numerous and in more Gordian entanglements. Grimsby couldn’t tell if they were cast on the surface of the glass by some projector or shadowboxed from real figures inside. Between them, insets in the club walls held booths that were somewhat insulated from the crowd, chaos, and cacophony of the rest of the club.

			He had followed Rora’s vague directions but didn’t see Arienette.

			At least, not at first.

			Then he saw an older man stand up from a booth, replacing his jacket over his shoulders. He had the well-groomed appearance and tailored outfit of a man of means, but his movements held the careful, pained motion that age brought and no amount of wealth could banish.

			He held out a hand to the booth, and Grimsby saw a woman take it, stepping out to reveal a dress of layered translucent silks of shades and hues that transformed with every measure of movement and shift of the colored light.

			She seemed unearthly in the darkened room, like the only reflection in a still, black ocean. An opalescent sculpture in a starless night.

			It wasn’t until he saw a cascade of golden hair that he recognized her as Arienette.

			The man smiled at her and bowed his head in thanks, holding an old-fashioned hat in his other hand.

			Arienette did not return the expression and instead only held out a small folded elephant of paper to him. The man seemed puzzled, then shook his head and declined, before turning away and toward Grimsby.

			Arienette watched him go, her face unreadable, but she dropped the paper on the table like it was something unpleasant. Then her eyes seemed to find Grimsby’s, and her brow wrinkled. She raised a hand and waved him over.

			Grimsby glanced to Mayflower, but the Huntsman’s eyes focused on the man Arienette had been with as he passed. It didn’t seem like there was recognition in his partner’s face as much as wariness.

			The older gentleman passed them, tipping his hat as he did. His expression seemed vacant, like he was riding some kind of high, and he moved on without much concern for them.

			Grimsby gestured for Mayflower to follow and made his way to Arienette’s booth. The Huntsman studied the departing stranger, but Grimsby decided not to wait. Mayflower would come in his own time.

			The music slowed as he reached the table. The dancing pits mirrored it, and now that it was possible, a low buzz of conversation formed an undertone to the beat.

			Arienette set the paper elephant aside on the table before looking back to Grimsby. Her hair was styled with silver chains, and between that and her dress, she looked unusually regal. The only thing that remained from their last meeting was the hairpin with the small origami crane. In the darkened club, Grimsby could see faint light bloom from its seams.

			“You’re back,” she said, tilting her head and studying him with eyes that matched the chains. “Find anything new?”

			Grimsby found himself dumbfounded, or was perhaps simply struck dumb. Arienette seemed so unearthly that he forgot he could actually speak to her. “Uh, yeah. Sort of.”

			Her eyes narrowed, her silver irises near luminescent as they reflected the flickering club lights. “Then why are you talking to me and not Aby?”

			Grimsby wasn’t sure what to say. After all, he had come here with little less than an accusation, though he still wasn’t exactly sure what that accusation was. He produced the haphazardly folded paper that they had found at Lantern-Light from his pocket.

			Arienette’s eyes widened and her mouth opened, but no words came out.

			“We should talk,” he said.

			Mayflower suddenly appeared over his shoulder, and he saw Arienette stiffen immediately, her open mouth closing to a clenched jaw.

			Her eyes narrowed and she spoke tightly through her teeth. “This way,” she said, turning away. Before she took a step, however, she stopped and picked up the paper elephant from the table, holding it between two fingers as though it might bite.

			She led them to the back room door and into the elegant wooden halls beyond. As soon as the heavy door closed behind them, the music was muffled to only a dull pulse, like the irregular beating heart of the Lounge itself.
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			Grimsby followed Arienette through the back halls of the Lounge with Mayflower on his heels, but it wasn’t until she reached an unlabeled, unassuming door that she finally spoke.

			“We can talk inside,” she said, her voice tightly controlled.

			She opened the door to reveal a modest chamber with a bed layered in comforters. The only illumination came from an attached bathroom and strings of Christmas lights pinned intermittently with suspended origami figures.

			Grimsby stepped inside, staring at the walls. The room smelled like bleach, parchment, and coffee, making it at once feel clean and inviting.

			He turned to see Arienette holding the door, her eyes locked on Mayflower.

			The Huntsman stared back, his own expression taut. “I can wait out here,” he said.

			“Good,” Arienette replied, leaving him behind as she let the door slam.

			She shuffled about, muttering to herself as she found a blank spot on her ornamented strands of lights to pin the paper elephant to.

			“Are…are those all memories?” he asked, eyes casting about the room. There were hundreds of the folded shapes.

			“Mostly,” she said, distracted. She finally pinned the elephant in place before turning to him, clearing her throat as she readjusted her shimmering dress. “Like I told you before, we all offer different services for Mistress Aby and her clients. This is mine.”

			“You collect memories for her?”

			“I…remove them from those who ask me to. Memories like the one I showed you are just flashes. They are spent when someone experiences them. But a muse can capture them permanently—which means that whoever I took them from no longer has them.”

			“What? Why would someone give up a memory permanently?”

			She looked at him like he was a dull child. “Is there nothing in your life you’d rather forget than remember?”

			Grimsby suddenly felt her look was justified. “Ah. I see.” He looked to the elephant where she had hung it. “What was that one?”

			Arienette’s face drained of color. “People rarely give up good memories,” she said, “and the man it came from had done some awful things. Things that kept him awake at night.”

			“Seems like maybe they’re something he should think about, not forget.”

			She bared her teeth. “Perhaps. But no one pays for what they should get. They pay for what they want.”

			Grimsby thought for a moment. “And if that leaves Aby with a little library of potential blackmail, then all the better?”

			“Then all the better,” Arienette confirmed, though it was not without some bitterness. “So. What did you find?”

			Grimsby withdrew his poor re-creation of a crane and handed it to her. “You tell me.”

			She took it, her hand brushing against his. But despite the small rush that sent through him, he could tell her hand was shaking. She examined the lopsided figure. “This is standard origami paper,” she said. “You can get it anywhere.”

			“I was more curious to see if it’s your paper, Arienette.”

			She paled but shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			“Maybe memory isn’t your strong suit. We found it where the thing that took Ash ran to.”

			“I suppose it might have stolen more than just Ash.”

			“We found it among the belongings of whoever was controlling the familiar,” he said. “Seems an unlikely coincidence that whoever it was shares your hobby.”

			“You think I could have been there?” she demanded, the anger in her reaction seeming genuine.

			“No, but it did get me thinking: it’s odd for a familiar to steal something. They’re usually pretty single-minded monsters, Blackskull especially. So, the most logical motive would be it was told to. But how exactly did its master know about Ash to begin with? How did they know where to find him? That familiar was hardly here for ten minutes. It had to have known where it was going, what it was after.”

			He felt his heart begin to quicken as he got to the point. He half expected Arienette to scream and turn into some monstrous version of herself like Aby might have. Instead, he only watched as her face began to crack apart, shifting from placid poise to faltering horror.

			He almost would have preferred the former.

			“It had to know where it was going. It had to have inside information.” He continued, though the words were becoming tougher to get out as she broke down in front of him. “It had to be one of your trapped memories.”

			She let herself fall back onto the edge of the bed, her face buried in her hands. Her voice came out in a desperate sob, and it took him a moment to make it out. “I didn’t know—I didn’t know!” she said hoarsely.

			He tried to stay professional, though he felt nausea twist in his gut. “You didn’t know about the robbery?”

			“I didn’t know they’d send a monster! I didn’t know it would—it would kill them! I didn’t know what Ash would do to Marion!”

			Grimsby took a slow step forward, sitting down on the bed’s edge a couple of feet away. “What did you know?”

			She drew a sharp breath, her words unsteady. “I just knew that—Ash was always nice to me. When I was a girl, he took my mother and me in. Aby took care of us, but Ash…he was always kind. It didn’t seem right that Mistress locked him up like—like—that.”

			Disgust was plain in her voice, and Grimsby couldn’t help but feel the same. He wasn’t sure how long Ash had been trapped in that armoire, his head severed and his mouth bolted closed, but his crimes must have been unimaginable if such a punishment was justified.

			Arienette continued. “I started to—to share memories with him. Just little ones. The sunset, a walk in the gardens, running through the rain.” She breathed deeply and seemed to gain a measure of composure as she spoke, the words coming more easily. “I thought it might help him after being in the dark so long.”

			“That was kind of you,” Grimsby said, trying to stay brief so that she didn’t stop speaking. “But what does that have to do with the robbery? With the familiar?”

			“He couldn’t speak, but I could still see his memories. I could still capture them.” She scoffed bitterly. “I held the paper while that bastard folded it with his chin. It wasn’t the most refined art, but it was enough.” She shook her head. “He showed me things I never imagined. Worlds beyond our world. Ancient kingdoms of gold and grace. And—and more.” She stared down into her lap, a few tears trailing down her cheeks and nose. Her hands balled into fists. “He showed me my mother. Memories of her that I never had.”

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say. He could only wait for her to continue.

			“Then he asked me to take a memory for him—to take it to some bar. To leave it there.” She looked up at the ceiling like there was a mirror on it with fool written across its face. “He said he could escape if I did. I just—” Her eyes finally turned to Grimsby, bloodshot around silver. “I just couldn’t see him suffer like that anymore.”

			“So you took the memory there?”

			She nodded. “I didn’t know what would happen. I thought—I thought someone would help him out of the Lounge, but I didn’t think anyone would get hurt. I didn’t think anyone would—would be killed.”

			Grimsby felt his throat tighten. He knew how she felt. After all, the women Blackskull had cut down would still be alive if he had stopped the familiar a year ago. “It’s not your fault…Well, it’s not all your fault. You just tried to do what you thought was right.” He put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You couldn’t have known.”

			“I should have known to keep out of it. I should have known Ash was a bastard.” Her eyes hardened and she looked away. “I should have known.”

			Suddenly, a new voice tolled. It was Mayflower’s grim growl. “What was the name of the bar?”

			Both Grimsby and Arienette jumped up from the bed. The Huntsman had opened the door without their noticing and was leaning in the doorway.

			Arienette scowled at him. “I don’t talk to murderers.”

			Mayflower’s eyes darkened, though he didn’t move. “Must get quiet around here,” he said.

			She seemed to falter before gathering herself up. “It wasn’t so bad before the last place burned down. I had friends. A mom. It was great.”

			This time Mayflower looked away. “I’m sorry.”

			“That’s not good enough,” she said.

			“No, it’s not,” he agreed.

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say, but he felt the need to break the silence that ensued. “Let’s try and focus on right now, all right? Arienette, where did Ash have you leave that memory?”

			She tore her eyes away from Mayflower and her scowl fell on him instead. “A place called the Pit.”

			Mayflower grunted. “Figures.”

			Grimsby raised a brow over the lenses of his glasses. “Heard of it?”

			He nodded. “Was there tonight. Basically everyone who isn’t good-looking enough to get in here goes there. Doesn’t narrow down the suspects much.”

			“You were there tonight? Doing what?”

			“Looking for Cadence.”

			Grimsby thought for a moment. “Think it’s related?”

			Mayflower shrugged. “Maybe, but I doubt it. At least, I doubt it involves him. Whatever Cadence is, I don’t think he has the stomach to be part of something like this.”

			“Doesn’t help us much, then.”

			“No, but we need to get her out of here,” Mayflower said, tilting his head to Arienette as though she wasn’t there.

			“Me?” she demanded.

			“Yes. You,” Mayflower tolled. “What do you think Aby would do to you if she found out you’re the reason Ash escaped?”

			Arienette’s face paled, but she straightened. “Mistress would never—”

			“She’s a demon, girl.”

			“She’s protected me since I was a girl. Since you burned everything down.”

			Mayflower shook his head. “You’ve been around her your whole life, and you have no idea what she is.”

			Arienette’s defiance waned as she seemed to consider the possibility that Mayflower was right.

			“How about this,” Grimsby said. “We take you to the Department for a little while. You can stay there until we figure it out, and if you still feel safe coming back here, you can.”

			“And…what if I don’t?” she asked, looking at him with a suddenly lost expression. “This is my home. I don’t have anywhere else.”

			“We’ll—we’ll figure that out.” He tried to offer her a comforting smile, but he knew it was insufficient.

			She dropped her eyes to the floor, a hollow expression on her face. Finally, she nodded.

			Mayflower straightened. “We should go, then,” he said. “Probably quick, before someone starts asking why we’re here or where we’re going.”

			Arienette took a breath and sat up straight, steadying herself. “There’s an exit on the south side of the building. I’ll meet you both there in fifteen minutes.” Her voice seemed distant.

			Grimsby nodded. “We’ll be there. And, Arienette?”

			She looked up at him, her silver eyes strained.

			“We’ll figure this out, okay?”

			She only turned away.
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			Grimsby and Mayflower found Arienette waiting for them at the back door.

			The music in the club was muffled but still going strong when the old jeep crunched its way down the narrow alley. The night was nearly at its coldest, and Grimsby had to focus every few minutes to reopen his eyes as they slowly drifted closed.

			Arienette had exchanged her magnificent dress for some simple jeans and a thick sweatshirt. She carried a backpack over one shoulder, though she had forgotten to remove the silver chains that were laced through her gold hair.

			Mayflower grunted as he pulled the jeep to a stop and climbed out, letting the engine run.

			Grimsby hurriedly climbed out as well.

			The Huntsman walked up to Arienette and held out his hand. “Bag.”

			“Why?” she demanded, raising a hand to clutch at the backpack’s strap.

			“Because you’re young and stupid and hate me,” he said simply.

			“I’m not stupid,” she said. “And why shouldn’t I hate you?”

			“Not saying you shouldn’t,” he said. “But I got too much work to do to let someone who hates me stab me in the back for helping them.” He reached out and snatched the backpack away with speed belying his age.

			“Hey—!” Arienette objected, but even as she stepped forward, a hard glare from Mayflower made her halt.

			Grimsby felt a bitter taste in his mouth and cleared his throat. “Les, is that really necessary?”

			Mayflower didn’t answer for a moment as he felt the bag. Then he sighed, opened it up, and reached inside, extracting a small handgun from amid the bundles of clothing. “Unfortunately,” he said, handing the gun to Grimsby.

			He reflexively took it, though he handled it like it was an aggravated snake.

			“I didn’t bring that for you!” Arienette said, genuine disgust at the idea in her voice. “It’s for protection.”

			Mayflower nodded. “Maybe you’re not stupid after all. And Grimsby will return it—just not while you’re sitting behind me.” He glanced at Grimsby while he spoke. “Right?”

			“Uh. Right,” Grimsby said, holding the gun between two fingers.

			Mayflower looked at him for a long moment and shook his head as he returned Arienette’s bag. “I’m going to have to teach you to handle one of those, aren’t I?” he muttered.

			“I’d rather you didn’t.”

			“Me, too,” he said grimly. He opened the back door for Arienette.

			She started forward but glanced inside at the bars of rune-carved iron that enclosed the back seat. “What the hell is this?” she asked.

			“Safety precaution,” Mayflower said curtly.

			“Is it— Will it hurt?”

			“Only if you do something weird.” He thought for a beat. “Or if you are something really weird.”

			She tentatively climbed into the back seat, moving like the leather might be made of hot coals.

			Mayflower waited for her to determine it wasn’t and settle in before he closed the door. He looked over at Grimsby gingerly holding the gun as he did. “For God’s sake, put that thing away before you drop it.”

			Grimsby reluctantly tucked the handgun into his jacket pocket. It was bulky, but fortunately the oversize jacket accommodated it well enough. Between that and his knife, he felt uncomfortably well armed. Before he opened the passenger door, he spoke in a low tone to Mayflower. “Do you think she’ll be able to come back here?” he asked, gesturing to the Lounge. “It’s her home.”

			Mayflower took a deep breath. “I think if she does,” he said, glancing over to Arienette through the cracked glass, “she won’t ever leave again.”

		

	
		
			Forty-Eight  [image: ]

			They didn’t speak much on the way back to the Department. Mayflower remained his dour self. Arienette seemed too distracted or worried to do anything other than look out the barred window. Meanwhile, Grimsby just didn’t know what to say.

			He hoped he was doing the right thing, both by confronting Arienette and by subsequently helping her. But somehow it felt like whenever he tried to do what was right, it always seemed to turn into something ugly. It didn’t necessarily go wrong; it just got—messy. Messy and eminently complicated.

			And that didn’t just seem to apply to him.

			Even Arienette had only tried to do something kind for someone who had always seemed kind to her. Unfortunately, that person wasn’t what he appeared to be, and now two women were dead and a third horribly burnt, all because Arienette tried to do what she thought was right.

			It made him wonder if it was even worth trying to do the right thing.

			Traffic was sparse, and they reached the secured road to the Department quickly. The automated gate opened after detecting the jeep, and Mayflower guided it down a wooded road to headquarters.

			He didn’t park amid the mirrorless black Department vehicles, which looked like sleeping beetles in the dark, but instead stopped at the base of the staircase that led to the main doors.

			“Go ahead and get her situated,” he said. “I’ll be here.”

			Grimsby nodded, then paused. “What—what do I tell the others? It’s not like this case is official.”

			“Hell if I know. Just don’t call it protective custody. That has all kinds of paperwork.” Then he must have seen Grimsby’s concerned expression. The Huntsman sighed and thought for a moment. “Should still be a skeleton crew with folks resting up for the Bastion rally tomorrow. If anyone does ask, though, say she’s a specialist. Auditors bring in specialists all the time. Find someone to keep an eye on her, and she can probably stay at least a little while without folks asking questions.”

			Grimsby glanced back at Arienette through the runed bars. “Ready?” he asked.

			Her only response was a small nod.

			He felt his chest twinge as he climbed out and opened the secured back door for her.

			She raised her head, staring at the smooth stone face and heavy wooden beams of the Department. “I’ve never been here before,” she said, her tone distant.

			“It’s still pretty new to me, too,” Grimsby agreed. He took a few steps and looked back at her, offering her a smile. “Come on. I have a friend who can keep you company until we figure out what to do next.”

			Arienette shouldered her backpack and nodded.

			Grimsby led her through to the main lobby, its floors polished marble and its walls braced with timbers from the original Department.

			Stanwick still waited at the desk, seemingly unfazed since Grimsby last saw him.

			“Doesn’t anyone else work up here, Stanwick?” he asked.

			Stanwick grunted. “Nobody does it right,” he muttered. He glanced between Grimsby and Arienette. “Name?”

			“Grimsby.”

			“No, not you, Grimsby,” Stanwick said with a small groan.

			“Arienette Argyros,” she said quietly.

			Stanwick nodded, the twin tufts of his remaining hair bobbing, and tapped a few keys. “Reason for visit?”

			“She’s—a specialist,” Grimsby said.

			Another nod and more keys. Stanwick took a small marker and scribbled for a moment before handing over a badge that read Visitor with Arienette’s name in cramped, irregular handwriting. The badge was marked around the edges with small symbols Grimsby didn’t recognize.

			“Keep that on or the familiars might get nippy,” he warned. “If it starts to glow red, you’re somewhere you shouldn’t be.”

			She took the badge and dutifully affixed it to the breast of her sweatshirt. “Thank you.”

			He waved away her thanks like a gnat. “Go on, then. Should be quiet tonight.”

			Grimsby nodded to him. “Thank you, sir.”

			Stanwick made a small disgruntled noise but sat up a little straighter in his seat. “Oh, by the way, Grimsby. Someone dropped off your bike. Said they found it on the side of the road. It’s in the rack for you.”

			Grimsby had nearly forgotten he had left his bike at Keen’s home. Keen must have planted it where the Department could find it, or perhaps sent others to make sure it was returned. “That didn’t raise any red flags for you?”

			Stanwick shrugged. “You Auditors do odd things all the time. Figured it was just another one of them. Thought maybe you jumped into the underworld through a sewer or fell through a puddle into the Elsewhere.”

			Grimsby found himself unable to argue. “Fair enough. Thanks, Stanwick.”

			The receptionist nodded and returned to his paper.

			Grimsby led Arienette through the security doors, which decided to benevolently allow him through without much fuss from the electronic panel. The long hall of runes flared intermittently beneath their feet, and Grimsby noticed a couple of the glyphs glowing that didn’t usually when he passed through alone.

			They reached the far end and entered the main rotunda of the Department, the murals of the domed roof overhead aglow with warm, ambient lighting from recessed sconces hidden throughout the walls.

			Arienette stared up in awe, and Grimsby briefly wondered if his own jaw had been so slack when he first entered the room.

			He was almost certain it had been.

			“I never thought it would be so…grand,” Arienette said.

			“It’s always hard for me to leave this room,” Grimsby agreed. “It reminds me how long folks have been doing this work—and that someone needs to keep doing it.”

			“Is that why you decided to become an Auditor? Because someone had to?”

			“Well, not just because of that,” Grimsby said, feeling like her description diminished his motives. “It’s just…something I always felt drawn to do. To help people. I don’t know.” He stared up at the ceiling, feeling a little more naive and foolish than he had a moment before. “I mean…What good is magic if you don’t use it to help people that need it?”

			The words sounded even more ridiculous than he felt.

			“I’m sorry, that was stupid, I—”

			He stopped as he felt her hand on his arm and glanced down to see her looking at him. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…such an odd thing to want to do.”

			He found himself smirking. “You put memories into art. For a living. You don’t think that’s a little odd?”

			“Maybe. But, well, it’s just what I was meant to do.”

			Grimsby thought over her words, then nodded, pushing up his round glasses. “That’s comforting.”

			“How so?”

			He smiled and gestured to his suit. “Because if that’s true, maybe it means this is what I was meant to do, too.”

			She stared at him for a long moment, then returned his smile—though perhaps not as broadly. “Maybe so.”

			He felt her hand slip from his arm, having forgotten it was there. He cleared his throat. “Come on. I think I can get you into the library. That way, you can at least have something to read while you wait.”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve heard you guys keep books that melt your eyes if you read them.”

			“Only if you read them wrong.” He grinned.

			The other Auditors and Agents were sparse this late in the evening—or, perhaps more accurately, early in the morning. Instead, he saw only a pair of Analysts—recognizable by their plaid-patterned suits—with mugs of cold coffee in one hand and tomes in the opposite, headed toward logistics, most likely from the library.

			After they had passed, Arienette glanced down at her sweatshirt and jeans. “I feel a bit underdressed.”

			Grimsby scoffed. “I look like I just came from cleaning chimneys. You’re fine.”

			“True enough. I know a good dry cleaner if you need one,” she offered.

			“It wouldn’t last long.” He tugged at the dingy cuffs of his formerly white shirt, showing her his left hand. “Anything more than a little casual magic and my scars make a mess.”

			“I noticed those,” she said, then quietly asked, “How did you get them?”

			He felt his throat tighten, as though instinctively trying to withhold the words. For a moment, he thought about saying nothing.

			But if anyone might understand, it seemed like it might be her.

			“A fire in my apartment when I was little. I just made it out, but not as unscathed as I might like. Fire messes with magic, always has. Probably why they used pyres to deal with witches for a long time.”

			He managed a grim, empty chuckle.

			“At least I lived. My—my mother wasn’t so fortunate.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, instead focusing his eyes on the floor ahead of them as they paced down the long hall to the library. It felt like if he looked anywhere else, he might lose the nerve to speak at all.

			“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. There was a simple sincerity in her voice that he’d never felt from anyone else before. It wasn’t as though they hadn’t tried to empathize, but they simply couldn’t quite understand.

			It wasn’t like that with her.

			The tightness in his throat sank to his chest, and he coughed to try to clear it. It didn’t help much. “Thank you,” he said, glancing over at her, but her own eyes were distantly focused on the floor as well—likely wrapped up in her own memories.

			The hall came to the dead-end intersection that held the library air lock. Two Agents still stood guard, though they looked tired and annoyed. He recognized one by face and offered him a grin. “Hey. Think we can get in? I know the owner.”

			The Agent glared over his shaded glasses and took a deep breath. He looked from Grimsby to Arienette, focusing on her badge.

			“Any incendiaries?” he asked. He held out his hand for her bag.

			Arienette rolled her eyes but handed it over. “No,” she said.

			He quickly sifted through it, looking bored as he did.

			Grimsby became suddenly keenly aware of the gun in his pocket, uncertain if he should mention it or not.

			He decided against it. Arienette had said she needed it for protection, and she might just be right.

			“You sure?” the Agent asked again.

			Arienette’s eyes narrowed. “You want to frisk me?”

			He held up defusing hands and handed her bag back. “Not particularly. Just saying, if the system detects anything hotter than a lit cigarette, it’ll get stuffy in there. Fast.”

			Grimsby stepped forward. “I think I might be more of a fire hazard than she is.”

			“Yeah, well, comes with the territory as a witch, I suppose.” He shrugged and nodded to his partner. They both scanned their badges simultaneously, and the library door hissed before opening.

			“Oxygen stations are located around the room’s perimeter,” the Agent recited mechanically. “In the event of an emergency, make your way to one until the room can be flooded and secured.”

			Arienette leaned over to Grimsby as the door closed them in. “What is that about?”

			“The library is a massive collection of incredibly valuable, and incredibly flammable, materials. And witches are sort of known for tossing fire around, both recreationally and professionally. Not a great combo. So, at some point, they set it up to be flooded with, uh, carbon dioxide, I think? To smother the fire before it spreads.”

			“Along with anyone inside?” she asked, obviously nervous. “And you think this is safer than the Lounge?”

			“So long as you’re not a smoker,” he said.

			Grimsby felt his ears pop as the pressure in the room shifted before the interior door groaned and slid open, revealing the starry dome of the library.

			It didn’t take long to find Rayne, though when he did, he found her asleep, face-first in an open book. The table around her was piled with hand-scribbled notes, though as he approached her, he saw they were written in some indecipherable scrawl.

			Arienette hesitated, pulled at Grimsby’s elbow. “Should—should we really wake her? She must be exhausted to fall asleep like that.”

			Grimsby found himself agreeing, but then Rayne jolted up like someone had jabbed her in the side.

			“Ow, I—” She stopped, her eyes locked on something that Grimsby couldn’t see, before she slowly turned toward them. “Oh, hello.”

			“Hey there,” Grimsby said. “Did we wake you?”

			“Not you,” she said, blinking and rubbing at her face before pulling her scattered hair back into a fixed bun. “Sorry, Grimsby, I didn’t expect…” She paused as she regained her senses, looking at Arienette. “Hello. I don’t think we’ve met.” She offered a hand, though her face set into her old mask, as unreadable as her notes.

			Arienette took her hand. “I’m Arienette Argyros.”

			Rayne nodded as though mentally noting the name before glancing down at her visitor’s badge. “Rayne Bathory. You picked an odd time for a tour.”

			“Actually,” Grimsby said, “this isn’t exactly a tour. Arienette here is…Well, she needs a place to relax for a little while until Mayflower and I can figure some things out.”

			“Some things?” she asked, arching an eyebrow over her narrow glasses. “Does this have to do with what we talked about before?”

			“Oh, no,” he said hurriedly, realizing she was referring to Gable Keen’s offer and the Red Gaze. “That’s—that’s still between us.”

			She nodded again. “Good. It’s—” She glanced to Arienette. “I’ve been doing my research and think it’s worth looking into.”

			“You’re sure?” he asked.

			“Not entirely, but there’s some ground to stand on. Enough that I don’t think it’ll fall out from under your feet. Probably.”

			“Good thing I’m light,” he said, managing a nervous grin.

			Arienette cleared her throat. “If you two need to talk privately about something, instead of your being vague for my benefit, I can take a walk.”

			Rayne shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I think we’ve discussed all we need to. Now, Grimsby, I take it you didn’t bring Ms. Argyros here for no reason?”

			“I was hoping you could keep her company—and make sure none of the other Auditors or Agents give her too much trouble.”

			Arienette clutched her hands, embarrassed. “I hope you don’t mind. Hopefully it won’t be long before I’m out of your hair.”

			Rayne tilted her head away, engrossed in her own thoughts.

			Or perhaps someone else’s.

			She shook her head and turned back, her visage shifting to a smile. “Ah. Of course. Granted, I don’t exactly have the authority around here I once did, but I could use some more pleasant company.” Her expression took on a certain defiance. “And I’ll make sure no one causes you any trouble.”

			“Thank you,” Arienette said, sitting down with some relief in an empty seat beside the table of tomes and notes. “I think I could use some company as well.”

			Grimsby tried not to think about why he didn’t count as company. “Uh, good. Great, even! I’ll try to hurry back when I have news—for either of you.”

			Rayne nodded. “Be careful, Grimsby.”

			“Of course.”

			Arienette sat up as a realization struck her. “Oh, and could I have my, erm, personal item back?”

			Grimsby squinted in confusion before realizing she meant her gun. “I don’t know…”

			“Please. I’d feel better with it.”

			He sighed, revealing the weapon, drawing a raised eyebrow from Rayne.

			“You could get us both into a lot of trouble with this,” he said.

			“I promise I won’t shoot anyone—not unless they deserve it.”

			“That…doesn’t inspire a great deal of confidence.”

			Rayne laughed, though perhaps a little too sharply. “Just give it to her, Grimsby.” She held up her hands, which were still bound in iron cuffs that prevented her from using magic. “I can tell you firsthand, being disarmed makes one feel quite vulnerable.”

			“All right. Just…be careful, okay?” He offered her the weapon.

			Arienette took it from him with surprisingly deft movements. “I know how to use it.” She checked the safety before storing it in her backpack once more. “Good luck, Grimsby.”

			He nodded to them both. “Thanks. Something tells me I might need it.”
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			Grimsby found Mayflower waiting out front, leaning against the side of his jeep with an unlit cigarette in his mouth. He was staring up at the night sky, tracing the few visible constellations with his eyes.

			“Arienette’s settled,” Grimsby said, approaching the Huntsman. “Don’t know how long she’ll be able to stay.”

			Mayflower didn’t look down. “I expect at least a day. If it needs to be longer, I can talk to Grieves.”

			He nodded. “So, where to now? We’ve got a lot on our plate: Blackskull, Cadence, and—” He stopped, realizing he hadn’t shared his meeting with Keen with Mayflower. And, more specifically, wasn’t supposed to.

			“And?” Mayflower asked, this time tearing his eyes away from above and looking to Grimsby.

			“And who knows what else,” he finished meekly.

			“Uh-huh,” Mayflower said with blatant disbelief. “You look like crap.”

			Grimsby nodded without hesitation. “Sure do. Feel like it, too.”

			“When was the last time you slept?”

			“Sleep? Never heard of it.”

			“I figured. Then that’ll be our next step.”

			“What? I can’t just go home! We’ve got work to do!”

			“Then what do you propose we do?”

			Grimsby faltered. Blackskull’s trail was cold, save for Arienette’s story pointing toward the Pit. “We could go to that bar.”

			Mayflower shook his head. “No point. It’s closed for the night due to…unruly customers.” He shrugged. “You can thank Cadence and his rage beam for that.”

			“And you don’t know where to look for Cadence?”

			“Not yet. But I’m going to go see if I can sniff out a lead.”

			“So I’ll go with you.”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			He held up three fingers, counting them off one by one as he spoke. “One: because you need to get some rest. Two: you’re starting to slip and I can tell. And three: I need some time to think things through. It’s been a long day, for both of us.”

			Grimsby winced, but Mayflower was probably right. He needed to rest before he pushed himself too far. If he wasn’t ready by the time they found Blackskull, it could get ugly.

			And messy.

			He felt his mouth open but said nothing as a cold realization settled over him.

			Blackskull was back; he now knew that with certainty.

			And it knew where he lived.

			Suddenly, the prospect of being both alone and home became a terrifying one. Mayflower’s wisdom and the allure of his cot at home were both forgotten in an instant.

			“I think I should come with you,” he finally managed.

			“That so?”

			He nodded. “I’ll just sleep in the back. You won’t even know I’m there.”

			The Huntsman scoffed. “Don’t keep too many secrets from me, now. It’ll get us both hurt.”

			Grimsby hesitated but found himself too tired to do anything other than relent. He leaned on the jeep’s hood, looking down at the asphalt. “That thing’s back,” he said. “And it knows where I live. I…” He shook his head.

			“You’re scared.”

			Grimsby looked away. “I’m not scared,” he lied.

			“Of course you are. And you’re damn smart to be.” He pressed himself off the jeep and stretched. “All right.”

			“All right? So I can go with you?”

			“No. You still need to sleep. But I can drop you off at my place before I go.”

			“Your place? Do you even own a bed?”

			“Three of them,” he said, though some measure of sadness slipped in even as he said it. He shrugged it off with practiced ease. “You can take the guest room for the night.” He glared over his shaded glasses. “Just one night.”

			“What about tomorrow?”

			“Well, guess we’ll have to kill that familiar before bedtime.” He jerked open the door and climbed into the jeep. “Let’s roll.”

			Grimsby got in the passenger side, though he paused before he buckled himself in. “Les?” he asked.

			“Eh?” the Huntsman grunted.

			“Thank you.”

			“Eh,” Mayflower grunted again.
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			The rest of the drive was silent until they reached Mayflower’s neighborhood. It was disturbingly quiet, quaint, and calm. The night sky was clear and the moon bright, but they didn’t see a single other car on the midnight streets, just passing drifts of windswept leaves.

			Mayflower pulled into the drive, letting the engine run, though he pulled a key off the ring and creaked his way out onto the drive. Grimsby stretched and followed, rubbing at the swollen bruises on his palms.

			The Huntsman started toward the door, then stopped cold, his shoulders tense.

			“Les?” Grimsby asked, walking past the rickety white picket fence to stand beside him. “You good?”

			The small lawn of grass was overgrown where it wasn’t dead, and the concrete patio was cracked.

			“Abomination,” he muttered, staring at the front door.

			Grimsby followed his eyes to see nothing—at first. Then, as they adjusted, he realized there was a darkened shape waiting on the mat outside the door.

			It was small and glinting in the streetlight, its body an amalgamation of hard edges and hammered curves, all metal. At least, save for the bleached skull on its shoulders, framed by ears of copper. Grimsby recognized it instantly.

			“Mansgraf’s familiar?” he asked, shocked. He hadn’t seen it since he was last in the dead witch’s lair. “What’s that doing here?”

			“The thing must have snuck in the jeep when I wasn’t looking,” he growled, and shook his head with a mutter. “Damn Grieves.”

			“Well, what do you want to do with it?” Grimsby asked, glancing down at its literal razor-blade claws. “It’s not like we can take it to a shelter.”

			“I’d like to blast it to pieces,” Mayflower said. “But I don’t want to wake Sarah and the kids.” He gestured across the street.

			At this, the cat stretched and slinked over to them, its tail of chain links twitching. It approached Grimsby and brushed its cold body against his leg.

			“Well,” he said, resisting the urge to pull away. “Barring putting it in a cage, I don’t think there’s much we can do.”

			The cat made a small mewling sound that seemed annoyed.

			Grimsby twitched a step back. He tried to remind himself that this thing was largely harmless, unlike the familiars that had tried on multiple occasions to kill him. It was a tough sell to the primitive parts of his brain.

			“Good news,” he said, half to himself, “is I don’t think it’s dangerous.”

			Mayflower scoffed and shook his head, stepping around them both to unlock and open the door. Grimsby watched him twist the key in the lock and saw the door was reinforced with steel plates. As soon as the threshold was open, the cat twitched and turned, bolting toward the door.

			Mayflower cursed and tried to block its path, but with a screech of claws on concrete, it skirted past him and inside. He watched it go and growled like an old, outsmarted hound.

			“Abomination,” he said. He turned to Grimsby and shoved the key into his chest. “If you kill it, you can stay for a week. Otherwise, I’ll be back when I’m back.”

			“You sure you want to go alone?”

			Mayflower snorted a little bitterly. “I need to think. You need some rest,” he said. “Guest room up the stairs, first door on the left.”

			“I’m surprised you even have a guest room.”

			“It’s more dust than guest at this point,” Mayflower agreed. “But it’ll do for the night.”

			“Thanks,” Grimsby said, feeling his eyelids grow heavier at the thought of a real bed to sleep in—dust or no dust.

			Mayflower only grunted.

			Grimsby felt a yawn claw its way out of his mouth. The idea of face-planting into a bed sounded great, though he wasn’t sure what accommodations to expect at chez Mayflower.

			But concern still clung to him. Concern for his partner, who was an obelisk until he was an avalanche.

			“Les,” he said hesitantly.

			Mayflower, who had taken a step toward the driveway, stopped.

			“I know a lot’s happened today,” Grimsby said. “With Liam and Arienette and Cadence and all. But, well, just go easy on yourself, okay?”

			The Huntsman’s eyes only narrowed.

			“You said you could trust Brass’s word because he was a Huntsman, right?” Grimsby asked.

			Mayflower’s expression furrowed to a glare, but he nodded.

			“Well, you’re a Huntsman, too.”

			Mayflower grunted.

			“So, I can trust your word. Swear it.”

			“Grimsby…” Mayflower growled, turning to make his way back toward the jeep.

			Grimsby reached out and caught his sleeve, drawing an eyeful of ire from the Huntsman. Even so, he didn’t let go.

			“Swear you’ll go easy on yourself,” Grimsby said. “If you don’t, I’m climbing back in and going with you. Good luck thinking with me snoring in the passenger seat.”

			Mayflower’s face darkened, but he relented. “Fine.” He let out a vexed breath. “I swear it.”

			“Good.” Grimsby nodded, relieved both for the reassurance and to not be going out again. “Be careful, Les.”

			Mayflower climbed into the jeep and eyed him. A small smirk curled in the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t agree to that.” He slammed the door, sending flakes of rust to litter the drive.

			Then he reversed and drove away, leaving Grimsby alone in the driveway.

			“Hearth and home,” he cursed in a low mutter, shaking his head.
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			The entry to Mayflower’s home was dark and dusty. Light from the streetlamps outside reflected off the dozens of empty liquor bottles collected on most every horizontal surface, making it bright enough to see by.

			“We’re going to have to talk about this,” Grimsby muttered, looking at the bottles. “But not today.”

			Somewhere in the dark, he heard the clink of metal on glass and assumed it was the familiar. He felt a not too irrational surge of fear to think about a familiar waiting in the dark; after all, that was why he was staying here instead of his own home.

			Hopefully Blackskull didn’t know where Mayflower lived as well.

			At the thought, Grimsby turned and bolted the door behind him, feeling the lock slide into place. He could tell just by the weight of the lock that the door itself would break before it did.

			He felt his stomach complain with hunger and looked around before seeing a darkened entry into a tiled kitchen. A quick flicker of motion caught his eye, and he turned to see the familiar sitting at the base of a staircase leading up.

			“He won’t mind if I raid his fridge, right?” Grimsby asked.

			The cat judged him silently.

			“What do you know?” he said in defense, skirting around the cat and into the kitchen.

			He fumbled on the wall until he found a light switch. He half expected to flip it and see a secret panel of guns and whatnot reveal itself. Instead, there was a buzz and the fixture overhead turned on, casting a pale white light over the outdated kitchen.

			Grimsby was a little surprised at how clean it was. His own apartment often went through waves of clutter and dirtiness before it triggered him enough to scrub it to the bones and start the cycle anew. Mayflower’s kitchen was spotless—or at least it would have been if it hadn’t been for the thin layer of dust that coated most of it.

			Out of curiosity, he went to the oven and turned the knob to preheat it, hearing the cat click after him on its sharpened paws.

			He waited, but nothing happened.

			“Must be broken,” he muttered, turning to the familiar. “How long do you reckon it’s been broken for?”

			The familiar mimed a yawn, but without a tongue it looked more like it had suddenly chosen to unhinge its steel jaw.

			Grimsby turned the knob back, in case it was spewing gas or something and he simply hadn’t noticed, and went to the fridge. He sent out a silent prayer to the universe before opening the door.

			It was empty, save for a pitcher of water and an open box of baking soda.

			The universe denied him.

			“Off to bed without supper, then,” he muttered.

			He shut the fridge and was about to turn away when he noticed a yellow note on the fridge door. It was folded in half, and whatever adhesive might have held it had long since failed. Instead, it was held up by a magnet.

			In a neat, delicate hand, the top of the note read:

			
				Take care of yourself.

			

			Without thinking, he reached up and moved the magnet, smoothing the paper to reveal what was beneath.

			
				Things will be okay, I promise.

			

			It wasn’t signed, but a small heart had been drawn at its bottom corner. Then he realized, as he looked closer, that the paper had been marred, creased where rough hands had held it taut, stained in spots and left crinkled when it had dried.

			Grimsby suddenly felt sick.

			He felt like he had disturbed something precious. It seemed almost like a tiny shrine to something important. Something sacred that he should respect.

			And instead, he had defiled it.

			He carefully replaced the note and magnet and turned away.

			The cat sat before him, still judging him, though with considerably more ground to sit on this time.

			“Well. At least I lost my appetite,” he muttered, shaking his head. He was tired; he was being careless.

			He needed to go to bed.

			He made his way back to the stairs, climbing them in the dim light. They creaked under his weight. At the top of the steps was a short hall with a pair of doors on each side, and at its end was a small window looking out over the distant glow and silhouette of the Boston skyline. Framed at its center was a crucifix sized for the window, casting its shadow over the hall.

			Grimsby felt uncomfortable and guilty in the shadow, instead turning to the first door on the left. He opened it and slipped inside. Mansgraf’s cat tried to follow him, but he shut the door quickly, leaving it out in the hall.

			Despite their mutual history, Grimsby doubted he’d be able to sleep with those empty sockets staring at him all night.

			The room was modest but comfortable. The only thing inside that seemed occasionally used was a telescope that had been set up before the open window. The rest was coated in dust and decorated much like the rest of the house, though whoever was responsible had focused on figures of small porcelain children and cherubs with rosy cheeks.

			Suddenly, Grimsby felt like the empty eyes of the cat might not be so bad.

			With the help of exhaustion, he shrugged off the feeling and peeled off his jacket and shirt, dropping both on the small desk beneath the window. He gave the bedsheets and blankets a solid whip, filling the air with a cloud of particles that eventually settled elsewhere.

			Then he climbed into bed and, after a brief sneezing fit, let the darkness carry him away.
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			It was sometime around dawn when a sound stirred Grimsby from blissful nothing.

			At first, he awoke enough to see the dull blue light of morning leaking in through the windows, drawing beams through the lazily drifting dust in the air. He promptly shoved his face back into the pillow and refused to begin the day.

			The sound came again, while he was still conscious enough to recognize it. It was the grating scratch of metal on wood, followed by a familiar and monotone mewl.

			“Cat…” Grimsby growled, before using the pillow to shield not only his eyes but his ears as well.

			Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to block out the sound when it came again.

			He groaned, abandoned the naive hope of sleeping any more, and sat up, rolling his blanket-tangled legs over the side of the bed. He stretched, wincing as various nicks and bruises from the day before all twinged in a painful chorus. He unwound the blanket from his legs and drowsily dressed himself, feeling slightly self-conscious under the watchful eyes of the porcelain figures that decorated the room.

			He paused as he spotted a photo among the black eyes and rosy cheeks. It contained a young couple, a bright-eyed woman with sandy-brown hair, and a handsome young man with tired but burning eyes. They were both smiling brightly, not at the photographer, but at each other. Their features were slightly blurred by the outdated quality of the camera that captured their warm moment, but Grimsby could still see the depth to which they looked into each other’s eyes.

			He found himself with a small, slightly sad smile. Whoever they were, he was happy for them, though also a little envious.

			Again, the scratch came, its uncomfortable tone shaking him out of the photo and back to the dusty room.

			“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he said, opening the door to the crucifix-shaded hallway.

			He heard another mewl from his left and looked to see Mansgraf’s familiar sitting before the door, one paw extended out to its side against the painted wood.

			Grimsby winced as he saw the bevy of thin scratches the cat’s razor claws had left. “You really do want him to shoot you, don’t you?” he asked.

			The cat twitched its folded copper ear and tilted its head. Then it scratched again, drawing fresh marks in the old paint.

			“You see a mouse or something?” Grimsby asked. “Well, I think that room is beyond your jurisdiction.”

			The cat twitched both ears, and the wrought metal of its paw flexed to scratch again.

			“Wait!” Grimsby said with a groan. “Fine, but if we end up in a super-secret Huntsman cave, I blame you.”

			The cat returned its paw to the ground and waited expectantly.

			Grimsby stepped forward and carefully opened the door, half expecting it to be booby-trapped.

			Before it had opened more than a few inches, the cat slipped inside.

			It was too dark to see more than a thin line of light from the curtained window, and so Grimsby was forced to fumble for a light switch. Finally, his still-sleep-deprived fingers found it, and light flared to life.

			He had expected many things.

			Mayflower was a Huntsman, after all. He fought demons, monsters, witches, and more. Grimsby fully expected him to have an arsenal or armory somewhere within his unassuming suburban stronghold.

			What he didn’t expect was pink.

			So much pink.

			Everything in the room above the molding had been painted in hues from neon to pastel. The only variance was the shades of bright color from the hand-painted lilies that decorated the walls in bunches and bouquets. Even the skies above the fields of flowers were deep pink, with clouds of the same shade, just less saturated.

			For a moment, Grimsby thought he had passed through a mirror into a version of the Elsewhere as rendered by a fanatical optimist.

			The walls were crowded with toys, from colored blocks to stuffed animals and even a toy gun here and there, though their otherwise bright shades were muted by time and dust. They had been pushed aside just enough to clear a path to a miniature bed wrapped in raised wood planks like one might find around a crib. Though the bed was obviously store-bought, the guardrails had the sturdy but loving look of being handmade.

			Grimsby watched as Mansgraf’s cat promptly climbed the single step that led between a gap in the guardrails and settled in at the bed’s center, clinking as it curled into a metal ball beside a book that rested on the sheets.

			He stared around the room, his mind struggling with the stark dissonance of such a place in the Huntsman’s lair. Then it struck him, as plain and obvious as it was awful.

			Mayflower had once had a daughter.

			He felt a stone drop in his stomach. He had known Les had once been married, but he had never guessed he had had a child.

			What had happened to her? Had he lost her alongside his wife?

			Once again, he felt like a desecrater. Like a trespasser in a sacred place. He took an instinctive step back to leave, but something caught his eye.

			It was the book that lay on the wrinkled blankets beside the familiar. It was thin and simple, a child’s coloring book, and it was adorned with the colorful streaks of crayons. But there was something more.

			He moved his head and saw there was a glimmer of light from the edge of the pages.

			One that was familiar to him.

			He slowly stepped forward, drawn by irresistible curiosity.

			He picked up the book, its cover warm to the touch. The front was decorated with a line drawing of dozens of flowers.

			He opened to the first page and saw nothing inside.

			Not a blank page or an empty spine.

			A field of blackness so pure that even the book’s spine vanished.

			The same as Arienette’s paper fox had held.

			Then he felt himself being drawn forth, pulled toward that void.

			And suddenly, he was falling.

			Falling into a memory.
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			His mind wandered and drifted for a moment, the world blurring to an unintelligible swirl of color. Sounds filled his ears, becoming voices, distant and muffled, growing slowly more clear.

			“Are you sure about this?” a man asked.

			“Please,” the reply came. “Don’t ask again.”

			The world came into focus next, piece by piece. The room was almost exactly the same as the one he had left. It was vibrant and bright, even more so, scattered with toys and lined with shelves of cheerful books.

			Around the space Grimsby had suddenly found himself standing in were four people—cramped in the small room.

			The first was a man by the door, short and red-haired, with thick forearms and a heavy set of glasses. He wore a suit that was plaid, and nervously clicked a pen in his stout fingers. Grimsby felt in the strange, alien memory as he had in Marion’s vision. He knew, from thoughts that weren’t his own, that this was Father’s friend.

			He had always been nice but sad.

			The second was a woman, golden-haired and silver-eyed, with an origami crane pin in her hair.

			For a moment, he could have sworn it was Arienette.

			But she was older, her face mature, and though it yet lacked the wrinkles of age, it still held a heavy weight of worry behind the eyes.

			She, too, was nice. This he knew. She had even brought new crayons to use.

			Even as he came to understand this, she knelt before the coloring book he had just opened—though now its pages were clean and white.

			She smiled and offered a crayon to a small girl who sat beside a tall man. The girl couldn’t have been more than three or four years old. Her sandy-blond hair was long and covered her face, though she seemed to take comfort in hiding behind it.

			“It’s okay,” the gold-haired woman said. “You can color it however you like. Your father told me you were very good at coloring.”

			“I am,” the girl said, nodding but doubtful of the woman, whom she didn’t know well. She glanced to the man beside her, who had his back to Grimsby. The man cleared his throat and pushed a few crayons closer with one hand.

			With the opposite, he clenched his fist tight.

			“Go ahead,” her father said, his voice familiar. “Show her what you can do.”

			The girl turned and looked up at him with gray eyes flecked with green. She nodded.

			“Okay.”

			Grimsby felt more emotions that weren’t his own radiating from the girl. They were distant but still so clear to him, like a voice calling from the other end of a long hall.

			The girl knew her father was strong. Always strong. He’d keep her safe.

			This was as much a fact as pink was her favorite color.

			It was a law of existence. Immutable and constant.

			She took one of the crayons her father offered.

			Then she turned to a picture of a rose and began to scribble in color. Some of it was even between the lines.

			“That’s so good,” the woman said, her voice soothing, her hands gently touching the book’s edge. “Is it for anyone?”

			The girl nodded as she colored. “It’s for Momma. She’s not feeling good.”

			Her father twitched like he’d been prodded with a hot knife.

			The gold-haired woman’s face saddened. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

			“It’s okay,” the little girl said. She felt scared but knew she needed to be brave. “Daddy says it’ll be okay.”

			This, too, was fact.

			It had to be.

			Her father had said so.

			The man beside the door shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t think—”

			Her father shot him a look and he became silent.

			Grimsby caught a glimpse of shaded glasses and an unshaven face.

			The little girl continued coloring, deciding she liked purple much more than green for the rose’s stem. Finally, the page was done.

			What had she been scared about again?

			She paused as she tried to remember, but nothing came to mind. That was good, she decided. She didn’t like being scared.

			She turned to look up at her father. “See? Isn’t it pretty? We should go show—show…” She trailed off.

			Show who?

			Her father suppressed a shudder. He looked to the golden-haired woman.

			She only turned the page.

			“In—in a little while,” he said. “Why don’t you do another?”

			The girl nodded before turning around and grabbing more crayons. This time, it was a tulip. She recognized it—but she wasn’t sure how. Someone had shown her them in the garden.

			But who?

			She hadn’t been in the garden in—in a long time.

			Why was that again?

			She shook her head. It didn’t matter.

			She had work to do.

			She scribbled furiously, and as she did Grimsby could almost feel the grate of the wax on the paper as though the crayon were in his own hand. He became dizzy—nearly unable to differentiate his own senses and emotions from the girl’s.

			He found himself sitting to keep from falling and could only watch the memory unfold before him.

			The gold-haired woman wiped at her eye. “Who’s this one for?” she asked.

			The little girl frowned. “I want this one,” she said.

			“Is that so?”

			She nodded again. She liked flowers like this one—whatever they were called. She even decided she should color it in her favorite color.

			She reached for the crayons again and stopped.

			What color was it again?

			She shook her head and picked out a teal. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do.

			The room was silent as she finished.

			She looked up at her father.

			Why did he seem so sad? Had she done something wrong?

			The gold-haired woman turned one final page.

			This one bore a picture of a lily.

			The little girl turned her attention to it, determined not to mess this one up like she had the last. She’d make her father proud. Maybe if she did well enough, he wouldn’t be so sad anymore—

			The thought fell away even as she colored.

			Grimsby watched as her father buried his face in her hair.

			The only sounds in the room became the scribble of crayons and the man’s near-silent sobs.

			“And—” The gold-haired woman cleared her throat. “And who is this one for?”

			The girl ignored the question and scribbled harder.

			“Who is this one for?” the woman repeated.

			The girl switched crayons, her marking growing wild and erratic.

			“Who is this one—”

			The woman stopped as the girl’s crayon snapped in her hand.

			The girl looked up, feeling suddenly, utterly, awfully alone.

			“I—I don’t know,” she said. She looked back to see a stranger seated beside her. She stood and stepped away from him to get a better look.

			The man at the door stepped forward. “Enough!” he said in a thick accent. “You’ve taken enough.”

			The gold-haired woman nodded. “It is enough.”

			The man on the ground breathed out between his teeth. He looked at the girl.

			“Do—” He cleared his throat. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

			She shook her head, feeling suddenly frightened of him.

			He was a gray man. So sad and lonely.

			How could anyone be so lonely?

			She turned and picked up her book from the ground and turned to offer it to him.

			“Do—do you want it?” she asked.

			He didn’t move for a long moment. Then he slowly reached out and took it. He stood to an imposing height and shook himself, like he was trying to shake loose a weight that clung to him. He cleared his throat and turned toward the door.

			Toward Grimsby.

			Grimsby’s heart caught in his chest.

			The man was Mayflower.

			He was perhaps decades younger, but without doubt, it was the Huntsman.

			He strode past Grimsby and out of the room, his eyes red beneath shaded glasses, his jaw set.

			As he did, the room began to blur.

			The red-haired man at the door stepped forward, and as the world around them faded, Grimsby heard him speak to the girl: “That was very kind of you. You and I should talk.”

			The world went dark.

			Then, suddenly, he was back.

			Back in the dusty room, surrounded by toys untouched since the day he’d just witnessed, the coloring book still in his hands. He looked down to see the lily the little girl had colored, though the page seemed ready to envelop him in the memory once more.

			He closed the book, the girl’s feelings still clinging to him.

			He felt lost.

			Alone.

			“Grimsby,” Mayflower’s voice tolled behind him.

			He found himself jumping a few inches off the ground and turned to see the Huntsman looming in the doorway.
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			“Oh, Les—hi.” He resisted the urge to toss the book away and futilely try to dispose of the evidence of his trespass.

			He had expected to see the measure of anger that burned in the Huntsman’s eyes, but there was something else beneath it. “Were my instructions unclear? Was ‘first room on the left’ too vague for you?”

			“No, I—I’m sorry,” he finally said. He looked back at the room, small, vibrant, and neglected, and felt his gut go cold. “I didn’t know.”

			Mayflower stared for a long moment of utter silence. His brow was knit into a grim line, his jaw set. For a moment, Grimsby half expected him to reach for his gun, but then the Huntsman finally let out a low breath and shook his head. “You weren’t supposed to.”

			“I knew you had lost your wife, or at least I’d guessed, but I didn’t know.”

			Mayflower looked away, the shadow the crucifix cast over his face hiding his features.

			“What happened?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” he said.

			“Maybe it would help if—”

			Suddenly the Huntsman turned, eyes glinting in the shadow. He stalked forward, looming over Grimsby like a waiting avalanche. He snatched the book from Grimsby’s hand. “I said it doesn’t matter. They’re gone. Both of them. Now, get the hell out of her room.”

			Grimsby raised his hands in a defusing gesture. “Okay, all right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean— I’m sorry.”

			Mayflower only moved out of the doorway, letting Grimsby pass. He looked back in after a moment and said, “You, too, abomination.”

			There was an annoyed mewl, and a moment later the familiar darted out of the room.

			Mayflower returned the book to the bed, turned out the light, and shut the door.

			“Grimsby,” he said, his voice low.

			“Yeah?”

			“You don’t tell anyone. Not a soul.”

			“But—Les, you gave up your daughter.”

			Mayflower was silent.

			“Why? Why did you do it?”

			Grimsby could tell the Huntsman’s face was carefully measured. He would have been able to tell even if Mayflower wasn’t gripping his hands so tightly that his knuckles popped.

			“I had to.”

			“Les—”

			“You don’t—” His voice caught. “You can’t understand. I was alone. Mary was gone. I—” The Huntsman’s eyes shone bright.

			Bright with tears.

			“I couldn’t control myself. I was scared, and the only way I knew how to deal with it was to be angry. I was—” He stopped and shook his head before letting it hang. “I was so, so angry, Grimsby. I hurt people that might not have deserved it.” He turned away. “I could have hurt her, and I couldn’t— I couldn’t risk that.”

			Grimsby tried to find something to say, though what came was sparse. “You wouldn’t have,” he said, certain. “You’re a good man.”

			“I’m not.” Mayflower made a disgusted sound. “But even a good man can still do terrible things when he’s angry. Anger’s a privilege he can’t afford. He can’t let himself give in. Not even for a moment…Or someone else gets hurt.”

			He stared hard at the ground, his face shaded by the light cast through the hall window, his hand resting on his gun.

			“I let myself be angry for a lot longer than a moment,” Mayflower said quietly. “And I hurt people. But that’s not even the worst of it.”

			Grimsby let the man speak, hoping staying silent might somehow help.

			“I’m still angry. I’m always angry, Grimsby.” He finally looked up to meet Grimsby’s eyes. “But now I’m just damn scared of what I might do. Of who I might hurt.

			“That’s why I had to give her up,” he said. “She deserved better than me. Better than what I could give her. If I had kept her, she—” His voice caught in his throat and he shuddered. “She might have been hurt. Or even worse, she might have ended up like me.”

			Mayflower’s granite eyes were cold, bright, and sharper than iron. His voice was hardly a whisper.

			“I just— I just wanted her to have a gentle life. I wanted her to have peace.”

			He drew a sharp breath and seemed to steel himself. His jaw set as his eyes began to burn.

			“I couldn’t give her that life. But she has it now. And I’ll be damned if I let anyone take it away.”

			He looked up to the crucifix that hung in the hall window and let out a bitter breath.

			“If I’m not already.”

			Grimsby finally tried to speak. “Les, I—” he began, but a sharp gesture from Mayflower cut him off.

			“No,” he said simply. “Don’t try to fix this. Don’t try to fix me. This is the way it has to be.” He turned, and whatever vulnerability had flickered through him vanished like mist in a furnace.

			He became the Huntsman once again.

			“And no one,” he said, “no one can ever know. Do you understand?”

			“Not even her? Wherever she is?”

			“People would hurt her,” Mayflower said. “Monsters would come for her. Try to hurt her to hurt me. The other Huntsmen would come for her.” He clenched his jaw tightly. “No one can ever know. Promise me.”

			“Les…”

			“Promise me,” he said firmly. Then his voice wavered by thin degrees. “Please.”

			Grimsby could say nothing else.

			“I promise.”

			Mayflower stared back at the door, then shook his head and started down the stairs. “Thank you,” he said under his breath.

			Grimsby’s mouth tasted bitter, and it seemed to trail down into his stomach and make him nauseated. He couldn’t imagine Mayflower had suffered so much loss, nor how it had come to pass. He assumed it had to have been some creature, some evil, that had claimed his wife and daughter. To know he had given his daughter up—Grimsby couldn’t imagine how difficult it must have been.

			“Can—can I ask you something?” he said, following Mayflower down the steps.

			Weights seemed to stack on the Huntsman’s shoulders as he paused. “Depends.”

			“Are they why you became a Huntsman?” he asked. “Because you lost them?”

			Mayflower scoffed and half turned, not meeting Grimsby’s eyes. “No. I was born a Huntsman,” he said. “They’re why I stopped.”

			Then he turned away again and descended the steps.

			Grimsby wanted to know more but didn’t dare ask. He had seen enough pain in Mayflower’s eyes. He wished he could undo having ever known to begin with—though that wouldn’t do his friend any good. Those scars, or perhaps wounds, were still there regardless.

			He went downstairs to find Mayflower filling the well-earned indentation in his armchair, staring out the window.

			Grimsby sat across from him, uncertain what to say.

			Finally, Mayflower spoke. “Brass called. Says Cadence agreed to meet up with him today.”

			Grimsby felt his chest lurch at the mention of Cadence. “That’s good, right? It means they’ll both get out of Boston?”

			Mayflower shook his head. “Cadence won’t.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You know what I mean. Nothing’s changed, Grimsby. There’s a demon in him, and if I don’t stop them both, it’ll get loose.” His eyes darkened as he spoke. “Or Brass will find someone else to carry it. Someone innocent.”

			“Just—just let them go! Maybe they can find a way to control it.”

			“And maybe they can’t.”

			“But—”

			Mayflower leaned forward. “You said Blackskull killed two people when it returned.” His voice was low and quiet.

			Grimsby felt his stomach turn and his skin pale. “Yes.”

			“And you feel responsible because you didn’t stop it?”

			He said nothing for a moment, then: “Yes.”

			“Then you should know why I can’t let Cadence go. Why I have to stop him and the demon before—” His voice caught. “Before people get hurt.”

			There was a deeper concern in Mayflower’s voice than his words let on, though Grimsby didn’t know what.

			“Les, we can’t do things this way.”

			“We have to. Cadence is a failing prison,” Mayflower said coldly. “And if we don’t kill him, the demon will rip him apart and escape. That’ll mean he’s dead, the demon’s loose, and a whole lot of folks will get hurt or killed before we can stop it.”

			“There’s got to be another way. It’s not like we haven’t dealt with a terrible artifact before. Remember the Hand?”

			Mayflower gave the barest nod.

			“Maybe I could drop the locket through a Chute like I did the Hand?” he offered.

			“No,” Mayflower said firmly. “If that thing goes without a bearer for even a moment, it could be enough for the demon to break free.”

			“No? What if someone else took it, just for a little while—?”

			The Huntsman stood up with sudden fury. “I said no!”

			Grimsby flinched, shocked at the aggressive posture and booming volume.

			Mayflower noticed, and suddenly he looked sick himself. “I…I can’t take that chance, Grimsby. I just can’t.”

			There was certainty in Mayflower’s voice, and something else Grimsby couldn’t place. In anyone else, he would have called it fear.

			“I’m sorry,” the Huntsman said, “but I have to kill Cadence before that demon breaks free.”

			“You’re not like that anymore, Les. You’re better than that.”

			He looked down at the old ring on his finger, then out the window toward the street. “I’m whatever I need to be,” the Huntsman said.

			Then they both heard the buzz of a cell phone from his pocket.

			Mayflower took it out, saw a number on the small screen, and took a deep breath. He flipped the phone open and answered.

			“Finley?”

			Grimsby heard only a sobbing voice from the other side.

			Mayflower’s face went pale. “I’ll be right there.”

			He closed the phone and looked to Grimsby. “Liam’s dead.” He shook his head and stood. “I have to go.”

			“Where?”

			“To say goodbye.” His voice was strained. “Are you coming?”

			“And then what? Where will you go after that?”

			Mayflower was silent.

			“To hunt down Cadence?”

			The Huntsman nodded grimly, a single tilt of his head. “Are—are you coming?” he asked again.

			Grimsby felt the pleading note in his friend’s voice. He was hurting. He was angry.

			He was scared.

			And he needed Grimsby’s help.

			But he meant to do something terrible.

			And the only one who could stop him was Grimsby.

			“Are you coming?” Mayflower asked again.

			Grimsby’s voice was tight as he spoke.

			“No.”

			The Huntsman was silent.

			Grimsby pressed on, though he felt like his throat might tear with each word. “I—I’m not going with you,” he said, trying to stand up straighter despite feeling like his legs might give out. “I won’t.”

			Mayflower’s eyes never left the ground.

			Grimsby expected him to shout. To argue. He expected rage and anger.

			Instead, the Huntsman simply nodded as if this was the only way things could be.

			Then he walked out the door.

			Grimsby heard the jeep choke to life and a moment later roar down the street until the sound faded into the distance.
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			Grimsby stood for a long moment, trying to control his breathing, trying to keep it from catching in his chest or in his throat. Trying to keep it silent as it seethed out of him.

			For the most part, he succeeded.

			But only for the most part.

			Then he felt his chest buzz, the sensation shocking him from himself.

			He reached down and fumbled for his cell phone, removing it to stare at the screen through his slightly fogged glasses.

			It read simply: Unknown.

			He answered and heard the smooth voice of Gable Keen on the other end.

			“Mr. Grimsby? It’s time.”

			Grimsby shook himself like a man trying to awaken from a hard sleep. “What? Now?”

			“Now,” Keen said.

			Grimsby gulped but shook away the nerves that rose in him.

			He had to make sure Mayflower didn’t find Cadence, and the only way to do that was to complete Keen’s heist and get the younger Sharp out of town as quickly as possible.

			“I—I need a way to get to you.” He felt anxious heat bloom under his jacket.

			“Don’t worry. Transportation has been arranged. It should be arriving…” There was the metallic sound of Keen checking his pocket watch. “Now.”

			Grimsby heard a grind of wheels on asphalt outside and looked out to see a clean black SUV. Two men in suits of a similar style stepped out and stood looking in the window, their hands crossed before them.

			“See you in a few minutes,” Keen said.

			“A few minutes? But I’m across town. There’s no—”

			The line cut off and went dead.

			Grimsby shook his head and pocketed the phone. Something cold brushed his leg and he looked down to see the cat familiar’s bleached skull and copper ears pressing into his calf. He knelt down and briefly traced the chain that ran down its spine and curled into its tail. The cool metal wicked away some of the uncomfortable warmth of his skin, leaving him feeling a bit more calm.

			“Wish me luck,” he said.

			The cat only stared at him with hollow sockets before tilting its head and suddenly darting away, skittering and scratching over the wood floor.

			Grimsby let himself out, though he couldn’t secure the numerous bolts from the outside. He approached the black SUV and waved at the two waiting men.

			“I hope you two drive fast, because we’re on a short clock.”

			Neither man said anything, but both moved around the vehicle. Instead of opening the door or gesturing to the back seat, like Grimsby expected, they went to the back hatch. A hidden button press must have commanded it to open, as the door twitched and whirred in perfect time with their approach.

			The two of them reached into the back, slid out a mirror roughly Grimsby’s height and width, and held it vertical. Limn glyphs had been carefully marked on its face.

			Suddenly Grimsby realized why Keen’s estimated reception was as looming and precise as his henchmen.

			He glanced between the two of them, adjusting his glasses. “Do you two practice that choreography every night, or just biweekly?”

			Neither man responded. They just stared into the distance like painted statues.

			“Well, it was immaculate either way. Well done.”

			He heard a noise from across the street and looked over to see Sarah on her porch, Marshal holding her hand, Annie standing beside her with a doughnut dangling from her mouth.

			Grimsby realized the Finleys were likely on their way to see Liam, just like Mayflower. He wasn’t sure what to say, so instead he only waved.

			The kids waved back, though somewhat numbly. Sarah, her eyes ringed with sleepless circles, seemed to stir from her exhaustion enough to make a confused noise.

			One of the two men tapped his watch.

			“Toadstone tonsils,” Grimsby cursed. He wanted to wait until the Finleys were on their way, but for all he knew, Keen’s timetable was surgically precise.

			With no alternative, he pressed his hands to the mirror, willing Impetus into it. The glyphs on the glass grew dark and opaque, while the rest of the mirror began to shift to an image of Keen’s room of golden mirrors on the other side.

			He heard Marshal’s small voice call out, “Where are you going, Mr. Grimsby?”

			Grimsby glanced down at the looking glass and back to the boy. “I’m, well, I’m late. I’m late. For a very important date,” he said with an apologetic smile that was meant more for Sarah than her kids. “Sorry.”

			And with that, he pressed into the mirror, the glass embracing him like dry ice water. He pressed his face into the image, and within moments felt himself pulled through.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Six  [image: ]

			Grimsby stepped through to the other side, his foot hitting the polished floor as the golden mirror made a wrenching warble behind him, though it did not shatter.

			He straightened up and fixed his coat to find a waiting Pester, his hands clasped before him. Each was as pale, bald, and featureless as his head, without so much as fingernails.

			“Master Keen and the others await you in his study. I trust you know the way. I must”—his dark eyes narrowed—“buttle.”

			Grimsby eyed him but decided it was best not to come between Pester and whatever the untidy focus of his attention might be. “Sure. My sense of direction can’t be that bad.”

			Pester only mumbled something Grimsby couldn’t make out, but it certainly felt unflattering.

			He made his way through the long hall of portraits, finding himself before the sculpture of the woman on the pyre.

			It was tall and looming, the base scorched black with ash, though it seemed more likely an artistic choice than damage from a real fire.

			Grimsby stared at the piled wood at her feet and shuddered, his scars suddenly itching.

			Voices trailed down from the hearth beyond the statue, their tone low and serious, echoing off the shelves of tomes that lined the walls. He quickly rounded the piece to see Keen and Jasper speaking to each other before the hearth, warm light silhouetting them.

			“It is not a question of trust,” Keen’s voice rumbled. “It is simply a question of incentive.”

			Jasper’s soft tone replied calmly. “I understand your hesitancy, but you must consider our plan a deposit of confidence.”

			“I have deposited a great deal more than just confidence,” Keen said. “I simply am concerned that you will have little motive to hold up your end.”

			“You’ll have your answer, Keen. Though I still think you’d be better served asking people, not powers.”

			“And I think people have conflicting agendas of their own that might leave room for…interpretation. I’d prefer a difficult road with some confidence at the end, rather than an easy road that leaves me with doubt.”

			“Perhaps that’s just because you already know the answer.”

			“Or perhaps you’re just demonstrating that conflicting agenda I mentioned.”

			Lady Ferre stepped forth from a shadow between shelves where Grimsby had not seen her, the odd chest still held before her. She reached out with one oddly long and thin finger to tap on Jasper’s shoulder.

			Then she extended it and pointed directly at Grimsby.

			“Hmm?” Jasper asked before turning to see him. “Aha, thank you, my lady.” He cleared his throat.

			“There’s the boy now,” Jasper said, standing and opening his brittle arms wide. “Mr. Grimsby. So good to see you again.”

			Grimsby did his best to appear as though he had been approaching the door and not eavesdropping outside of it. “Am I late?”

			Keen boomed from within. “Nonsense! Come, it is nearly time.”

			Jasper gestured for him to approach.

			Gable Keen was sprawled in his recliner, his bottle of panacea in one hand and a glass in the other. He took a sip from the glass and shuddered, his face curling up so much that his mustache curled to match. “Still can’t quite get it right.”

			Lady Ferre stood beside the fireplace, as silent as ever, her hood pulled down to shade her eyes. Her hand had returned to hold the chest close to her, strangely unburdened by its apparent weight.

			Grimsby offered them both a nod. Keen replied in kind, while Lady Ferre might well have been blind for all she reacted.

			Keen looked over to the other side of the chamber and called, “Lovely young couple, it is time!”

			Grimsby turned to see Cadence and Melody seated on a sofa together before a window that revealed a rolling expanse of perfectly groomed green grounds, complete with a hedge maze.

			He felt his stomach twist as he realized he had no idea where Keen’s estate was. For all he knew, he was on the other side of the world from Boston.

			Though, since they were about to journey to an otherworldly realm and break into a vault there, he supposed it wasn’t his foremost concern.

			Cadence stretched and stood, his heavy boots scuffing on the floor, before offering a hand to Melody. She took it and did not release her grip as she came to stand beside him, the beads in her hair jingling.

			They made their way to stand among Grimsby and the others. It was simultaneously endearing and annoying to see how lovely they were, standing beside each other.

			“Right,” Keen said, slapping his palms together hard enough to make his silk robe flutter. “The time has arrived for our expedition to begin. Thanks to Mr. Jasper’s efforts, we’ve a means into the vault. Mr. Sharp, you’ll be helping secure our treasures. And Ms. Melody, you will be providing the guard soporific entertainment to keep it from harrying us.”

			Grimsby loosed an awkward chuckle, looking around at the others. “And, uh, I will also be there.”

			Keen grinned. “Indeed. Mr. Grimsby, you will be our key. You have the blade?”

			Grimsby reached into his pocket and carefully withdrew the knife with his name in the handle. It was cold and heavy, the dull blade glinting in the firelight from Keen’s hearth.

			Keen beamed. “In that case, all that is left is for us to enter, collect our valuables, and leave. It will likely come with some complications, but I’m certain we’re up to the task.”

			Cadence grunted, reminding Grimsby much of his brother—and perhaps even Mayflower. “You’re saying ‘we’ and ‘us’ a lot for the one guy who’s not coming.” He crossed his arms, his muscular forearms looking like they would be more comfortable chopping wood.

			Keen only beamed a smile back at him. “My friends—my partners, you are each in possession of a great blessing, some remarkable ability that makes you an invaluable asset for this task.” His smile faltered somewhat, and something hollow reached his eyes. “I am not. I have little more than wealth and my positive disposition at my disposal. As much as I would love to share firsthand in this endeavor, I’d do little more than hinder you.”

			Jasper stepped forward, raising a hand. “Mr. Keen is correct. He’s performed his part. Now it is time for the rest of us to execute our own.”

			“Do we have a map, a compass, anything?” Grimsby asked. “If this vault is as big as you make it sound, finding the Gaze would be like looking for pickled cloves in a grocery store in the dark.”

			“We have some direction, rest assured,” Jasper said. “Lady Ferre and I know the way to the chamber that holds the Gaze. The only concern will be security.”

			“Security?” Grimsby asked. “We’re not talking, like, nine-to-fivers with badges, are we?”

			“Nothing so mundane. There’s no limit to the manner of beings that the Coven might have ensnared to guard the vault. However, there is one that is certain to be present.”

			“And that is?” Grimsby asked.

			“His name is Iapetoth. Suffice to say that if he awakens while we’re still inside, it will be…unfortunate.”

			Grimsby didn’t care for the way Jasper said the last word. It sounded ugly and painful.

			Cadence beamed a confident smile and nodded, nudging Melody’s arm. “Mel can handle it.”

			She offered back a much less certain smile but nodded as well.

			“I should hope so. And, to that point, we’ll be needing this,” Jasper said, reaching into his vestments and removing a bag strung shut. He opened it and reached in, withdrawing lumps of something pale and soft the size of Grimsby’s thumb. He began to hand one to each of the gathered participants.

			Grimsby eyed the lump as Jasper set it in his outstretched hand. “What is this stuff?”

			“Wax I’ve specially prepared. It should be enough to deafen us to Ms. Melody’s song. Otherwise we’d all find ourselves as entranced as Iapetoth will be.”

			Cadence pinched at the soft material he’d been given. “Just like the old epic.”

			Jasper nodded. “Indeed. Meanwhile, Mr. Grimsby, you’ll handle the knife that should give access to the chambers we require. We’ll take the Gaze, the torc, and whatever else we might want before we make our exit.”

			“We’ll just walk out?” Grimsby asked. “Like that?”

			“It’s not quite that simple, but that is not your responsibility. The exit is also sealed, and it will take a witch of considerable skill to open the passage.” The old witch grinned. “Fortunately for you all, I’ll be there.”

			“I’m sure it’ll go exactly as smoothly as you described,” Grimsby said. “No rolling boulders, no golden idols or snakes. Just in, out, and on with life.”

			He felt Keen’s broad hand slap him on the back, hard enough to rattle his ribs. “I’ve no doubt in your abilities to pull things together after they fall apart, Mr. Grimsby! It’s part of why I’m very glad to have you on the roster. Now.” He clapped his hands. “Pester!”

			The double doors opened, and Pester slid through immediately. “Yes, Master Keen?”

			“If you would, please.”

			“Of course, Master Keen.”

			There was a sudden grating sound, a reverberation that resonated through Grimsby’s shoes and up into his abdomen. One of the great shelves against the walls shifted, sliding aside to reveal an oval mirror that was ten feet across and nearly as tall. Over its surface was a scrawl of carefully drawn limn glyphs. These weren’t the sparse sentences that he had seen before, but rather a whole tome’s worth of script that wrapped around the mirror’s edge.

			Grimsby eyed the moving shelf as it dramatically revealed the mirror beneath. “Could have just, I don’t know, put it against the wall.”

			Keen scoffed. “What good is wealth if it’s not used for something histrionic?”

			“Could have built a soup kitchen for the same cost,” he muttered.

			“Mere soup cannot quench my appetites!” Keen said with a sweep of his hand. “Only knowledge can!”

			Grimsby shrugged. “That’s not exactly what I was getting at.”

			Keen seemed not to hear him. “Now, then, gather and cling tightly to one another! There is but one mirror on the other side, so we have but one chance.”

			They lined up, Jasper with one hand pressed against the mirror; his other he offered to Melody. She took it, then Cadence’s, and Grimsby took his to bring up the rear. Finally, Lady Ferre wrapped a slow hand around Jasper’s shoulder.

			Grimsby couldn’t help but notice the older witch shiver at her touch—though whether it was a good feeling or bad that extracted the motion, he wasn’t certain.

			The witch closed his eyes, and Grimsby felt a flare of powerful Impetus from him. He pressed into the mirror, and the reflection began to fade, turning as black as pitch cloth. For a moment, Grimsby worried the glyphs were wrong, or perhaps Jasper had made some kind of error.

			Then, in the darkness, he saw shapes slowly begin to take form. Whether it was due to Jasper’s efforts or his eyes adjusting, he could not say. Regardless, the darkness split and gave way to a growing intensity of scarlet. Rising at its center, framed, was a chapel of black stone, its sole spire branching out like spurs along a spine as it climbed into the sky. At its tip, like a dark eye atop a pillar, the black orb of the Elsewhere loomed, cracking apart the sky around it like the too-thin surface of a frozen lake.

			Jasper’s hand pushed through, and soon after the rest of him followed, Lady Ferre beside him. She looked back toward Grimsby, just in time for him to see a darkened void beneath her cowl where her eyes should have been. Then the mirror’s surface engulfed her and the others, smooth and viscous, pouring over them like cold molten glass.

			Grimsby was last behind Cadence, his eyes unable to look away from Lady Ferre’s distorted image.

			Just before the world behind faded, he heard Keen’s voice.

			“Good luck, Mr. Grimsby,” he said. “For both our sakes.”

		

	
		
			Fifty-Seven  [image: ]

			Grimsby saw the others spill forth into the Elsewhere ahead of him, a string of stumbling confusion.

			Jasper managed to keep his feet, while Lady Ferre landed with supernatural grace, the chest still held in her hands.

			Cadence fell to the hard, rubble-strewn ground of fitted stone, with Melody falling forward shortly after, but he managed to pull her so she fell atop him.

			Grimsby felt his arm jerk as Cadence’s iron grip nearly broke his fingers. He tumbled forward, narrowly avoiding stepping on Cadence and Melody.

			As soon as the last of them arrived, the smooth surface of the mirror, framed in a stone arch, shattered, and everyone aside from Lady Ferre shielded their eyes or buried their faces until the sound of falling shards ceased.

			Instinctively, Grimsby listened for the keen of a Geist, but there was no hunting cry. All was silent, save for a soft rush like the sound of shifting water.

			He looked around to see a smooth, dark horizon stretching out on all sides, a clean line against the red sky. No crowded buildings. No looming towers or skeletal skyscrapers. Just empty horizon and the sole structure that lay before them.

			They seemed to be on an island of broken cobblestone and hard earth in a sea of…what?

			Grimsby cautiously approached its edge to look down, uncertain if he would see an abyss or something else.

			He saw only a smooth, hard surface, like flawless obsidian, which seemed to go on forever, all the way to that featureless horizon. Then, beneath the softly translucent shell, he saw some massive form flow smoothly forward to the surface, before receding back down again.

			“It’s—it’s like a still-water ocean,” he muttered, edging away from whatever vanished below.

			He found himself backing into Jasper, who adjusted his robe. “There are vast empty stretches in the Elsewhere,” he said. “It seems the vault lies in the middle of one.” He cast his grayed gaze around the horizon. “I can see why. To approach this place without the limn glyphs would be impossible. Or…” He glanced down, and Grimsby’s eye followed to see another shape shifting below the obsidian deep. “Or suicidal.”

			Lady Ferre’s grip on the chest tightened, drawing a pained creak from the wood. Jasper shook himself as though stirring from a daydream.

			“Right. Let us delve below,” he said, moving toward the small chapel.

			Grimsby followed, eyeing the spire as it seemed to leer over them. Its base, which looked like smooth stone shingles, was slowly shifting, the plates sliding over one another like a snake’s scales. Ahead loomed a sole open entrance into a nave beyond, and set above it was a round form like the face of a clock tower. Its surface was adorned with numerals that wriggled and writhed. Its hands didn’t twitch, but rather both stayed steady, pointing at what would have been noon as if in warning about the orb in the sky.

			They passed through the threshold of the chapel, the red sky falling away behind them. Above, lines of narrow windows with bits of broken glass within, like crooked teeth, ran along each wall. The shadows of the vaulted ceiling shifted and twisted, perhaps like those of the Elsewhere’s Lantern-Light had, but whatever lurked within them continued to do so.

			Ahead, where the altar in such a church might have been in the waking world, there was instead a staircase that spiraled into a deep emptiness.

			Jasper raised a hand and his Impetus flared. He muttered a word: “Wisp.” And a floating flame drifted forth from his palm to light the way.

			Grimsby suppressed the urge to inch away—and he could see Lady Ferre make a movement that might have been similar.

			They approached the cusp of the staircase, each of them peering down over the edge below.

			“Should we draw straws?” Grimsby asked.

			“No need,” Jasper said. “I’ll go first. Don’t stray far; we don’t know what we’ll find here.”

			He tested the first steps, but they seemed to hold firm. He started down and Grimsby fell in line after him. He heard the others following, though a quick glance behind told him that Lady Ferre had opted to stay at the back.

			He had expected to be descending within a tunnel, but there were no walls around them. Instead, only open, empty darkness, held at bay by a finger-thin handrail that guarded the staircase’s edge. Far below, he could see a point of light, but he couldn’t make out any detail at first.

			Above, Grimsby heard the toll of a bell echo down to them, and judging by the others’ reactions, he guessed they heard it as well.

			“First window,” he said quietly as the bell rang out. It ceased after the thirteenth stroke.

			“It is ideal that we be gone before the second, giving us six hours and fifty-three minutes,” Jasper said. “Ms. Melody, I hope your vocal cords are up to the challenge.”

			Grimsby heard her draw a deep, nervous breath behind him.

			They descended for some time, far longer than he might have guessed. Nearly an hour passed in relative silence. They had six hours until their next window—at which point they would return to the waking world seven days after they’d left. Grimsby felt a sudden fear that perhaps the stairs wound down forever, or maybe would turn against them like a corkscrew escalator, threatening to trap them in the narrow darkness. It would take seven days until the final window—at which time they would return to the waking world seven years after they had departed—and though it was unlikely they’d be in the Elsewhere that long, let alone survive the duration, the fear still lingered at the back of his mind.

			He hadn’t even packed a lunch.

			Just as he was about to voice the concern, however, he was finally able to make out a light from below. Its pinprick glow grew brighter as they descended and finally reached the stairway’s bottom, and was revealed to be twin braziers, which burned on either side of a doorway a few hundred feet away. Their fuel-less firelight spread out into the dark, but it died before it reached anything like a wall.

			Whether they were in a room or an endless void, it was impossible to tell.

			For a moment, Grimsby wondered if they had descended below the surface of that still sea above, and if the things he had seen move beneath were now somewhere above, ready to descend upon them.

			He quickly pushed the unnerving thought away.

			At the bottom of the staircase, Grimsby saw there was a misfit cobblestone path waiting for them, leading in a curling fashion toward the braziers. Beyond the path, it seemed like there had once been structures, but whatever had been there had totally collapsed, leaving heaps of broken stone, shattered glass, and glints of rusting iron.

			Behind him, he heard Cadence make a bewildered sound. “Who built all of this?” he asked. “Every time I’ve been to this…the Elsewhere, there is nothing but ruin.”

			Jasper shrugged as he studied the path toward the light, the flame in his palm flickering. “Some think it has always been like this. Others think that whatever beings built it are forever gone.”

			Grimsby spoke up, as it was a question that the witches who trained Auditors often skirted around, and he himself was curious. “So, what do you think?”

			“I think it is no more than what we ourselves have made,” Jasper said quietly before starting down the path.

			Grimsby glanced back to see Cadence frowning, looking at him.

			The younger Sharp scoffed. “The hell does that mean?”

			Grimsby shrugged. “You got me.” He was about to say more, but the quickly departing light made him think better of it, and he gestured for the others to follow him as he went after Jasper.

			They stayed on the path until it reached the braziers, which stood before a door that stretched high into the air, though it seemed freestanding, set into nothing to support it.

			Bands of iron held its thick wood beams together, but they were both threaded and entwined with strips of dull light.

			“Mr. Grimsby,” Jasper said, “I believe this is your part.”

			“What?” Grimsby asked, stepping forward cautiously to look more closely.

			“The knife, if you please.”

			“Right,” Grimsby said, reaching into his jacket, withdrawing the knife. As he studied the door, he realized the thin strips of light were actually runes. Long, trailing strands of faintly glowing runes that he couldn’t quite read. The shapes moved slowly, surging in short bursts or pulses, like blood cells might through veins.

			Carefully, he reached out with his hand and ran his finger along the nearest thread. He could feel it beneath his touch, warm and tangible.

			“We are on a timetable, Mr. Grimsby,” Jasper said.

			Grimsby gulped, pushing back the nervous lump that had risen in his throat. Uncertain what exactly he was supposed to do, he reached out with the cold iron knife, putting its dull blade against the thread.

			Where it touched, the silvery-white runes seemed to be pushed away, their already dull light diminished.

			He took a deep breath, then, with a sharp motion, drew the knife across the strand. It stretched at first, the runes seeming to shudder, before it severed altogether.

			The runes flooded forth from the cut ends of the thread, spilling out like he’d cut a hose. They fell to the floor, pooling in puddles of drifting, meaningless collection, before burning away into a mist that vanished. He quickly stepped back and stowed the knife with shaking hands.

			It didn’t take long for the runes to bleed away, leaving the door featureless and dark.

			“Excellent,” Jasper said, reaching forward and pushing against the massive structure.

			Despite the fact that they should have weighed an unimaginable amount, the twin doors split at their center and swung open on groaning, invisible hinges.

			Grimsby and the others all stared in equal awe, save for the inscrutable Lady Ferre.

			Jasper gathered himself first, his eyes glistening with anticipation. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the vault.”
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			Ambient light splayed over the scene before Grimsby, steady and cold. A terrace extended beyond the door, splitting off the railed walkways on either side. The stones of the platform abruptly halted, however, revealing a yawning chasm. It was as though some massive blade had cut a jagged wound through the chamber that seemed to go on forever into the misty depths below. Almost as high above, a glass dome rose, looking like it was fitted together from countless shards of misshapen panels never intended for the purpose. Each was framed in black iron, the space beyond red, making the whole assembly seem like a mosaic spider’s web.

			Across the chasm, tiers of walkways swept along the walls, interspersed with mismatched heavy doorframes bound in veins of silver runes. They continued out of sight, flanking the chasm, making Grimsby wonder which had been here first.

			As a group, they all moved forward. Grimsby felt his feet step over a rutted stone walkway to reach the railing that guarded the depths’ edge.

			Jasper gestured down the length of the chasm to a bridge that spanned the gap to reach a sealed round door on the far side.

			“As we cannot return the way we came, that gate will be our exit,” he said. “If we become separated, meet there.”

			Grimsby stepped forward to the chasm, awed by its scope. As he stared down, his hands rested on the rail, and only then did he realize it was oddly smooth and organically shaped.

			He looked more closely, only then realizing it wasn’t black stone.

			But rather ashen bone.

			He jerked away instinctively, wiping his hands on his sides, but something caught his eye.

			The tiers rose above and spanned below, growing so distant that the innumerable chambers and their glowing silver binds were the only things he could see.

			But as his eyes followed them down, down, down, until their light blurred to only a vague luminescence, he saw the farthest ring of lights grow dark. Then the next. Then more, swiftly growing closer.

			“Gentlemen,” Jasper said from beside Grimsby, “I think we’d better use the wax.” As he spoke, he took his own from his robes and quickly wedged it into his ears.

			Grimsby glanced to Cadence, and the dark-haired young man nodded before following suit. Grimsby withdrew his own from his pocket, quickly kneading it soft before shoving it in his ears until all he could hear was the heavy rush of his own blood.

			When they were ready, Cadence placed a kiss on Melody’s forehead and whispered something. The young woman stepped forward to the rail’s edge and began to sing.

			The darkening below slowed steadily to a halt.

			Even through the wax, Grimsby could hear the soft tone, like the muffled reverberation of a shifting tuning fork, inhuman and beautiful. He felt a sudden, deep urge to scrape out an ear, just to listen, but his conscious mind quickly stifled the desire.

			There was work yet to do.

			He glanced at Jasper, who withdrew a notepad from his robes and wrote quickly before revealing the page.

			
				The nearest chamber holds the torc. This way.

			

			Jasper and Lady Ferre started to the left, working their way around the vault.

			Grimsby found himself wondering how Jasper’s information could be so precise—he had expected a bit more wandering—but he had no easy way to pose the question. With little other choice, he began to follow, but turned back to see Cadence hesitate as he looked at Melody. He reached over and squeezed her arm.

			Despite her song, Grimsby saw a smile tilt her features, and she looked over to wave Cadence onward.

			The younger Sharp managed to return her expression, though his brow was still plagued with concern. He turned away and looked over to Grimsby before shrugging and following him after Jasper and Lady Ferre.

			Melody’s muffled song grew distant as they wrapped around the depths of the vault. Grimsby couldn’t stifle the urge to look down below, and he saw that the silhouette of darkened lights hadn’t moved.

			It seemed it was not immune to the siren’s song.

			As they walked, they passed by dozens of rune-wrapped doors, both beside them and opposite the crevasse that ran through the vault. Each tier held more of them, making for hundreds of sealed entrances, each a different size and shape, but all bound with the tendrils of pulsing silver runes they had encountered before.

			Grimsby suddenly felt his stomach drop at the thought of searching for the Red Gaze among them. It seemed it would be like finding a needle in a haystack of land mines before a starving grizzly bear woke up beside you.

			Jasper, however, seemed to move with purpose, occasionally glancing to Lady Ferre before nodding and continuing onward. It seemed he knew his way well.

			Grimsby would have to trust that the old witch knew where to go.

			When they had walked for some time, Jasper paused and loosened the wax in one ear as he listened for a moment. Finally, he nodded, gesturing for Grimsby and Cadence to do the same.

			“I believe we’re far enough to remain unaffected,” Jasper said. “And I imagine we will need to speak before this is over.”

			Melody’s soft voiced echoed from far behind them, but though it was just clear enough to tell it must be a pleasant sound, Grimsby couldn’t make out much more.

			Cadence cast a longing look back toward her but seemed to shake himself to focus. “Where is the torc?” he asked, glaring at each door in turn as though trying to gauge which he should wrench from the hinges.

			Jasper glanced to Lady Ferre, who held the chest in her hands. After a moment, it rattled, and he nodded. “That one,” he said, gesturing to a door that seemed like it was half of a gate to a frontier fortress.

			Cadence nodded, his hand gripping the locket just under his shirt. He glanced to Grimsby. “You mind?”

			Grimsby nodded, stepping up to the door and tracing the veins of light. He found one he could slip the cold iron knife under but paused as he held the painfully warm blade. “Do you need help on the other side?”

			Jasper made a sharp gesture and shook his head. “There is too little time. Ms. Melody’s song will hold the guardian at bay for only so long. I’m afraid Mr. Sharp will have to find his prize alone.”

			Grimsby was about to argue, but Cadence put a hefty hand on his shoulder. “I can handle it,” he said.

			Grimsby felt his mouth go dry. Instead of arguing, he focused on the door, slicing over a trail of runes and spilling them onto the floor in a pool of fading silver.

			Something moved on the other side of the door, and Cadence straightened.

			“Come, Mr. Grimsby,” Jasper said, gripping his arm and pulling him away. “Time is short.”

			“But I—” Before he could argue, however, Cadence pulled open the door and slipped inside. Something loosed a roar within, and Cadence responded in kind before both were cut off as the door shut.

			“His burden will protect him,” Jasper assured Grimsby, gripping his arm. “We, however, must move on.”

			Grimsby barely managed to keep his feet as Jasper half hauled him onward. “Enough!” he shouted, finally managing to tear himself away.

			Jasper seemed oddly intense but dipped his grayed head in apology. “I’m sorry. But our prize is too close!” He looked over to Lady Ferre, and even her usual statuesque disposition seemed agitated and twitching.

			Finally, they reached a round door with a heavy, spinning lock at its center. Veins of runes ran from the door’s edges to the lock like a bloodshot iron eye.

			“The Red Gaze,” Jasper said, breathless, “lies within.”
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			Grimsby stared at the round doorway and almost felt like it was staring back.

			The rivulets of glowing runes webbed toward the center iris of iron, pulsing with the beat of some invisible heart.

			He felt sweat bead on his brow and dampen the wrapped handle of the knife in his grip. Beyond lay the Red Gaze, the key to helping Rayne. With it, he could finally redeem himself and make right the mistakes he had been too weak to avoid.

			He stepped forward, past Jasper and Lady Ferre. The older witch seemed to be in a state of intense awe and anticipation himself, while the lady was bent forward, focusing, the chest held in her hands gripped so tightly that its joints and hinges creaked.

			He approached the door, knife in hand, and stood before it.

			The distant song of Melody echoed hauntingly through the cavernous vault, though her voice was starting to grow hoarse—their time was not infinite, but it should be enough.

			Grimsby quickly slid the knife over one of the trails leading to the iron bolt at the door’s center. It sliced through the threads, and soon runes leaked out and blurred into puddling silver on the hard, dark ground.

			The others remained steady and strong, however, and he began cutting each of them in turn, until all seven were left bleeding light. The light quickly faded, and beyond the door, Grimsby felt a thrum of dread, like a wave of nausea that radiated from within.

			He heard footsteps behind him, and Jasper stepped forward, placing his hand on Grimsby’s shoulder. “Well done, my boy, well done. We’re nearly there.” He pulled Grimsby back a few paces before offering to take the chest from Lady Ferre. “My dear, if you wouldn’t mind?”

			The lady relinquished the chest silently and stepped forward just the same. She stood before the door, her white robes draped over tense shoulders, before dipping her head and reaching up to take hold of the iron bolt. Metal wrenched against metal as the door strained, and with shocking strength, Lady Ferre wrenched the bolt until it slowly began to twist. Flaking rust peeled from its surface and drifted to the floor, littering the warped stones in a thin layer, until the bolt began to turn freely, spinning at her touch.

			Then, with a final thud, it slammed home, and the door opened on shrieking hinges.

			Dust spilled forth from the growing gap between door and frame, striking the ground and rushing forth in a miniature tidal wave that broke against Grimsby’s ankles before rolling over the edge of the walkway to the abyss below.

			A steady scarlet glow emanated from within the chamber, dispersed through the dust.

			The door hung open, partially ajar as its hinges reached their middle, and Lady Ferre put a palm against it, slowly pressing it open wider and wider.

			The light within spilled forth, and Grimsby saw that the room beyond was simple: rounded walls and an arched roof of stone shaped like interweaving bones. Between the gaps, carved, misshapen skulls glared out, the hollows of their eyes shadowed by the dull light, though all seemed to stare at the room’s center, where a simple pedestal resided.

			Atop it, resting on a white cushion, was a fist-size ball of rose-colored glass that seemed to shift subtly in shade at the flickering of sourceless reflections in its surface.

			Jasper’s grip tightened on Grimsby’s shoulder. “There you are, son,” he whispered from behind him.

			Grimsby faltered. “What—what do I do with it?”

			“Take hold of it and ask your questions. Though I would start simple—the more complicated the question, the more taxing the answer.”

			Grimsby felt himself begin to shake in anticipation.

			“Go and claim it.” Jasper released his grip.

			Grimsby felt himself take an instinctive step forward. He paused, took a deep breath, and carefully scanned the room for a sign or threat, but found none.

			Though that hardly meant much.

			He settled his jacket over his shoulders and pushed on.

			Whatever might yet lie between him and the Gaze would not stop him.

			He wouldn’t allow it.

			He continued, slow but steady, studying the chamber for any sign of ill intent, any unseen guardian or trap.

			But as he reached the pillar and the Gaze lay before him, no threat revealed itself.

			It only made him more nervous.

			The orb radiated its glow, its surface perfectly spherical and without flaw, its color growing deeper at his approach. Despite its beauty, Grimsby felt a rush of dread wash over him. It was familiar, but not so much so that he could place it. Just enough that it called forth a deep and disturbing memory in his unconscious mind.

			Every natural instinct and inclination in him was screaming, telling him to step away slowly before quickly running even farther away, but he silenced them all.

			He had questions.

			The Red Gaze was the answer.

			It could tell him how to help Rayne free herself of her dark passenger.

			It could show him where Wudge’s door was.

			And yet, he felt, it offered even more.

			It could tell him about the fire.

			About his mother.

			And who the destroyer was.

			If he could stomach the question.

			It was everything. And he needed it.

			So, despite the fear, despite the dread, despite every rational thought, he reached out toward its flawless surface.

			And, for his friends’ sakes, and perhaps something deeper in himself, he placed his hand on the Red Gaze.
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			Flickers of red light jumped at Grimsby’s palm before it reached the smooth glass. The Gaze wasn’t cold beneath his touch, but warm, and within it he could feel a twitching, like an eye beneath a lid.

			For a moment, there was a quiet calm. But then Grimsby could sense something just beyond himself, like the heat of an Impetus, but colder, or perhaps so white-hot that he couldn’t fully comprehend it.

			Then he felt crackling energy rush through him, making his body arch, though his hand stayed fast on the red orb’s surface. The ambient scarlet light grew to a painful brightness, and Grimsby struggled to throw his left hand over his glasses to shield his eyes.

			The world seemed to suddenly rush around him, like the room had become a vertical shaft and he was falling through it at astonishing speed. The bone-carved walls blurred and fell away, and images began to appear, flying past him, dancing around him, and cutting through him.

			Some were memories—diving after the plummeting Mayflower, running from the horrors in the Elsewhere’s Lantern-Light, and more. Except here he saw himself from the outside, from some inscrutable perspective that seemed to waver, shift, and judge.

			He tried to focus on one memory after the other, but as he did, each would blur and fade away.

			He suddenly felt as though the Gaze was searching for something, some kind of direction.

			It awaited a question.

			He felt himself grow dizzy as he realized the answers were at hand. A dozen things came to mind, but he shoved them away and focused.

			There were people he needed to help.

			He would start there.

			Jasper had warned him that the questions would be taxing, so he decided to begin with something he hoped was simple.

			“Where—” he said, struggling to control his voice in the maddening world around him. “Where is the Door that Wudge seeks?”

			The visions paused, then began to swim and swirl. Then they dissolved, flowing down around him like rain on an autumn day, fading to gray but still tinged with a hue of red that matched the Gaze’s.

			The featureless rain began to impact invisible shapes; their forms slowly began to stain themselves into existence as though the rain was giving form to idea.

			Long, twisted lines of concrete pavement slithered to light, split with cracks that seemed to writhe and move on their own. Grass sprouted forth, grayed and charred, yet somehow thriving with life. The ground shuddered, and plinths erupted forth, human statues clawing their way from their surfaces and assuming pained forms like beings entombed in hardening clay.

			Shadows darkened the air, untouched by the deluge that rained down, fleeing over the pavement in flickering and inconsistent paces. Each moved down the paths toward a looming shape in the distance.

			As Grimsby watched, the shape began to take concise form. From the blur sprouted branches, leafless and brittle, trembling in the wind. Their canopy was impossibly large and seemed to grow ever outward to entwine the sky even as the massive trunk at their center became visible.

			Grimsby stared, but the image was too distant.

			But the power in the Gaze seemed to loom, eager for command.

			“Take me closer.”

			The path moved beneath him, and the world with it, drawing him toward the tree’s trunk. Mighty roots forced their way into the earth, destroying the slabs of living concrete that surrounded it, but then they seemed to halt suddenly, pressed against nothing, like they had met a wall of glass. But the ground shuddered again, and the rain began to form over spikes in the air, before running down their lengths like perfectly evenly spaced spears that jutted from the black grass.

			Color spread once more, and a fence of iron revealed itself, holding the tree’s questing roots at bay.

			Grimsby shook his head, frustrated. “Where is the Door?” he demanded.

			His perspective didn’t shift, but the tree itself seemed to tremble. Its roots groaned and receded, but only just. Though it was slight, through knot and limb, he saw deep in the tree’s trunk was a single, smooth space without bark or moss.

			And at its center was a simple keyhole.

			Grimsby stared, still uncertain what the Gaze was even showing him.

			Then it struck him.

			He’d seen this place before. Practically every Bostonian had.

			“Pull me back, farther away.”

			The power obliged, and the tree slid away. Grimsby found himself on a hill overlooking the field and its paths, the tree at their center.

			With the whole vision in view, he recognized what lay before him.

			“The Great Elm,” he breathed.

			The Door that Wudge sought, somehow, lay within it.

			Grimsby felt sudden elation begin to fill him.

			He had done it. He had finally found what his friend had been seeking for so long. He could finally make something like amends. He could do the right thing.

			But he wasn’t done yet.

			“My friend, she is a strygga,” he said.

			The world melted away to red once more, and he began seeing Rayne’s image appear before him, like a silhouette that was slowly gaining form.

			“How do we cure her?”

			Rayne’s image froze, then faded. The red light dimmed.

			The world was calm again.

			No answer revealed itself.

			“How do I cure her?” Grimsby asked again, his voice growing more desperate.

			The red emptiness took on a warmer hue, then grew from steady to wavering. Grimsby felt heat begin to press against his skin, and beading sweat began to make his ashy shirt stick to his scars.

			Still, no answer revealed itself.

			“No,” he said, his hand pressing down harder on the surface of the orb. “No, no, no. There is a way. There has to be. Show me!”

			Then there was fire.

			It roared from the void around him, an inferno that seethed just beyond reach.

			As if to spite the heat, cold rushed through him, dousing him from his neck to the base of his spine. Every muscle tensed in sudden shock, and he felt the memory of old pain flare in every pore, sparked to life all over again. The feeling of burning, of his own flesh charring and melting away.

			But there was something in the fire. Something more.

			He just needed to hold on a little longer to see it.

			But the pain grew, and as it did, the numbing cold grew to match. He felt his hand tremble and the fire grew closer, pressing in to smother him.

			Instinct took over. The deep-seated fear that had been in him since he was a child.

			The fire reached him.

			Despite everything, despite his will and his iron, despite his desperate desire, it was too much.

			He pulled away.

			The vision receded, and he found himself standing before the orb, still atop its pedestal. He stood before it, feeling himself tremble.

			Without an answer.

			He had failed. He hadn’t held on long enough.

			He looked at his palm. It was blistered and reddened where it had touched the Gaze.

			“Mr. Grimsby?” Jasper’s voice came from behind him.

			He turned, his mind still numbed with shock and pain.

			Jasper was waiting patiently, his hands holding the chest. Meanwhile, beside him, Lady Ferre twitched, her hand still outstretched to hold open the massive iron door.

			Jasper smiled. “Oh, good. I was worried your eyes might have burned from your skull or some such. How do you feel?”

			Grimsby shuddered, cradling his burnt hand. He still had questions.

			How could he save Rayne?

			Who was the destroyer?

			He couldn’t give in—not now. Not when the answers were literally within his reach.

			He need only grasp them.

			“I’m not done,” he said, voice hoarse. “I still need answers.”

			He turned back to the orb, extending his shaking hand to seize it once more, to go back and find the answers he needed, but Jasper made a discouraging noise.

			“I wouldn’t, Mr. Grimsby. You might not have the strength to let go again.” He glanced to Lady Ferre, offering her the chest he had been holding. “If you please, my lady.”

			She took the chest easily under one arm, though her shrouded gaze didn’t waver from Grimsby or the orb.

			Jasper stepped forward, withdrawing a simple silk bag from his robes. “We can perhaps try again, but not now. We’ve one last objective before us—and you have a role yet to play, Mr. Grimsby.”

			Grimsby grimaced but nodded. Jasper was right. He could hardly stand. Who knew if he could survive another set of visions?

			Jasper carefully collected the orb into the bag and securely fastened it to his belt beneath his robe. “Now, then. You have the knife?”

			Grimsby realized he didn’t, and looked around before seeing it on the ground, its engraved handle freshly charred from the fire of his scars. He collected it, wincing as his skin touched the hot metal. He let it burn against him for a moment, painful against his blisters, and felt like there was some penance in the sensation.

			“All right,” he croaked. “One more.”
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			Rayne’s eyes glazed over as she read the passage for the fourth time. Overhead, the afternoon light was starting to wane into early evening. She’d managed to catch a few minutes’ nap here and there, but something tugged at her nerves, keeping her restless. She had considered trying to return to her quarters to sleep but had elected to stay in the library with Arienette to make sure none of the Department personnel bothered her.

			Despite her efforts, she had seen no one else aside from a few scurrying Analysts. The Agents and Auditors must have had their hands full with something in the field.

			She felt a surge of jealousy at the thought of being out there once again, free.

			She smothered it immediately.

			The shackles around her wrists kept her bound, but no more than Janice, or whatever else lurked within her. Until she was absolved of both, she would never be free.

			And even then, she doubted she’d ever be an Auditor again.

			She shook the thought away and tried to focus on the tome before her, but it was so droning and dull. It had started off so promising, even mentioning the Red Gaze that Grimsby had told her about, but beyond what he’d described, it was of little interest. It was largely speculation on where it had come from, or how its powers functioned.

			The theories varied widely, from simple to arcane, though none had any concrete evidence to back them up. The one she was trying to chew her way through surmised that it was somehow crystallized essence of the Elsewhere, which, if true, would mean it was practically a chunk of active uranium.

			It seemed to her that such a thing would more likely cause massive damage than reveal helpful visions.

			Arienette had fallen asleep in the chair across from her, using her bag as a makeshift pillow on the table. The poor girl seemed even more exhausted than Rayne herself and had spoken little since Grimsby dropped her off.

			“You’re tired,” Janice’s voice said, soft but dark in her ear.

			The woman materialized on the table’s edge, seated with her legs crossed and one foot bouncing in the air. Her dark hair was the same shade as Rayne’s, but let loose in a luxurious mane instead of being kept in a taut ponytail. Her jumpsuit was also similar, save hers was a venom green whereas Rayne’s was white.

			Rayne again ignored her, instead turning to focus on the same passage.

			She practically felt Janice roll her eyes. “You will speak to me eventually, dear. Otherwise, we’ll both go crazy.” She paused, and Rayne heard her lips part in a smile. “Well, crazier.”

			Rayne read again.

			
				The truth of the source and function of O-303, also known as the Red Gaze, will eventually be surmised, to be sure. Assuming the Department sanctions such experimental investigations, which may well pose hazards, both obvious and potentially far in excess of our capacities for foresight.

			

			She silently cursed whichever Analyst or Auditor had written the words, however many decades ago it was, for not getting to the point simply and efficiently.

			“I can tell you all you’d like to know,” Janice continued, standing and stretching before walking to the back of Rayne’s chair and leaning over. Her hair spilled over the page Rayne was reading, making it illegible.

			Rayne took a deep breath, resisting the urge to move Janice’s hair or, as she would have much preferred, pull it down so hard and sharp that the illusory woman struck her illusory skull on the very material table.

			She doubted it would be as effective as she imagined it might but let herself enjoy the thought anyway.

			Despite the urge, however, she resisted. Janice seemed intent on convincing Rayne to speak with her, and she could only assume that interacting with her form might be functionally identical.

			Instead, she waited for Janice to grow bored, sigh, and step away.

			Rayne had long since found patience to be her greatest weapon.

			She returned her eyes to the page, her annoyance fueling her focus for the moment.

			
				However, due to the reduced capacities of the Department and sudden decline in competent staff, for the time being, it is my recommendation that O-303 remain contained within the confines of the reliquary until such a time as the Department director sees fit to explore its capacities for more practical applications—whatever risks such exploration might bring.

			

			Rayne began to turn the page—then paused.

			“The reliquary?” she muttered.

			She turned back, looking at the date of the entry.

			
				August 1983

			

			She picked up a mug of tepid coffee, thinking.

			The Department had, at one point, had possession of the Red Gaze. But if that was the case, when did they lose it?

			Grimsby had said it was stored away in some Coven vault—but that made no sense. The Coven had been rooted out by that date. Perhaps if it had been after, she might have assumed that one of the fleeing members had taken it with them.

			But according to the entry, the last known group to hold the Red Gaze wasn’t the Coven.

			It was the Department.

			Grimsby had said that Keen claimed that the Red Gaze was stored in a vault in the Elsewhere—

			She froze.

			And Keen hadn’t been lying.

			The vault, however, did not belong to the Coven.

			At least, not since they were destroyed.

			It instead belonged to the Department.

			And was now known as the reliquary.

			And Grimsby was in the middle of breaking into it.
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			Grimsby heard Melody’s distant song as he exited the chamber, her voice echoing through the vault and into the depths of the chasm. The sound was wavering and rough, the tune slipping into off-key pitches before righting itself.

			Somewhere, far below in the depths, he could hear something stir. Softly, but inevitably. Iapetoth, as Jasper had called it, would soon awaken.

			Time was short.

			Jasper seemed to think the same. “We must hurry,” he said, quickening his pace.

			Grimsby kept after him, mind still reeling from the visions of the Red Gaze, but he couldn’t let himself dwell on them. Once the job was done, once they were all free from the Coven’s vault, he could use the Gaze once more.

			But for now, there was work to do.

			Doors wrapped in silvery runes passed by, on the wall to Grimsby’s right, across the gap to the other side, and in the levels farther down in the pit. Each an odd shape set into the wall, framed in ossuary stones, and each potentially holding their prize.

			It would have taken hours to search them all, but fortunately Jasper seemed to know the way, his eyes scanning each door until they reached one of warm, lacquered wood, almost vibrantly colorful compared to the black-and-gray stonework around it.

			“Here it is,” Jasper said, ushering Grimsby to the door. “Quickly.”

			Grimsby stepped forward, knife in hand, and did his work. It was quickly growing more practiced, but the pit in his stomach grew deeper as he watched the runes spill to the floor like blood from a split vein.

			Jasper glanced to Lady Ferre, though her own gaze stayed locked on the silk bag at his hip. He took the chest from her and gestured to the door.

			Grimsby watched as the woman in white pressed it open with ease, her frame oddly thin as the cloth clung to it. This room, unlike the chamber that held the Gaze, was floored in wooden panels. The walls were set with sconces that flickered with warm lamplight, and sections of red velvet curtains covered the walls.

			The decor almost seemed familiar, but before he could place it, his eyes were drawn to the room’s center, where an ironbound sarcophagus stood.

			Grimsby stared, taking a step back. “What—what was supposed to be here again?”

			“My end of a bargain,” Jasper said, setting the chest on the ground. “If you please, my lady?”

			Lady Ferre approached the sarcophagus and, with unnatural strength, tore the lid open, splintering wood and rending iron, leaving the hinges to dangle.

			Within the tomb was a corpse, its arms crossed over its chest.

			Or, at least, it should have been a corpse, considering it lacked a head.

			However, the flesh was warm, its hands slender but not desiccated or shrunken. It was wrapped in a fine red suit that looked like it might have been the height of fashion a few centuries ago but would still likely hush a gathered crowd in awe of its style today.

			Lastly, the stump where its head should have been was smooth flesh. No blood or wound marred it, as though it had been born that way.

			Or had healed despite decapitation.

			Grimsby could do little more than stare in mixed disgust and fascination, but he managed to tear his attention away as Jasper knelt and set the chest before him, nimbly removing the padlock before opening the box.

			“About damned time,” a smoky, rich voice said from within.

			The grayed witch reached inside and withdrew a gathered mass of lustrous curls, and with a pull, he revealed a head from within the chest.

			Grimsby at once recognized the handsome face and twin curling horns.

			It was Ash.

			Grimsby froze, staring. What was Ash doing here? How long had he been in Jasper’s chest? And where—where was Blackskull, who’d stolen him?

			These questions and more raced through Grimsby’s head, and he could do little more than stare, trying to decide if his eyes were deceiving him or if this was somehow a residual vision from the Gaze.

			Slowly, he began to realize it was neither.

			Jasper stood, holding the head at eye level. “Your information proved reliable, demon. I will prove the same.”

			“I always reward loyalty,” Ash said.

			“My loyalty is not yours. Only my word.”

			“It will suffice.” The demon twisted in the air for a moment, dangling by his own hair, before setting dark eyes on Grimsby. He bared perfect white teeth, though they were a hint too sharp to be human. “Ah, the little thief reveals himself! When Jasper described our new member, I had thought it sounded familiar.”

			Grimsby finally managed to recover from his shock enough to speak. “What—what are you doing?” he asked Jasper.

			The grayed witch strode smoothly toward Ash’s body. “No one knows the reliquary as well as Ash. Without him, we would have never found Cadence’s chamber—nor ours. This,” he said, gesturing to the body, “is the price of his information.”

			“The reliquary?” Grimsby said, shaking his head frantically. “Stop, just stop!”

			To his surprise, Jasper did.

			The grayed witch raised an eyebrow.

			“Ash—he was stolen. Taken from the Lounge by Blackskull! How—how did you find him?”

			Jasper’s lips pursed in a pitying smile. “Young Grimsby, I stole him. Or should I say”—he turned to Lady Ferre—“we did.”

			He gestured, and at the motion, Lady Ferre reached up to her white hood, peeling it back from her face.

			It was a face without eyes. Smooth skin stretched over the sockets, but even as he watched, her skin began to shimmer and darken, fading in both pallor and softness, until it was as hard and dark as the walls of the vault. Her body shifted beneath her robes to a leaner, primal figure, stretching the cloth until it began to rip and tear to scraps and rags, taking on weeks or years of grime as it did, until the clean white cloth was reduced to mottled browns.

			Finally, her arms and fingers extended, distorting to lose their soft, organic edges and take on the hard and smooth angles of finely interwoven metal, so dark and sleek that it seemed like flesh the shade of starless night.

			The room suddenly grew chill enough that Grimsby’s choked breath fogged on his lips, and when what he realized was a guise had faded, he saw the creature that stood before him was Blackskull.

			“This isn’t over,” it breathed, the voice misting in the air from the gape of its jawless mouth.
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			Rayne shoved herself away from the table, standing abruptly, her mind racing.

			Grimsby was in trouble.

			Big trouble.

			And she was to blame.

			She racked her mind, trying to think of what to do.

			Arienette stirred beside her, awoken by the sudden motion.

			“R-Rayne? Are you all right?” The golden-haired young woman blinked sleep from her eyes. “You look…frightened.”

			Janice appeared, standing over Arienette, her green eyes flashing. “Yes, dear. Do tell us what’s wrong.”

			Rayne felt her mouth go dry. She shook her head and focused on Arienette. “Grimsby—he’s in trouble.”

			“What? How?”

			“There’s no time to explain. But we need help. Fast.”

			“Help? With what?”

			Rayne seethed a breath, trying to slow her racing mind enough to speak. “He’s gone into the Elsewhere with some people, but I think they’re bad people. They’ve tricked him into breaking into the Department. There’s only one place they can be, so we need to get people together and cut them off before it’s too late.”

			Arienette seemed like she was trying to banish the confusion that gripped her. “You’re a witch, though. Can’t—can’t you just go in after him and help him that way?”

			Rayne held up her shackled hands. “It’s not so simple.”

			“What about the other people here? The Agents or other Auditors?”

			“They’re mostly gone. Busy with some rally downtown, I think. Besides, Grimsby’s been tricked into breaking into the Department. I doubt the others will ask too many questions if they suspect he’s a traitor, even if he doesn’t mean to be.”

			Arienette seemed to realize the dire situation. “What—what do we do?”

			Rayne glared at the table, peering through it as she thought. “There’s only one person we can call.”

			Arienette’s earnest face fell to disgust, but she nodded.

			“The Huntsman.”
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			Grimsby couldn’t breathe.

			He couldn’t move.

			He could only stare into the abyssal depth of Blackskull’s hollow eyes.

			The familiar stared back, its claws twitching, before it took a single step forward. But Jasper held out his hand, Ash dangling in the other.

			“Not this one, dear lady,” he said. “He can yet be saved.”

			Blackskull halted, though it seemed to struggle with the motion.

			Grimsby felt something in him stir. Some deep anger. Something chill and rigid. Something that rose above the numbness, above the instinctive drive to flee, to cower and hide.

			He raised his hand and summoned his Impetus.

			But before he uttered a word, Jasper’s own hand made a sharp gesture.

			“Lash,” he hissed, his fingers drawing lines in the air, one after another.

			With each, a band of wavering force flew forth.

			The first struck Grimsby’s hand, and he felt it pressed into his chest. The force wrapped around him, colliding with his back and crushing his ribs between. The other bands struck soon after, each in a similar means, and with each he felt mummified in more and more invisible pressure.

			With the last, his legs were swept from under him, and he fell to the ground, totally confined. Even his mouth locked tight, forcing his frantic breathing through his nose and making his head spin.

			Jasper pressed his half-moon glasses up on his nose. “Please calm down, Mr. Grimsby. I’ll explain in a moment.” His own voice was unfazed.

			Grimsby did not calm down.

			He struggled against his binds, but they were so total and crushing that he felt vacuum-sealed inside his own suit. No one limb could help another, and none were strong enough to tear free on their own.

			Meanwhile, Jasper reached the sarcophagus. He held Ash’s head in both hands and gave it an apologetic smile. “This will hurt,” he said, before tilting Ash’s neck to Blackskull.

			Ash made an uncomfortable expression as he screwed his eyes shut. “Do it.”

			Jasper nodded to the familiar. “If you would kindly.”

			The familiar needed little encouragement.

			Slowly, as if savoring the moment, it reached out. One hand of long blades slid across the base of Ash’s neck, drawing ragged gashes that oozed blood.

			Ash set his jaw and suppressed a roar of pain.

			Then the familiar repeated the process on the neck of Ash’s body.

			With both ends weeping blood, Jasper set the head firmly onto the neck.

			There was a moment of silence, save for Grimsby’s own struggles and his heart slamming in his ears.

			Then the flesh between Ash’s neck and head began to knit itself together, peeling away to open the wound further until the seam between the two was almost surgically clean.

			Finally, it, too, vanished, and Ash was whole.

			Or at least mostly.

			Grimsby watched as the demon stepped from the sarcophagus and stretched before baring his perfect teeth. “Ah, to be disembodied no more.”

			Jasper nodded and turned back to Grimsby.

			“I appreciate your patience.”

			Grimsby said something bitterly unflattering, but his closed mouth deadened the blow.

			“Ah, apologies.” The grayed witch knelt before him and tapped the side of his jaw. In an instant, the invisible band of force that held it shut vanished.

			Grimsby’s readied Impetus flared, but he knew his spells would be useless.

			Even so, he tried.

			“Torque!” he shouted, needing to do something, anything at all, to try to break free.

			Without direction, the spell merely detonated harmlessly around him, hardly ruffling Jasper’s hair.

			The grayed witch combed it back into place with his fingers in a deft counter. “I understand you’re confused, and likely angry.”

			“Say that within biting distance,” Grimsby snarled.

			“I’ll stay here, thank you,” Jasper said with a small smile. “Mr. Grimsby, you have to understand. I never lied to you. However, I also never told you, nor Mr. Keen, the whole truth. Deception was not the means I preferred for this endeavor, but it was necessary.”

			“Necessary? Reassembling a demon was necessary? Killing those women in the Lounge was necessary?”

			“No,” he said firmly. Then he rested a hand on the silk bag at his side. “This was what was necessary. Everything else—it was all a means.”

			“All that for a glass ball?”

			He tilted his head. “It showed you your answers, didn’t it?”

			“I don’t even know what it showed me,” Grimsby said, half lying. “But if it was locked away in the reliquary, it was for good reason.”

			“Are you so certain? You’ve that much faith in the Department?”

			“I do. We protect people. If that thing is in here, it’s dangerous.”

			Jasper scoffed and stood. “The Department imprisons that which it fears—not that which does harm.” He looked down at Grimsby with something sad in his eyes. “Ask your friend Rayne.”

			Grimsby fell silent.

			“The Department only seeks to control witches—to limit them. It’s how our lessers seek to control us, by pitting us against one another.” He shook his head and cast his eyes off in the distance to something Grimsby couldn’t see. “I didn’t lie when I said this place was a Coven vault. It was. It was ours.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth go dry. “Yours? You can’t be Coven! The Coven is gone!”

			Jasper’s face grew somber. “Gone? Slaughtered, more accurately. By an alliance of those who feared us.” He shook his head. “They see the power witches hold and it makes them frightened—and rightfully so.” He looked back out the doors and into the reliquary beyond. “And with the weapons here we would have put them all into their proper place. Usuals, Therians, and every other monster.”

			“And where is that?” Grimsby asked bitterly.

			“At our feet.” Jasper’s eyes didn’t waver from his unseen vision. “Preferably under our heel.” He finally shook himself and looked down at Grimsby, seeming almost pitying. “The Department was to be the means of our subjugation, but we nearly made it our salvation.” He shook his head with disgust. “To the ungifted, magic is just a foul means to keep safe from fouler things. They would destroy us utterly if it wouldn’t condemn them to something worse.”

			Grimsby opened his mouth but went cold as he found something like truth in Jasper’s words. Instead, he found another question slipping from his lips. “Why me?” he asked. “Why did you bring me here?”

			“Why? Because you needed help,” Jasper said, raising a brow. “I would think you of all people understood that motivation.”

			“There must be something more,” Grimsby said, refusing to believe Jasper could possibly be so twistedly benevolent.

			“Well, for starters…” Jasper said, kneeling down and digging through Grimsby’s pockets.

			“Don’t touch me!” Grimsby shouted, but Jasper was not dissuaded.

			He eventually found Grimsby’s Auditor badge and opened it to reveal the silver pentagram emblazoned on a shield. “You have the key to the exit. Without this, opening the exit would prove a challenge, even for me.”

			“You could have just stolen a badge—or found another Auditor,” Grimsby said. “Why did you choose me?”

			“Well, Mr. Grimsby, in truth there were other Auditors I might have discussed matters with, but the world is…about to change. It is difficult to know who is on my side.”

			“And you think, what, that I’m on your side?”

			“No, Mr. Grimsby. I just decided that if you weren’t, well”—he gave him an apologetic smile—“it wouldn’t matter. We needed an Auditor, and we needed someone who didn’t have the strength to betray us. You fit both categories.”

			Grimsby felt like his lungs had suddenly gone hollow, even as the bands constricted him.

			“In short,” Jasper continued, “you weren’t a threat. You were weak.”

			The shreds of defiance that remained in Grimsby began to crack and falter. Hot rage quickly turned to brittle and cold despair.

			“So kill me, then,” he said quietly.

			“Despite the unfortunate juxtapositions of our stances, I don’t mean to kill you. You’re just a child. You’ve been misguided your whole life to serve those beneath you.” He smiled in a patronizing way that made Grimsby feel sick. “It’s not your fault.”

			At that, something flared in Grimsby—something that may well have been pride—and its warmth helped keep some despair at bay. “I’d like to think it is.”

			“Still defiant,” Jasper said. “You’ve been maimed, crippled, forsaken, abused, and manipulated beyond measure, yet I’ve the feeling you’d bite out my throat if I got too close.”

			“One way to find out.”

			Jasper chuckled. “I can live with not knowing. You’ve potential, Mr. Grimsby. It’s simply been squandered, both by others”—he tilted his head—“and by your own self. Maybe it’s not too late to be something more. To be Coven.”

			Grimsby knew the compliment was as hollow as he was.

			Jasper adjusted his robe. “We will leave you now, Mr. Grimsby. I expect the Department to be largely empty on the other side, as they try to placate the very people who would destroy them if given the chance. Whoever remains will be little obstacle. I imagine the Department will doubtless search this place not long after our departure and find you. I imagine your employment with them will not last—and all for the better.”

			He collected himself, checking to ensure the bag that held the Gaze was secure. “If they let you go free, or if you escape them, we will speak again. If not, well, then perhaps you will better know the ‘justice’ of the Department you serve.”

			He turned to Ash and Blackskull, who loomed behind him. “My lady, if you might replace your guise—I think the others might find your appearance even more disturbing than Mr. Grimsby did.”

			The familiar tilted its midnight skull, glancing down toward the Red Gaze, then obeyed. It pulled up the haggard remains of its hood, and quickly the cloth bleached itself to white, reweaving torn threads and fibers to be whole once more. Metal and bone softened to flesh, and within moments Lady Ferre again stood before them.

			Ash arched an eyebrow under his horns. “I’m not sure which figure I prefer.”

			“Your opinion is irrelevant,” Jasper said sharply.

			The demon gave a bitter smile. “And the ‘others’ you mentioned—how will they find me?”

			“I will ease their concerns, but our time is short. Go. Now.”

			His tone was firm, and neither Ash nor Lady Ferre argued, though one seemed eager to escape and the other had a decidedly limited conversational range.

			Jasper turned back to Grimsby and gave him an apologetic bow. “Good luck, Mr. Grimsby. And don’t worry, my spells will fade…eventually. Perhaps in a day or so, though I wouldn’t recommend leaving this chamber even once they do.” He cast a wary glance over his shoulder. “Without Ms. Melody to soothe him, Iapetoth will prove unpleasant company.”

			Bitter anger filled Grimsby’s chest. It was a sensation he had felt before, the same fury as when he had found out his mother’s death hadn’t been an accident. Except this time, he had someone to blame. A face, a name to focus the rage on, and as he finally managed to find his tongue, the words came on their own. “I’m going to hurt you for this,” he said. “I’m going to kill you for this.”

			It made him sick as he realized he meant them.

			Jasper paused, then shook his head with a note of disappointment. He turned and followed the others out. A moment later, the heavy vault door slammed shut, and Grimsby was alone.
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			Mayflower leaned against the hood of his jeep, staring at the entrance of Divine Spark Palliative Care. Inside lay the corpse of his old friend and his two grieving daughters.

			He wanted to go in but couldn’t stomach it.

			Not alone.

			He’d fought demons, horrors, and monsters he couldn’t name.

			But he’d rather fight them all again, here and now, than go into that building by himself.

			It had taken his friend.

			It had taken his wife.

			It would take no more from him.

			Instead, he waited by his jeep, parked beside Finley’s small robin’s-egg-blue sedan and Sarah’s navy minivan. They were all inside, paying their respects. Saying farewell.

			He would be here when they were done.

			What he could offer them, he didn’t know.

			But he would be here.

			Then the sound of an infuriatingly familiar engine drew near. He heard it even before it entered the lot.

			His hand twitched toward his gun as he saw Brass’s old, once-red truck lumber over the asphalt, cutting across lines to park beside him.

			Mayflower felt anger in his belly as he straightened from his jeep. He stormed to the door even before Brass stepped out.

			“The hell are you doing here?”

			Brass rolled down the window, the glass screeching as it descended into the door. “You have word on my brother yet?”

			Mayflower’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t told Brass that he knew he would have to kill Cadence. “No.”

			It felt like deception, even though he wasn’t lying, and it made him feel sick. He wasn’t a liar. He was a Huntsman.

			But he had people to protect.

			Brass propped an arm up on the window. “I put out word to a few folks I know.”

			Mayflower nodded. “I’ve done the same.”

			“Then I guess we got time to kill.”

			“Something like that,” Mayflower said. “Why don’t you go kill yours somewhere else.”

			“And let you slip off to find Cadence on your own? Don’t think so, Mayflower.” He leaned back and settled in his seat. “I’ll be right here.”

			Mayflower wanted to find some way to get the other Huntsman the hell out of there. Away from this sacred place of mourning and death. Away from—

			He shook his head. He needed to remain calm. Collected.

			It seemed a far-fetched goal, so he settled for remaining quiet.

			After a while, Brass took a deep breath, seemingly freeing himself from his own thoughts, before saying, “How did you do it?”

			“What?”

			“How did you do it?” Brass repeated. “Retire.”

			Mayflower knit his brow at the question. “I’m not retired.”

			“But you were. And you were out. The order allowed it. Home free. How?”

			“They didn’t want to try to stop me,” Mayflower said coldly.

			Brass scoffed. “Just that damned good, huh? It’s that simple?”

			“It’s that simple,” Mayflower confirmed.

			“If you were so good, why’d you walk away?”

			“Because I’d found something better.”

			“A wife? Plenty of Huntsmen have wives.”

			Mayflower’s face darkened to match the pit that opened in his stomach.

			“Or was it more than that?”

			The old Huntsman felt his hand twitch toward his holster. The temptation to put Brass down, then and there, was heavy.

			Then he remembered his promise, busted up, broken, and put together again.

			You will not become a monster.

			He stayed his hand.

			For now.

			Brass seemed to sense he’d struck a nerve. “Tell me. What did you find that was so much better than doing what you were born for?”

			It was then that they both heard the door to the hospice open. Out of it, with heavy shoulders, red eyes, but determined faces, came the Finleys.

			Miranda. Sarah. Annie and Marshal.

			Mayflower stared at them, perhaps for too long, before saying, “I found peace.”

			They approached him. Sarah carried Marshal in her arms, while Finley held Annie’s hand.

			Finley’s mouth was drawn so taut it didn’t seem she could speak.

			Sarah’s face was a firm mask, refusing to waver, but it was as sharp as it was brittle. Her gray eyes were framed in red, making the tiny flecks of green in them become pronounced.

			Mayflower didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry,” he managed.

			Then Finley stepped forward and put her free arm around him in a hug. Annie joined her.

			After a moment, Sarah did the same, with Marshal still held in one arm.

			They leaned hard into him, and he felt that if he didn’t remain strong, they would all teeter and fall.

			So he remained strong.

			He had practiced his whole life, and moments like this were why.

			They were family, and they needed him.

			A long minute passed before Sarah pulled away. Finley followed. Their faces were still rife with pain, but they had grown softer by degrees. No words were spoken as they turned toward their vehicles, loaded up the children, and drove away.

			It was then that Mayflower remembered Brass and the blight of his presence in this moment. He turned to see the other Huntsman’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. Then they widened as though he had suddenly realized something. Before Mayflower could turn back to him, his chest buzzed. He glared and withdrew the phone to see it was a number he didn’t recognize, but the first three digits said it was the Department.

			He debated ignoring it but instead answered, distantly hoping it was Grimsby.

			He could use a friend.

			Instead, it was Bathory’s voice on the other end of the line.

			“Mayflower?” she said.

			“Yeah?”

			“We have a problem. Grimsby’s in trouble.”

			As she gave him what must have been an abridged explanation, Mayflower felt his heart clatter like the engine of his old jeep. “I’m on my way.”

			He looked over to Brass, who was staring at the departing Finleys in a way that made Mayflower want to tear him in half.

			Instead, he locked down the other Huntsman’s eyes.

			“This time, I need your help,” he said.
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			Grimsby lay on the floor of the vault—or rather reliquary chamber—his body confined, his chest feeling full of broken glass. Without Jasper there to focus his anger on, it had quickly faded, leaving despair in its wake.

			How could he have been so foolish?

			So blind.

			So weak.

			He had taken Jasper straight into the heart of the Department itself, the place he had been entrusted to keep safe. He had tried to find a cure for Rayne and he had failed. He had found Wudge’s door, but it seemed increasingly likely he would be trapped here until he was arrested. He might never see his friend again, and if he couldn’t share it with Wudge, the information was useless.

			In short, he had failed.

			Failed so completely and utterly that perhaps Jasper had been right to choose him. Perhaps he truly was too weak to do anything, to fix the things he had unknowingly broken, to right the wrongs he hadn’t realized he was committing.

			He was unworthy.

			Perhaps he should simply lie there until the Department found him. If they ever even did.

			Jasper was wrong about one thing, however.

			If the Department did discover him, and they did decide to imprison him indefinitely, it wouldn’t be due to some flawed sense of justice.

			He would deserve every moment.

			He had broken everything he’d touched, and all because he refused to recognize his own weakness, his own limitations. Had he been more aware, more realistic, he might have preserved so much more of what was important.

			Instead, he had damned it all because he was too proud, too defiant, to admit it.

			He was weak.

			Jasper and the others would soon take the gate back to the Department. With so few personnel on the other side, they’d be sure to escape. Ash would be free to take revenge on the Lounge. Jasper would take the Gaze for his own mysterious purposes.

			And Blackskull would be loose to murder once again.

			Even so. What could he do?

			“I’m sorry,” he said, though he wasn’t certain to whom.

			Was it to Rayne, whom he had cursed and failed to free?

			Was it to Wudge, whom he had stolen from and failed to help?

			Or was it to the Department, for which he had failed to do his duty?

			No. It wasn’t an apology to them. It wouldn’t help them.

			It was to himself.

			He found himself scoffing in bitter disgust. “So sorry for yourself that you’re apologizing,” he muttered in a hoarse whisper.

			He could almost hear the words in Mayflower’s gruff voice.

			The disgust rose, amplified as he imagined the Huntsman in the same situation.

			The Huntsman would not have given up.

			He would fight on, no matter what.

			No matter how much he hated himself by the end. He would fight on.

			No matter how hopeless the fight was. He would fight on.

			No matter how bad it hurt. He would fight on.

			But the Huntsman was a man.

			Grimsby was just a boy.

			“So maybe,” Grimsby muttered to himself, “maybe you should pretend.”

			It didn’t seem like much of a substitute, but he had nothing else.

			He twisted in the bands once more, but they remained steady. With an empty effort, he summoned his Impetus and muttered, “Torque.” Once again.

			And once again, without the direction of his good hand to guide it, the spell dispersed in a thin wave of green sparks.

			Worthless.

			Then he realized his good hand wasn’t his only hand.

			And clenched tight in his left hand was the knife.

			His mother’s cold iron knife.

			It had cut through the spells that had held the vault shut—it could cut through Jasper’s magic as well.

			It had to.

			He wriggled harder, trying to maneuver the blade. At first, it didn’t budge, and the effort left him damp with sweat. But then he felt the iron shift—just barely.

			The dull knife slipped over his finger and bit enough to draw blood, but Grimsby ignored the sharp pain.

			Slowly, he felt the knife edge forward, sliding through the bands of magic like they were no more durable than tinfoil.

			The blade cut through one band, and he felt it snap loose from him, disappearing in a shimmer of sparks.

			His hand was free.

			He stretched his fingers far, desperately careful not to let the knife fall.

			Another band was severed to dust.

			His arm was loose.

			Within moments, the others were cut down.

			He was free.

			He felt some small measure of warmth in his chest. Though he was careful to not call it pride.

			He stood, his body aching from the pressure of Jasper’s spell, his blood pounding in his ears from being bound so tightly.

			He stowed the knife and stumbled toward the door on numb legs. Long minutes had passed since Jasper had departed. How much of a lead did he have?

			He had to hurry before Jasper and the others took the gate, departing the reliquary and leaving him trapped there.

			And while hurrying, he had to think of some way to combat Jasper, a demon, and Blackskull.

			And perhaps Cadence and Melody as well.

			Suddenly, the heavy toll of an unseen bell sounded, reverberating through the ground and his chest. His second window was closing. Nearly seven hours had passed both in the Elsewhere and in the waking world.

			He had to hurry.

			The first toll echoed for a few seconds before fading to silence as he pushed his way out of the chamber and into the reliquary, the red light glaring down from above. The sound of the second rang in his ears as he started running toward the gate, his feet pounding on the stone path that wrapped along one side of the chasm, passing by silver-bound doors as he ran.

			On the thirteenth stroke, he would miss his window. He’d return seven days after he’d left, meaning Jasper and Blackskull would be long gone with the Red Gaze.

			Just as he came within view of the exit, he saw the round iron bulwark was open, and within lay a mirror not of glass but of gold. At first he saw no sign of the others.

			Was there still time to catch up?

			But as he clung to the walkway’s railing and squinted, he spotted movement. In the gold’s shining surface, he could just make out Jasper’s white-robed form drifting away right as the third toll sounded.

			Then the mirrored gold went dull, though it did not shatter as glass might have. The heavy bulwark door that had been wrenched open slammed shut of its own accord, its lock spinning before thudding into place.

			He had been too slow.

			The gate was sealed. There was no escape.

			The third toll faded to silence, and it was only then that he realized the ringing in his ears wasn’t from the peal of the unseen bell.

			It was from silence.

			The reliquary was quiet.

			Melody’s song was gone.

			A rumbling began to grow from far beneath him, and he looked down over the walkway’s rails to peer into the chasm.

			The bell sounded again.

			Far, far below, something stirred.

			Then it began to climb.
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			Panic began to fill him, from his flight-ready feet to his tightened throat. The sudden urge to turn back and flee to the chamber Jasper had left him in became almost overwhelming.

			There, he might be trapped.

			But he would at least be safe.

			At least from the reliquary guardian.

			But that would only be until the Department found him.

			Jasper would be long gone by then, along with any hope of freedom or redemption.

			Grimsby turned his eyes back to the gate, trying to think of some way to open it. But if Jasper was to be believed, his badge was the only key.

			But Jasper had also said that Grimsby wasn’t a threat.

			He had said Grimsby was weak.

			Maybe he was right.

			Or maybe he wasn’t.

			There was no way to know.

			Save one.

			The fourth toll faded just as Grimsby started running again. Not back to the chamber, but toward the gate. Below, he heard the rumble of the guardian grow louder, until he could feel it reverberating through his every step.

			His feet pounded hard on the stonework as he ran alongside the railing to the depths below in the direction of the gate.

			But the gate was on the other side of the chasm, and there was only a single bridge that crossed its breadth.

			Grimsby heard from below what must have been the rasp of something massive wrenching itself over stone but dared not cast his eyes down. He could only focus on running, desperately hoping to reach the bridge and cross through the gate before that thing managed to find its way to him.

			He reached the bridge by the fifth toll of the bell, legs burning and chest heaving, gripping the femur-shaped railing to keep from falling from his feet. The rough surface bit hard into his right palm, the skin red and tender from the Red Gaze, but he refused to let his fingers slip.

			Instead, he voiced his pain with an agonized growl and forced his legs to carry him across.

			Below, he heard a massive clattering, like wind chimes as thick as suspension bridge cables. The chamber seemed to tremble and the swirling mist and dust took on a green hue from a light somewhere beneath him.

			Fear of the unknown drove him on, but it was fear of the really, really big unknown that truly motivated him.

			The bridge echoed under his feet with the sound of the Elsewhere’s unseen bell as he crossed, and he saw the other side was near. He needed only to reach it and climb the scant few stairs to the gate.

			And hope that he could open it.

			He was barely thirty feet away when a column of darkness rose to his right, spreading out into fingers of dark bones that wrapped around the bridge like it was a rung on a ladder. Each knuckle was the breadth of a sidewalk, their surface gnarled and moving like the living bark of a tree.

			The titanic grip nearly blocked his path, but Grimsby managed to skirt it. As he did, he slammed his knee into an ebon-boned finger, nearly knocking himself off-balance as he did. Its surface was ice-cold and smelled like dust and old blood. Mist wafted from pores in the dark ivory, rolling down to collect in masses that flowed like miniature tidal waves.

			He scrambled past to the sound of another peal of the bell, his knee numb from the touch, but refused to look back. He climbed the stairs to the gate, which stood before him like a sealed tunnel.

			Or a dead end.

			He frantically felt for some hidden mechanism, but there was no handle or grip. Just an indentation—one that he quickly recognized.

			It was the perfect shape for a Department Auditor’s badge.

			Something he no longer possessed.

			He pressed his hands against the door’s cold metal. As he expected, it did not budge. After all, it weighed what must have been several tons.

			And he, well, he weighed about as much as a Grimsby.

			Behind him, the bridge groaned, and the green glow from the chasm began to grow bright enough that it reflected on the walls around him. He focused on the door, too terrified to look.

			He hammered his fist against its surface, but it didn’t even echo in the small chamber.

			His fists wouldn’t free him.

			Though the alternative seemed only barely more likely.

			Another toll came. Had that been seven? Eight?

			Either way, time was short.

			“Gotta try,” he muttered.

			He pressed his good hand against the door, summoned his Impetus once more, and uttered, “Torque.”

			He pressed the rotational force through the metal. For a moment, he feared it would block his spell altogether. Then he felt a small jerk reverberate through the door as the mechanisms within twitched.

			It wasn’t much, but it had moved.

			There was a chance.

			He pressed his hand hard into the door, wincing at the pain of the welts that remained from his contact with the orb. He summoned as much Impetus as he could muster, feeling the heat build in his chest like a stoked furnace.

			“Torque!”

			Green light and sparks flared from underneath his palm like an arc welder’s light. The door shuddered, and he felt the handle on the far side twitch again.

			Behind him, the air began to grow chill as he felt mist roll into his back.

			Around him, the bell sounded once again, though he had lost count.

			More, he thought, and poured power into the spell.

			Soon, the glowing emerald light beneath his hand nearly blinded him.

			Still, the handle didn’t move.

			More!

			The heat in his chest welled, and he felt his control waver. Impetus slipped into the edges of his scars, and he felt heat burn inside his shirt.

			Then, just as he was about to falter, he felt the mechanisms inside the door grate again. The iron door shifted.

			Just barely.

			The pain welled, and he halted, letting the magic slip away as he pressed his hand against his shoulder where the burning was worst.

			His head spun and his chest felt cold.

			Weak.

			The bell sounded again. Was it the thirteenth time? He wasn’t sure.

			He looked down at his hands. His right was still blistered from where it had touched the Red Gaze. His left was scarred and ashen and dripped a thin rivulet of blood from when it had caught on his knife.

			Suddenly, he became aware of a simple fact.

			His hands were scarred, calloused, and bleeding.

			These were not a weak man’s hands.

			Yet they were his.

			They were both his.

			He pressed his right hand against the door once more.

			And beside it, he pressed his left.

			He spared a glimpse behind him and saw a massive shadow rise from the chasm, and a being beyond measure stared back at him.

			Its eyes were twin dark hollows as wide as he was, illuminated only by a lamp’s worth of green fire.

			Fire he had seen before—stalking around the ruins of the Elsewhere’s most towering structures.

			It was one of those things, those bone titans.

			That was the reliquary’s guardian.

			He stifled a scream and turned back to the door, closing his eyes against fear and doubt, drawing in a sharp breath of icy air to fill his lungs. With it, he felt the Impetus rise in him again. Even more, he felt it seep into him from all around.

			After all, his Impetus was simply a channel for the Elsewhere.

			And that was just where he was.

			The fuel was all around him—the only question was if he was stubborn enough to make use of it.

			And he was nothing if not stubborn.

			And perhaps more than a little scared.

			The bell sounded again—perhaps for the last time.

			He drew a deep breath, and as he felt the furnace in him reach its height, he uttered the catalyst word.

			“Torque!”

			Green sparks flared from under his right hand.

			He let fall the instinctive barriers that held his Impetus back from his left hand.

			“Torque!” he repeated.

			Heat ran down his arm, and he felt ugly orange sparks snap and sputter under his left palm, smothered between his flesh and the metal door.

			But it was no spell. Just wasted power.

			He felt the urge to let the spell falter but refused.

			“Torque!” he shouted, feeling his Impetus pour through his every limb.

			More energy surged through his scars, rampant and free instead of restrained. He felt his scars ignite and a scream ripped forth from his throat. The coarse scent of ash and charcoal and burning linen assailed him as the fire scorched through the sleeve of his suit and shirt, turning both to smoking cinders.

			The cloth fell away in sections, leaving bare burning skin ablaze with orange fire.

			Yet, at the edges of that orange fire there was a tint of other hues of unnatural shades.

			A shade like the green of moss-coated gravestones.

			A shade like the blue of the ocean on a cloudy day.

			A shade like the yellow of dingy sunflowers.

			And more.

			Then, beneath his left hand, green sparks began to burst forth.

			The pain became a white void in his mind. It overpowered everything. His doubt. His anger. Even his consuming fear.

			He distantly realized he could no longer hold back his Impetus if he tried.

			It raged, the inferno within him growing like a forest fire, drawing in power from around him. But even as his scars and chest burned, he felt his spell drain the warmth from his body, starting at the fingertips of his right hand. His unblemished skin began to freeze. Frost formed on his right hand, wafting mist that recoiled as it was burned away from the blaze of his left.

			He was running out of strength.

			Yet even as light beneath his right hand faded, his left only redoubled.

			His throat felt split from screaming, but the symphony of pain was something that seemed beyond his body. He heard his own cry echo in the cavernous vault.

			Finally, as his Impetus seemed ready to core out his throat and eyes, he uttered a final word.

			Not a scream.

			Not a shout.

			A simple command.

			A statement of will to be made real.

			Real magic.

			“Torque.”

			The world became suddenly, briefly simple.

			Fire and ice.

			Scars and ashes.

			Pain and strength.

			Metal wrenched and squealed. Mechanisms grated and ground against one another. He felt the reverberations of the internal lock spinning madly until it slammed home.

			And the door opened beneath his hands, revealing the polished gold mirror beneath.

			As the metal door fell away, Grimsby felt his own body begin to sway. He found himself in his own head again, his mind all too quickly coming to terms with the agony that raged over him.

			The sparks from his palms faded.

			The flames along his left arm glimmered with their unnatural colors one last time before slowly dying away.

			He stood, shaking, for only a moment.

			Then he fell against the mirror, twitching and trembling.

			Behind him, the skeletal titan loomed, its head tilting to one side as though it was curious about the spectacle before it.

			Then it reached forward, its osseous grip knit with grayed flesh, its palm burning with green fire at its center.

			Grimsby pressed against the gold, hoping that it was like any other mirror, and pushed his Impetus into it.

			Despite the pain and trembling of his body, he found his strength had not run as dry as he’d thought.

			In the reflection, he saw his jacket had burned away. Its pieces fell around him, their edges red-hot and dripping cinders. His shirt beneath was in much the same shape. What little remained of the white shirt was charcoal gray and burning at the edges, leaving the skin beneath even darker.

			Even his face was smothered in soot, leaving only burning eyes staring back at him from beneath glasses.

			The bell rang for what had to be the final time.

			And behind him, the hand grew closer.

			Then the reflection faded. Before he could see what lay on the other side, he pushed himself through, the warm gold surface engulfing him like molten wax.

			The reliquary faded away behind him, and he heard the gate bulwark slam shut once more, leaving him in darkness, surging toward a distant light.
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			Mayflower, with Brass in tow, found Rayne in the Department rotunda, the muse Arienette with her. They had a single Agent as an escort, or more likely a guard. He looked fresh, probably had yet to hit the field.

			The Department must really be bare-bones today, he thought.

			The Huntsman glared at them and gave a dismissive wave.

			The Agent, a young man with ginger hair, hesitated. “I’m to escort Ms. Bathory so long as she’s outside her cell—er, quarters.”

			Mayflower leaned over him. “I’ll take it from here. If you’ve got a problem, go talk to Grieves.”

			The Agent gulped, then scurried away.

			The old Huntsman looked between them. “Where’s Grimsby?”

			Arienette refused to look him in the eye, instead scowling into the distance, her backpack slung over one shoulder.

			Rayne, meanwhile, looked worried. “I—I think he’s in the reliquary,” she said. “We need to get down there, fast.”

			She started walking, and Mayflower kept stride.

			Behind them, Arienette and Brass followed.

			Mayflower had questions, but they could wait.

			Grimsby needed help.

			It could all wait.

			They reached the elevator, and Rayne gestured for Mayflower to use his badge.

			Realizing he was the only one with Department clearance, and hating that fact, he shoved his badge against the electronic panel until a green light flashed.

			“How do we get inside?” he asked.

			“We can’t,” Rayne said. “We don’t have a witch to open the way. We’ll have to wait outside.”

			“Wait outside for what?” he demanded.

			“For him to come out,” Rayne said. “Hopefully all right.”

			Arienette spoke up, still refusing to look at Mayflower. “What—what if whoever he’s with comes out without him?”

			The elevator came to a halt, and the doors slid open.

			Mayflower’s face darkened as he started down the long brick tunnel toward the reliquary. “Then we kill them.”

			He heard the others rushing to keep pace behind him, but he didn’t care. Grimsby was in trouble.

			They reached the intersection leading down to the reliquary, where two Agents stood guard. They eyed Mayflower’s group warily.

			“Clearance?” one demanded.

			Mayflower flashed his badge without stopping, but they stuck out their hands to block the path. “Sorry, Huntsman. You’re not cleared to be down there.”

			“Let me through,” Mayflower growled, feeling like every precious second wasted might be the only one that mattered. “Now.”

			One Agent shook his head and tried to push Mayflower back.

			There wasn’t time to talk.

			Mayflower slammed his skull into the brick wall so fast that the man was still talking on his way toward the ground.

			The other Agent made a shocked noise, reaching into his jacket for his weapon, but Mayflower moved quickly. He swept one of his legs, catching him around the neck as he fell.

			After a few seconds of having his neck vise-gripped in Mayflower’s elbow, the man went limp.

			Mayflower dropped him to the floor and continued down the tunnel without a word.

			He heard Brass snort behind him.

			Rayne sighed.

			Arienette was silent.

			They reached the end of the passage, which came to the base of a short staircase. At the top, the tunnel seemed to be blocked off by some kind of rune-etched iron doorway. It was massive and round, with no keyhole or handle, but only an imprint of a shield at its center.

			Mayflower turned to question Rayne, but then a heavy thud drew his attention back.

			The segmented rings of the door began to spin, the mechanics within grinding and whirring.

			The door finally seemed to unlock and slowly lurched open to reveal a shining disk of solid polished gold.

			Then the reflection of the disk began to shift and change, revealing something beyond. Some sort of cavern or crypt, outlined in black and lit in red.

			Five silhouettes appeared in the image, growing steadily closer until they began to emerge from the golden surface as if from a vertical pool of standing water.

			The first was Melody, and Mayflower felt Brass tense beside him.

			The second was Cadence.

			He felt himself draw his gun without realizing it.

			The third was a woman in white he didn’t recognize, though the gray-scorched lenses of his glasses revealed more, and he saw the air shift and shimmer around her in the telltale signs of a guise.

			The fourth was Ash—the demon who had been taken from the Lounge, except now he seemed intact, his head restored to his body.

			And the last was an old man with a wizened face and imperious brow.

			Grimsby was nowhere to be seen.

			Mayflower raised his weapon, his left hand bracing his wrist. “Where is he?” he demanded. “Where is Grimsby?”

			The old man glanced over at them, looking more vexed than frightened.

			Then, behind them, a sixth figure appeared, wreathed in a corona of multicolored flame that seemed to smother and fade as it drew closer.
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			Grimsby saw the others come into focus ahead of him, almost as though caught in time. As he drifted forward, closing in, they began to spill out the other end of the gate, one by one, their images wavering before him like he was seeing them through rippling water.

			Despite the long minutes that had passed between their entering the gate and his following, it was still the Elsewhere.

			They had entered together.

			And so they exited together.

			He had just enough time to see Jasper straighten and collect himself and say to the others with a voice that sounded like it was muffled through cotton and rain, “There should be no more threats to concern ourselves with—”

			It was right about then that Grimsby stepped through the gate, one arm gripping the charred rags on his shoulder, sweat trailing down his face and neck to cut clean swaths through the ashes that coated him.

			He tore off what remained of his burning shirt and cast his eyes around at Jasper, Cadence, Melody, Ash, and, lastly, Blackskull, again disguised as Lady Ferre.

			The first four stared at him in shock.

			The last recoiled from the flames that clung to him.

			“Not a threat?” Grimsby grunted. “At the very least, I’m a danger to myself.”

			He heard a gasp and looked down to see, at the base of the steps leading to the reliquary gate, Mayflower, Rayne, Brass, and Arienette waiting, some measure of hope in their eyes.

			There was a moment of stunned silence that both sides shared in equally.

			Then Grimsby felt a rush of seething Impetus from Jasper as the old witch threw up a hand toward him and roared, “Cremate!”

			Flames surged in serpentine threads from his fingers, interweaving in infernal braids as they rushed forth.

			Grimsby felt the last vestiges of the surge of power from the Elsewhere begin to fade from him, but before they could vanish altogether, he gathered them for a spell.

			His left arm sputtered with more flame, but whether from adrenaline or something else, the pain fell to the background of his mind.

			He reached out and called, “Torque!”

			A green spiral flared from his palm, like a horizontal hurricane. It struck the braid of fire in its center and unwound it, flinging its embers out around Grimsby in a burning aurora that was just out of reach.

			Grimsby moved to shield his eyes from the flaring light but saw a shadow in their midst as he did.

			He jumped to the side, stumbling over the first of the steps, as Ash came flying through the vestiges of flame and smoke, his fine red clothes torn at the back to reveal a pair of gray, feathered wings.

			He landed where Grimsby had been, his hands distended to claws, his eyes burning orange. They turned upon Grimsby, and with a lunge of tensing muscle and a rush of feathers, he surged forth again.

			Grimsby tried to clamber to his feet to ready some kind of protection, but Ash was fast.

			Too fast.

			Before he struck, however, a deafening thunder pealed, and the demon was knocked off course. Instead of striking Grimsby, he slammed into the wall just beside him hard enough to dent the bricks and send chips flying.

			Grimsby turned to see Mayflower standing tall, his revolver’s barrel leveled and smoking.

			Before he could utter a thanks or even smile, he heard Jasper roar his spell again from somewhere in the haze.

			Flames erupted, but this time they didn’t come for Grimsby.

			They rushed toward Mayflower.

			The Huntsman dived to the side, but before Grimsby could see if he had evaded the fire, he heard the screech of steel on brick.

			Without thinking, he rolled farther down the wall and a moment later saw the hand of Lady Ferre drive into the bricks where his chest had been, burying itself to the wrist.

			She ripped herself free, then turned slowly to Grimsby, pulling back her white hood as she did. Smooth flesh melted away to black bone, and Grimsby saw the hollows of familiar eyes.

			Despite their empty depths, he still felt cold rage burn within.

			“This isn’t over,” Blackskull’s voice echoed.

			“No,” Grimsby said, willing forth his Impetus, drawing in every ounce of power he could conjure. He drew the knife from his pocket and held it in his left hand, the cold iron burning against his palm. “But it’s about to be.”

			Behind him, through the smoke and haze, he heard struggling shouts and the rasp of more cold iron. Brass roared. Cadence did the same. A shouted curse from Mayflower gave him a small measure of relief.

			But also a cold realization.

			Whether witch, demon, or demon host, the Huntsman had his own trouble to deal with.

			Grimsby was on his own.

			Blackskull dropped low and lashed out, its claws aiming to rip open his belly.

			Grimsby pushed himself away from the wall, willing forth a measure of Impetus to leave a glowing Bind rune as he did.

			The claws went wide, skittering off bricks, gouging furrows and giving off sparks as they did.

			Grimsby took measured steps backward.

			Behind him he heard another shout. Another gunshot. Fire and more smoke.

			Someone screamed.

			Blackskull saw his attention waver and lunged again.

			Grimsby threw up his hand and willed forth Impetus, shouting, “Torque!”

			Green sparks ripped forth, though not as powerful as before. Even so, they struck the charging familiar and twisted its limbs, causing it to stumble.

			It fell to the ground but hardly halted its advance as it turned its run into a many-limbed crawl of razors over steps.

			Grimsby reached into his pocket and withdrew what remained of his enchanted pennies; he held them up and poured Impetus into their runes. “Bind!”

			A web of cobalt light emerged, not only between the coins, but between each of them and the rune he’d placed on the wall. The light cut through the haze like a laser, silhouetting Blackskull as it skittered toward him.

			Then the coins tore from his grip and erupted forward, a volley of magically knit metal.

			The pennies lacked the mass to do much more than chip at bone and metal, but their magical tethers entangled the familiar before pulling it back against the brick wall and pinning it in place, wrapped in threads of light.

			The familiar struggled, wrenching against the web in silent fury.

			Grimsby felt a stone in the pit of his stomach, part fear, but a larger part was disgust at what he had to do.

			Another shot. Cadence shouted something and Brass responded in kind.

			There was no time to hesitate. Every moment that passed was another chance for someone to get hurt.

			This time, it was Grimsby who charged Blackskull.

			It strained at the Binds, snapping enough to free one arm. It turned its head to see him coming and raised a claw to defend itself.

			He extended his hand and screamed, “Torque!”

			Green sparks surged forth in a spiraling wave, flinging the first claw aside.

			Grimsby was upon it, the cold iron knife in his hand.

			The familiar managed to free its other arm, its forearm pressing into Grimsby’s chest to hold him back, its fingers writhing to catch flesh with bladed tips.

			Grimsby’s hand gripped the arm tight, its cold metal beneath his blistered grip.

			“Bind!”

			A new rune glowed beneath his palm, its tether latching to the rune he had placed on the wall, wrenching the claw away.

			Grimsby raised the knife, its tip pointing downward.

			Blackskull raised its head, and some measure of fear crept into its empty eyes.

			Its voice was a harsh wind through rotting trees. “This isn’t—”

			Grimsby drove the cold iron knife down. Its tip carved a line down the familiar’s skull, scarring black bone to ivory, before driving into its eye socket so deeply that he felt his hand hit bone.

			The wind faltered to a fading whisper: “—over.”

			Then Blackskull went still.

			Grimsby froze, half expecting to feel sharpened blades in his stomach at any moment.

			None came.

			He let go of the blade and stood, staring at the cold iron jutting from black bone.

			Another shot shocked him from his daze. He shook himself and turned away, back to the others.

			Blackskull was no more.

			But there was still work to do.

		

	
		
			Seventy  [image: ]

			The smoke and haze were almost impenetrable.

			Grimsby heard the clatter of a blade on brick and stumbled forward to see Brass Sharp facing down Ash. The demon held the young Huntsman’s weapon hand pinned to the side and had driven his claws partway into Brass’s shoulder.

			Grimsby was running before he realized it.

			He slammed into Ash, feeling like he might dislodge his own arm from the socket.

			Despite Ash’s likely supernatural strength, he was roughly as heavy as he looked, and the blow was enough to throw him off-balance.

			Brass managed to slip his blade hand free and pushed away from the demon, turning the disengagement into a surprisingly graceful slash from his cavalry saber, then falling back to stand beside Grimsby.

			The blade cut along the breast of Ash’s fine coat, splitting the lapels and flesh beneath. Blood darkened the silks, and the demon glanced down at the wound with annoyance.

			“This was my favorite shirt,” he said before glancing to the witch and the Huntsman. “This has become dull.” His chest began to glow so brightly that Grimsby could see his ribs, and the demon reeled back before releasing a gout of flame toward them.

			Grimsby and Brass scattered, each diving to opposite sides to evade the fire. When the heat faded and Grimsby’s vision cleared, he saw Ash had vanished into the haze.

			He looked over to see that Brass was unharmed by the attack.

			Brass glanced at him and nodded.

			Grimsby gave him two thumbs-ups back.

			Then he heard another shout.

			Rayne.

			He turned toward her and started sprinting, his eyes burning from the smoke, his feet stumbling on broken bricks.

			He found Rayne standing between Jasper and Mayflower.

			The Huntsman was wrapped in the same binds of shimmering force that had held Grimsby in the reliquary.

			Jasper had his hands outstretched toward the vulnerable Huntsman as though ready to unleash another volley of fire.

			But Rayne had his wrists wrapped in the chains of her own iron shackles.

			Flames sparked and sputtered from Jasper’s palms, but the bonds seemed to hold the magic at bay. Yet without her own magic to help her, Rayne could only stand against Jasper for as long as his hands were bound. If one or both were freed, he’d incinerate them both.

			Grimsby, fearing that if he tried a spell, it might free Jasper rather than help Rayne, rushed forward.

			The old witch was stronger than he seemed, and though Rayne’s bound hands were the only thing keeping his spellwork restrained, they were themselves limited.

			Jasper slipped a hand free. A muttered spell and a wave of force flung Rayne from him to land beside Mayflower, bound.

			Jasper’s eyes darkened as he held out his hand toward them.

			Fire burned in his palm like a pilot light.

			He shouted, “Cremate!”

			Grimsby couldn’t reach him. He couldn’t stop him.

			Instead, he threw himself in the way.

			Fire roared forth, a billowing wave that would char him to the bone.

			Grimsby put up his hand.

			He called forth everything he could muster. Every ounce of strength, fear, and love. Everything he could conjure in himself, everything that made him who he was.

			He needed it all.

			Because otherwise, he would lose it all.

			As he stood between the people he cared about and the fire, he found something that mattered to him. Something worth tearing apart the fabric of reality for, just to keep it safe.

			He raised his hand, and a single word came to him. A single purpose.

			His purpose.

			It reached his lips without his realizing it.

			“Aegis.”

			White light appeared before him. A silvery barrier formed, with veins of crackling energy that pulsed through it in the shape of a pentacle, like a floating Auditor badge.

			The flames roared forth and struck the shield. They expanded outward like water over glass, forming a dome of fire that spread out around both Grimsby and the others.

			Grimsby stood, right arm outstretched, the scars of his left smoldering with shifting hues of color. The fire roared over his shield, and he screamed in defiance.

			Cracks spread over its surface, thin seams that quickly extended, small gouts of Jasper’s fire seeping through the gaps.

			But just as it seemed ready to fail, the flames began to wane, then ceased.

			Grimsby stood, his arm still outstretched as his shield disintegrated, the shards striking the ground and bursting into dissipating motes of light. Finally, when the last vestiges had fallen away, he let his arm fall to the side. He felt spent. Too exhausted to even scrape away the flames that clung to his scars.

			Jasper stood across from him, slowly lowering his hand.

			He studied the unnatural flames that clung to Grimsby’s scars, though they had quickly begun to fade, leaving his skin charred and red.

			“Ah,” he said, a small smile on his lips. “It seems you finally figured out your new spell, Mr. Grimsby. You’re full of surprises.”

			“Don’t—don’t think I’m out, either,” Grimsby said, trying to keep from panting heavily through his words. He did a poor job.

			Jasper looked at his scars, burnt afresh. “I think you’re quite done, Mr. Grimsby.”

			“Just—just put the Gaze on the ground and leave.”

			Jasper’s smile faded as he adjusted his robes. “I’ll tell you what. You manage that spell of yours again, and I’ll do exactly that.”

			Grimsby only glared, breathing heavily.

			“Any spell, then. Go on. I give you my word.”

			Grimsby raised a shaky arm and muttered, “Torque.”

			Not a single spark showed itself.

			“No more tricks,” Jasper said confidently.

			Grimsby was silent.

			Then a voice cut through the smoke and haze, a furious bellow.

			“Jasper!”

			They both turned to see Cadence step into view, holding an unconscious Melody. Blood streaked from a cut across her temple, her hair matted to her face in a mess of dark locks and glinting charms.

			Cadence himself had his face smeared in soot and blood, but his eyes shone bright through the grime. “You told me she would be safe. You promised—” His words cut out as his body began to seize. A red light bloomed from beneath his torn flannel jacket, illuminating Melody’s dark hair with a bloody coronet.

			Jasper’s eyes narrowed as he seemed to sense the danger. “Calm yourself, Cadence. We’ll tend to her, just—”

			Cadence fell to his knees, his whole body shuddering. The red light in his chest surged upward, burning in his throat and mouth before reaching his eyes. His arms went slack and Melody tumbled from his grip. He raised his hands and tore open his jacket to reveal both the locket and a glowing seam that ran from his belly to his neck.

			Jasper raised a hand, a spell on his lips, but before he could utter a word, Cadence screamed. Grimsby was blinded by a nova of light and heat.

			The light soon faded.

			The heat did not.

			Cadence collapsed to the ground, but Grimsby felt no shred of care or concern. There was no space within him for such petty emotions.

			There was only fury.

			Wrath.

			And standing before him was the man who had just tried to burn his friends alive.

			Grimsby stepped forward even as Jasper came to his senses. He could see in the old witch’s eyes the same anger that suddenly burned within him, but he was old. He was slow.

			Grimsby was not.

			He closed the gap before Jasper said a word and with a balled fist caught the old man in the belly.

			He felt as frail as if he were made of wicker.

			Jasper doubled over himself, and Grimsby lunged at him, tackling him to the ground. Despite his height advantage, the man’s thin frame and age made Grimsby the stronger combatant.

			It was a new experience for him, being stronger.

			And he liked it.

			He liked it so much it made his stomach turn.

			He ignored the nausea as he clambered atop Jasper and struck him across the face with his fist. The blow caught Jasper’s cheekbone and made the burns on Grimsby’s knuckles sing with pain. He gritted his teeth and poured the pain into another blow, and another.

			He was not weak.

			He was not.

			Jasper struggled to put his arms in the way and buck Grimsby off, but it was little use. As he tried to defend himself, the silk bag at his hip tore loose. It struck the brickwork floor, the Red Gaze within.

			Jasper reached for it, his face bloody and swelling, but Grimsby got there first.

			He held the wrapped orb in his hand and distantly knew it was important. It could do some good.

			At the moment, however, he recognized only that it was heavy.

			And he raised it high and brought it down in a solid blow on Jasper’s head. His silver-haired scalp split and blood poured. The old man’s head struck the ground, redoubling the blow, and he raised his arms to shield himself.

			Grimsby shoved them aside and struck again.

			Jasper tried again to hold him back.

			Grimsby struck again.

			This time, Jasper lay on the ground, his head lolling, his face a bleeding curtain. His eyes were wide.

			He was defenseless. Frightened.

			He knew he was going to die.

			Grimsby felt disgust, at first at himself, and then at Jasper. He smiled, despite his guts twisting in horror, and brought the orb down one last time.

			But before the blow struck, something quick and strong caught his wrist. He turned, ready to unleash himself on whatever thought to stand between him and Jasper.

			He paused only when he saw it was Mayflower.

			“Kid,” the Huntsman said, his granite-green eyes burning into Grimsby, “this isn’t you.”

			Grimsby felt the anger surge again, and he tried to pull away.

			The Huntsman’s grip was iron.

			“Don’t do it,” he said. “You’re a good man.”

			Grimsby stopped cold.

			What—what was he doing?

			He felt the fugue of fury begin to melt away, like ice under a summer sun.

			He blinked and looked down at Jasper, bloody and sputtering, dazed and frightened.

			What had he almost done?

			He let his arm relax, instinctively slipping the bag into his pocket.

			He saw the Huntsman don a relieved smile.

			“You did good, kid. You did—”

			Another gunshot.

			Mayflower froze.

			Grimsby’s eyes widened as the Huntsman’s face went slack and he fell to the ground.

			Behind him stood Arienette, her pistol held in shaking hands, unnatural rage in her eyes.
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			Even as Grimsby watched, the rage vanished, and Arienette stared in dawning horror at what she had done. The pistol fell from her grip, clattering to the ground.

			Grimsby felt everything go cold. A moan of terror filled his ears, and it took him a moment to realize it was his own. “No. No, no, no.” He clawed his way off Jasper with panicked, shaking motions and knelt over Mayflower.

			He wasn’t moving.

			Grimsby reached for him, but his trembling hands froze in the air, afraid of what they might find.

			Arienette stumbled forward, a stammering apology on her lips. “I’m sorry, I—I didn’t mean— I couldn’t control—” She reached for him as if hoping to discover what she’d done was just a dream.

			Grimsby felt the numbness shatter and maddened anger surge from beneath. This wasn’t the work of some rage demon.

			This was real.

			“Get the hell away from him!” he screamed, standing and shoving Arienette away so hard she fell to the ground.

			She landed in a heap, still shocked, staring at him.

			Grimsby heard someone at his side and found Rayne skidding to a halt over Mayflower. He felt the same primal, panicked anger, but before he could do anything, she locked onto his eyes with her own.

			“Grimsby, we have to help him.”

			Her deep, teal eyes seemed to be the only thing in the world that made sense, and he clung to her words like they were all that kept him afloat. “I— Right. Right.” He shook himself and swallowed down the urge to scream. “What—what do I do?”

			“Help me get him onto his stomach,” Rayne said. Her words were hurried, but she seemed otherwise controlled and exacting.

			Grimsby nodded too many times.

			Rayne would know what to do.

			She always knew what to do.

			The two of them rolled Mayflower onto his stomach, and Grimsby saw the shallow movement of his chest.

			He was still alive.

			Then he saw the blood. Welling up from a blackened hole in his shirt just above his belt.

			“Hands here,” Rayne said, grabbing Grimsby’s wrists and placing them on the wound.

			He felt the hot, wet blood of the Huntsman seep between his fingers, felt the pulse of his heart against his palms.

			“Harder, Grimsby!” Rayne said firmly.

			Grimsby’s chest, throat, and face all felt like someone had shoved them into an oven. He was dizzy, his breath shallow, and the world was ringing around him. But still, he managed to parse Rayne’s command.

			He pressed harder.

			She glanced around. “There’s a medical station nearby. I’ll be right back.”

			Grimsby processed her words only after she’d left. For a panicked moment, he looked around, afraid she might run into one of their foes. However, it seemed chillingly quiet.

			Cadence, Jasper, and Melody lay unconscious, all bloodied but breathing.

			Blackskull was dead.

			And Ash seemed to have vanished.

			As had Arienette.

			“Don’t go anywhere,” he said quietly to Mayflower. “We beat the bad guys, so don’t you dare go anywhere.”

			He felt Mayflower’s heartbeat under his hands, fast but weak.

			He didn’t know whether it was good or bad, but he knew there was little more he could do either way.

			Then he heard footsteps.

			He felt his chest lurch and instinctively drew as much Impetus as he could muster.

			It was nearly nothing.

			Then a figure stepped from the slowly clearing smoke.

			It was Brass Sharp. His shoulder was bloodied, but he seemed otherwise intact.

			He looked to Grimsby, but then his eyes fell on Cadence. Without a word, he ran to his brother and pressed a hand to his throat.

			It was only then that Grimsby realized that the man’s throat was glowing from deep within with a soft red light, as though his chest held a furnace.

			The locket dangled from his neck, its runes ablaze. Only one remained cold, but even it was beginning to brim with light like a heating coil on a stove.

			Grimsby recalled that Mayflower had said the demon would break free when they were all alight.

			Cadence mumbled something that Grimsby couldn’t hear, but he seemed only half conscious.

			“Damn it,” Brass muttered. “Damn it, Cade.” He shook his head and stood, hauling his taller brother up with a wince and draping his arm over a shoulder. He began to limp away, Cadence stumbling just enough to keep his feet.

			“Where—where are you going?” Grimsby asked, his voice hoarse.

			Brass half turned back to him and said nothing for a moment. Then, “When Mayflower wakes up, tell him—tell him I’m sorry. We’re Huntsmen. We must make sacrifices.” He shook his head. “Because if we don’t, no one else will.”

			Then he limped away, his brother dragging beside him.

			Grimsby had little choice but to let them go, and returned his attention to Mayflower.

			Long minutes passed until Mayflower suddenly shifted, and Grimsby felt a sudden iron grip on his arm as the Huntsman reached back for him.

			“What—happened?” he croaked, his words slurred.

			Grimsby winced as he felt the Huntsman’s heartbeat hammer harder and crimson well up between his fingers. “You were shot. Stay still.”

			Mayflower, miraculously, seemed to understand. He let his hand slip but turned his head up enough to look at Grimsby. “Anyone else hurt?” He seemed to grit every syllable through his teeth, and so chose as few as possible.

			“Just you—and Cadence, I think.”

			“Cadence?”

			“Brass hauled him out. He looked bad—I think the demon was getting loose. He—he said—” Grimsby tried to recall Brass’s words. “He said—something about Huntsmen making sacrifices.”

			Despite Grimsby’s thinking it impossible, Mayflower grew somehow paler. “No,” he said, and he tried to get his hands beneath himself.

			“Just—stop!” Grimsby said, shoving him into the ground while holding his wound. “You need to lie still.”

			“Can’t.”

			Again, Mayflower tried to push himself up. This time, Grimsby pressed his knee into the man’s back. “You could die, Les. Stay still.”

			“Have to—have to stop Brass,” he said, voice choked between weakness and Grimsby’s weight.

			“Stop him from what?”

			“He knows. He knows. I never should have—” He shook his head, trying to force his way past Grimsby. “I have to stop him.”

			Grimsby was frightened as he realized the Huntsman was too weak to push past him. Instead, he kept him from standing. “Les, you’re not making sense.”

			“He’s going to transfer the demon.”

			“What? To who?”

			“To Sarah’s son. To Marshal.”

			Grimsby’s mind tried to keep up with the Huntsman’s mad babble, and he began to wonder if the blood loss had bled him of his senses. “What? No, he said it was the Huntsmen’s sacrifice, not—”

			He froze.

			Mayflower said nothing.

			Then he realized.

			The bedroom in Mayflower’s home.

			The book of flowers and memories and the little girl within.

			It was Sarah.

			“She’s—she’s your daughter,” Grimsby said, a shiver of shock rolling through him. “Finley said she was adopted—adopted by your old friend.”

			“I couldn’t raise her—not without Mary—” The Huntsman’s voice was quiet and hollow. Then his eyes seemed to catch fire. “I have to stop Brass.”

			With a surge of strength, he growled and pressed against the ground, throwing Grimsby off his back.

			“Les!” Grimsby scrambled to his feet, his friend’s blood smearing over the ground as he did.

			But even as Mayflower tried to stand, his left leg gave out under him and he fell once more. Blood dripped down the back of his shirt and pants, the fabric black with it instead of blue.

			Mayflower spat a bitter curse, and red spittle came with it. He looked at Grimsby from the ground, a sudden, desperate plea in his eyes.

			“Grimsby. I need—I need you to save them.”

			Grimsby shook his head, reaching to Mayflower. “I can’t leave you like this,” he began, but his friend caught his hand.

			“I’ll survive. I promise. But if Brass hurts any of them—” He seemed to bite his own tongue rather than utter the thought that came to him. “Please, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby felt a sudden heavy weight on him. If Brass was truly resorting to such measures, it must mean Cadence was in desperate shape. And if he stopped him, it might mean Cadence would die.

			And if he didn’t, it would condemn a child to bearing the demon.

			The only one who could stop him, the only one who might have the power to make the call, was Grimsby.

			And this time, there was no rush that came with power.

			No grim satisfaction.

			Only a cold dread and deep fear.

			“Please, Grimsby,” Mayflower said. “Please, save them.”

			Grimsby clenched his jaw, then stood, letting Mayflower’s grip slip from his arm.

			He didn’t want this burden, this task.

			But there was no one else.

			“I will,” Grimsby said. “I promise.”

			Mayflower’s face took on some relief as he nodded, but his nod turned to a loll, and he slipped into unconsciousness once more just as Rayne came running up, a white-and-red case in her hands.

			She looked at Grimsby, mouth agape. “What happened? I said keep pressure on the wound!”

			“I—I have to go.”

			“Go? Now? Grimsby, he could die.”

			He felt his eyes burn, but he screwed them shut and turned away. “I know.”

			Then he began to run, leaving them both.
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			Rayne tried to call out after Grimsby, but he only trudged on until he vanished in the haze and smoke. She shook her head and turned her focus to the Huntsman.

			She laid down the emergency kit and dug through it just long enough to find something sharp. She slit open the man’s shirt and ripped it wide enough to see a sheet of red and a pinprick of black.

			It looked like the Elsewhere sky.

			She felt Janice leaning over her shoulder. “I wish I could say I feel for him,” she said with a frank tone, “but he did kill me, so I can’t help but think this is karmic.”

			Rayne ignored her and fumbled through the kit with bloody hands until she found some kind of syringe in a vacuum-sealed pack. Through the bloody smears she’d left on the packaging, she read the words:

			
				Temporary traumatic wound treatment

			

			This was followed by a short list of use cases, most of them involving the words blood and coagulation.

			Simple images on the package’s back guided her hands. She tore open the package, took out the syringe, and dug it into the wound.

			Blood welled afresh, and the Huntsman shuddered, though he remained silent.

			She shoved the plastic plunger into the back of the syringe and forced its contents into the wound—white foamlike pellets that quickly absorbed the blood and swelled to disproportionate size, packing the wound closed.

			After a moment the Huntsman lay still again.

			Rayne quickly felt his throat.

			His pulse was weak.

			But it was steady.

			She breathed a sigh of relief.

			She heard Janice scoff behind her. “Damn. So close.”

			Rayne almost turned to glower at her, but forced herself to ignore her mental parasite. Instead, she looked around and realized the tunnel was ominously quiet. The only other people she saw were Mayflower, the witch Grimsby had rendered unconscious, and the young woman who had emerged from the reliquary gate. She still lay where the man who carried her had dropped her, but after a quick inspection Rayne found her injuries weren’t grievous. Likely a concussion from the wound on her brow.

			Then she heard a sound behind her.

			Metal on brick.

			At first, she assumed it was Janice.

			At least, until Janice appeared before her in her venom-green jumpsuit, her green eyes wide and staring behind Rayne.

			She turned to see a familiar, half shrouded in the smoke and haze.

			A black skull looked back at her, a knife lodged in one eye.

			The lightless fire within her surged, and her body writhed with it. The runes on her shackles flared to life. She suddenly felt like she was burning alive from within, as though she would be consumed at any moment.

			She felt Janice beside her, clinging to her, but her words were lost as Rayne thrashed against the agony.

			Then a shard of ice touched her neck.

			She reached up and seized it, the only sign or signal that she might survive.

			It was the nail.

			Slowly, the wracking fire faded and she felt herself shudder with numb relief.

			She looked back to see the familiar, its black skull grinning.

			Then it slowly nodded and turned away, vanishing into the haze.

			In the same direction Grimsby had gone.

			Rayne felt the urge to go after it, to help Grimsby before that thing ambushed him or worse—but her twitching body refused to obey. She could barely move, let alone give chase.

			But Grimsby had been just as exhausted as her. There was no way he could stop that thing if it came for him again.

			Janice pressed against her, trying to keep her from standing. “You can’t stop it—just let it go. You need to rest.”

			Rayne gritted her teeth and pushed herself to her feet, shrugging off Janice as though she were weightless.

			That thing was after Grimsby. He would need help.

			He would need her help.

			She furiously dug through her mind for something she could do, someone she could contact or call for help.

			There was no one close enough. No one who could reach them in time.

			Then realization overtook her.

			There was no one who could help her.

			But that didn’t mean there was no thing that could do it.

			Janice’s eyes widened as she seemed to realize what Rayne intended. “You can’t!” she said. “They’ll send you back to the Asylum.”

			Rayne ignored her and stumbled against the wall, gripping it for support, and made her way toward the isolation chambers that lay beneath the Department.

			“You’ll ruin our only chance of finding a way to fight the thing that’s in here with us—the lightless flame. It’ll kill us both if we don’t stop it!”

			Rayne dragged herself along the brick wall.

			“Why?” Janice demanded. “Why are you throwing it all away for him?”

			Rayne stopped. Then she slowly turned to meet Janice’s eyes.

			“Because,” she said, “he’d do the same for me.”
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			Grimsby ran as fast as he could through the Department.

			The alarms were sounding, resonating through the long corridors, but between the late hour and the personnel who were keeping an eye on the Bastion rally, the building was near empty. He imagined that would likely soon change once the others got word that something was happening, but that would take time.

			And time was another name on his list of enemies at the moment.

			He rushed through the long hall of runes, many of them glowing in his wake, and past a stern Stanwick, without explanation.

			Outside, he found his bike on the rack, as Stanwick had mentioned, the enchantments that wrapped around the frame of the rear wheel still glowing softly. He hurriedly mounted and started pedaling even as he summoned what little measure of Impetus he had left and poured it into the spell.

			By the time he reached the end of the Department’s private road, he was careening so quickly that the chill autumn wind was burning his face and exposed chest.

			Sparks flew out behind him as he sailed through the night streets, taking the shortest route he knew to Mayflower’s home—hoping it was short enough.

			Once, a bevy of multicolored lights flashed behind him, but he switched from road to sidewalk and a few sharp turns later left the lights behind.

			Finally, he passed the sign outside Mayflower’s neighborhood.

			Emerald Hollow

			The quaint picket-fenced houses were mostly dark, save for streetlights and an occasional set of overeager Christmas decorations.

			Then he heard a scream, so loud and echoing that lights began to flip on in houses on either side of him.

			He rounded the corner to Mayflower’s street, nearly toppling his bike in the process, and found Brass’s old truck, parked and running on Sarah’s garden, a set of tread scars in the lilies and grass.

			His bike left the same as he skidded to a halt just enough to dismount, leaving the frame to spin in frantic circles in the yard as the enchantment continued its work.

			The door was slightly ajar, with a muddy boot print at its center, the lock having been ripped loose by the blow.

			Grimsby shoved through it, breathless, his heart hammering.

			Before him, Sarah and Annie had been bound together at the kitchen table, their mouths gagged. The living room furniture had been shoved aside in a reckless manner, and in the cleared space Cadence lay, unconscious, his chest glowing with scarlet inner light that shone through his shirt and rose in his throat.

			The locket’s last rune was a dull red and growing hotter. Soon, it would be the same orange as the others, and the prison would shatter.

			Beside him, bound like his family, was Marshal.

			And standing above them both, a handgun in one hand and a cold iron sword in the other, was Brass.

			The gun was, naturally, aimed at Grimsby’s chest.

			“Don’t move,” Brass said.

			Grimsby held up his hands, feeling particularly vulnerable without his shirt. He knew in a practical sense that it made little difference to a bullet, but it would have been of some comfort to be fully clothed.

			“Brass, you can’t do this,” he said. “He’s just a kid.”

			“I wish that mattered,” Brass said, shaking his head. “Cadence was just a kid, too. But we can’t all be spared from the world. Some of us must make sacrifices.” He drove his blade into the floor so that it stood straight up, and kept his gun trained on Grimsby as he knelt beside Cadence.

			He put a hand on the locket that hung from Cadence’s neck. “For there to be people like them,” Brass said, looking back to Sarah and Annie, “there have to be people like us.”

			He pulled the locket from his brother’s neck, and as he did, the red light seemed to rise inside Cadence, welling up his throat until it poured from his mouth in a glowing haze that encompassed the locket.

			“If he tries to hold it in anymore, he’ll die. Malphas will be free,” Brass said, the locket dangling from his hand. “It has to be someone innocent, and it should be a Huntsman.” He looked down at Marshal, whose eyes were wide and terrified. “That means it must be him.”

			“No!” Grimsby shouted, stepping forward, though he stopped as Brass made a sharp gesture with the gun.

			Grimsby’s mind desperately raced for some solution, some compromise.

			And Brass waited, his own expression desperate with hope that maybe Grimsby had some miracle to offer.

			“I’ll take it,” Grimsby said. “Give it to me.”

			“You think it’s that easy? You think I wouldn’t take it myself if anyone could?” The young Huntsman’s eyes were hard. “It’d kill either of us in minutes, and then it would be free. Free to kill everyone in this house—everyone for a mile around.”

			“I can hold it,” Grimsby said. “I know I can—at least for long enough.”

			Brass shook his head. “I’m sorry, Grimsby. This is the only way.”

			He knelt over Marshal, his face taut like that of a man burdened with a terrible duty. The glowing locket in his hand trembled like it held an earthquake, and the metal screeched as it seemed to try to wrench itself open.

			Brass closed his eyes and muttered what might have been a prayer, and the amulet quieted, but only for the moment. It seemed to be waiting for a new bearer.

			It was then that Sarah appeared over him, her wrists bloody but free, her mouth still gagged, her eyes burning with rage.

			And a metal kitchen chair held high in her hands.

			Brass must have heard her but stirred from his prayer too late. He looked up just in time to see her bring the steel down hard.

			Then again.

			And again.

			The gun went off, but the shot went wide. When the ringing in Grimsby’s ears faded, he could hear Annie and Marshal weeping and saw Sarah breathing heavily as she stood over Brass’s unconscious body.

			And, for just a moment, Grimsby saw the Mayflower in her.

			She tore out the gag before dropping to her knees, shuddering. She looked to Grimsby, her adrenaline fading to shock. “What is—what is going on?”

			“There’s no time,” Grimsby said, hurrying to the locket still tangled in Brass’s hand. It was trembling again, only doing so more and more quickly. The runes that had briefly dulled began to glow once more, all seven burning with growing light.

			Without a bearer, the prison would not hold.

			Mayflower’s words echoed in his ear.

			Please, save them.

			He needed to get it away from them. Away from all of them.

			He pried it from Brass’s grip. At its edge, he saw the metal start to split. He turned it, and within the red glow, he saw a lone bloodshot eye staring back.

			He had to think of something, something that could save them all. Some clever trick, some realization he had forgotten.

			But there was nothing.

			He looked to Sarah and her kids, scared and confused, unaware of what was happening to them and why. They just wanted to be free of the nightmare, to return to their lives.

			The amulet seemed to struggle against his grip, the metal shrieking, the red light growing. Without a host, the demon within would soon tear free; it would destroy everything—kill everyone.

			Maybe not everything.

			Brass said he couldn’t hold the demon at bay—yet Cadence had done it.

			Perhaps Grimsby could do so, too.

			At least for long enough.

			He took a deep breath and put the amulet around his neck.

			It felt like a hot coal against his chest, but as the heat sank into him, the locket seemed to calm; it grew still, its glow receding.

			For a moment, Grimsby hoped that Brass had been wrong.

			Then the first rune bloomed with a fiery light.

			Grimsby could feel something like invisible, rough hands of fire reaching deeper and deeper into him, unseen fingers clawing through his skin and ribs.

			He screamed as he felt it rooting through him, digging and tearing as though seeking something. He tried to hold it back, tried to steel his mind against it like he might to control his Impetus.

			But this was something far different.

			The demon’s clutches burrowed past his meager defense, seeking some refuge within him, some place to anchor itself before taking control. The demon continued to prod and pry, searching for something—some kind of purchase.

			Some kind of anger.

			He realized it was digging through his memories.

			He felt emotions surge in him, some he had laid to rest long ago, like corpses unburied from their hallowed graves.

			And some that were yet fresh.

			The demon’s sensations felt almost like his own, and he could feel something like sick satisfaction as it unearthed images of pummeling Jasper to a bloody pulp. But the demon knew—and so, too, somehow, did Grimsby—that rage was fleeting, unearned, and shallow.

			Malphas then basked in the joy of watching Grimsby strike Cadence after he threw Mayflower from the hotel window. Closer. But that was hardly enough, barely a morsel.

			But it froze as it delved back, back to below the Elsewhere Lantern-Light—

			Back to when Grimsby learned his mother’s death hadn’t been an accident.

			Now, that was wrath. Wrath uncompensated. Wrath kindled and left to burn.

			Grimsby could almost feel the demon wrap his claws around the memory, digging into it and finding purchase.

			The second of seven runes began to burn with light.

			A spark began to grow to a wildfire. Grimsby’s vision began to go red, his heart began to race, and his breathing became shallow.

			He wanted to break something. To hurt someone. To wreak unearned vengeance on the world around him and call it justice.

			The locket began to shudder and twitch again, eagerly reveling in the fury.

			Grimsby realized he couldn’t contain it.

			But that didn’t mean he was powerless.

			Brass had been right about one thing.

			“For there to be people like them…” Grimsby growled through gritted teeth, standing. He looked to Sarah, and even over the growing rage, he mustered a shaking grin. “Tell Les for me that it isn’t his fault, okay?”

			She said nothing, though something in her expression gave away that she realized that, whatever he intended, it wasn’t pleasant.

			She nodded.

			Grimsby returned the gesture.

			He turned to stumble down the hall, gripping the locket tightly as it dangled from his neck. He found the bathroom.

			And the mirror within.

			In his bloodied grip, he saw the third rune begin to glow.

			He pressed a hand against the mirror’s surface, smearing the clear reflection with blood and ashes.

			He stared at himself and was surprised to find that he didn’t look afraid.

			And he realized he wasn’t.

			This was what he was meant to do.

			Within a moment, his reflection vanished, and the cracked red skies of the Elsewhere became visible.

			The locket upon his chest trembled, and the metal shrieked as it began to split wider. He looked down, and inside he saw red flesh and sinew writhing, struggling to break free.

			Before it could, he pressed into the mirror and passed into the Elsewhere.

			Even before he did, the world had changed.
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			Grimsby reached the other side and the mirror shattered behind him.

			Aside from the walls of black stone, the room was surprisingly similar to that of the waking world. Somehow, this home seemed intact, even protected from the Elsewhere’s influence.

			It was still a home.

			Grimsby figured it was as good a place to die as any.

			The heat on his chest grew, and he felt his legs begging to give out.

			He let them.

			He slid down the wall to the floor, leaning back and closing his eyes, his hands clasped tight around the trembling locket.

			The fourth rune blazed to light.

			He couldn’t hold it. Not forever. Not even for long.

			The demon would be free, but perhaps here it could do less harm.

			After all, there was nowhere else for it to go.

			The anger grew in him. The wrath. He felt it crawl over him like a skin of fire ants, making his muscles tense and tendons clench beneath its touch.

			Someone had hurt him—someone had taken his mother from him.

			Don’t you want to make them pay? Don’t you want to make them hurt?

			He hardly realized the thoughts weren’t his own.

			“Yes,” he found himself whispering.

			Unlike the questions, the answer was his.

			The fifth rune burned bright.

			The locket seemed to rejoice. It shook in his hands. He felt something within pressing outward, straining to escape as it pried his taut fingers apart.

			It would make them pay. It would make them suffer.

			Just let go.

			Grimsby didn’t trust his words, so he only shook his head.

			It’s not wrath—it’s justice. He felt himself assured. Justice with some satisfaction mixed in. Let go.

			Grimsby didn’t let go. His arms shook and his fingers screamed.

			But he didn’t let go.

			There will be power, should you let go. There are few sources of power more potent than anger, and there is no anger more potent than wrath.

			You won’t be weak. Not anymore.

			Not if you only let go.

			Grimsby felt his hands slacken.

			None of this would have happened if he was stronger.

			If he was more powerful.

			Anger rose in him again, this time his own and at himself.

			After all, why shouldn’t he be angry? Why shouldn’t he be furious?

			Why didn’t he have more? Why wasn’t he more?

			He was nothing. He was unworthy.

			But he didn’t have to be. Not if he let go.

			He lost track of whether the thoughts were his own or not.

			The sixth rune flared to life.

			Then words came to him that he knew were not his own. Nor the demon’s.

			They were Mayflower’s.

			He heard them as clear as if the Huntsman was there beside him.

			“Even a good man can still do terrible things when he’s angry. Anger’s a privilege he can’t afford. He can’t let himself give in. Not even for a moment…Not even for a moment.”

			Grimsby felt his throat choke and hot tears well in his eyes.

			The seventh rune began to brighten—but suddenly faltered.

			Grimsby nodded.

			“Not even for a moment,” he said.

			His loose grip tightened.

			The amulet shrieked between his fingers. The seventh rune faltered again, the light within waning.

			“Not even—”

			The locket struggled against him, and as it did, the hands of fire in his chest dug deep, deep, as they seemed to be slowly wrenched away.

			“For—”

			Pain surged through him, and he clenched every muscle. His teeth ground against one another until he tasted blood. His joints popped and his muscles tore against themselves.

			“—a moment.”

			A scream filled the air, though it wasn’t his own.

			Grimsby remained silent.

			Then he felt his chest go cold as the invisible hand of Malphas receded. The locket shuddered one last time before the red light faded and the twin faces snapped shut.

			The seventh rune went dark, and with it so did the others, fading one by one.

			The metal became cold in his grip.

			Grimsby sat for a moment, his shaking body slowly relaxing.

			He let a relieved breath seethe into his chest, but as he let it out, he looked down to see that the first rune still glowed softly.

			Waiting.

			He had held the demon at bay.

			But for how long?
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			Grimsby fell back into the waking world precisely seven minutes later, after finding a mirror two houses down the street.

			Fortunately, the owners were on their lawn, staring down the street at a set of flashing red and blue lights. More sirens sounded in the distance, and even as Grimsby watched, he saw a black, mirrorless sedan glide silently toward the disturbance.

			The Department had arrived.

			He slipped out of the house without its owners noticing him and decided against returning to the scene. There would be too much to explain, and he was tired.

			He dug in his pocket to find his cell phone was still there, along with the silk bag that held the Red Gaze.

			He looked at the phone screen, but it was cracked and lifeless.

			Fortunately, the buttons still seemed to work.

			He called Mayflower’s number and was surprised to hear Grieves’s voice, as calm as ever, though laced with a cool air.

			“Auditor Grimsby. I trust you have an explanation for me.”

			Grimsby didn’t have time to worry about the professional consequences that awaited him. Only one thing was on his mind. “Les— Is he— Is he…?”

			“He will survive,” Grieves said. “Though he won’t be happy about it.”

			Grimsby felt numb relief flood through him. “Good,” he said. “What about Rayne?”

			Grieves said nothing for a moment so long that Grimsby thought the line had gone dead. “She is in custody.”

			“Custody?” Grimsby demanded. “She saved Mayflower’s life!”

			“It is complicated, Auditor Grimsby, and I’m still discerning the details myself.”

			Grieves continued to ask him a few questions about what had happened, and Grimsby offered distant and scattered explanations where he could. The usefulness of his answers must have proved limited, as Grieves finally sighed and said, “Get some rest, Auditor. I expect a full report tomorrow.”

			“Yes, sir,” Grimsby said, his arm barely strong enough to keep the phone to his ear. He hung up and dropped his phone into his pocket.

			He felt like lying down and sleeping for a week.

			Instead, he limped his way to the nearest bus stop and waited. He withdrew the silk bag that held the Red Gaze and held it in his hand. When the bus arrived, he tied it back onto his belt.

			He had no coins left for fare, but the driver took one look at him and decided to give him a pass. One awkward, shirtless bus ride and a dozen or so uncomfortable stares later, he was home.

			He stood on the street outside his apartment and gave a sigh of relief.

			It was over.

			Then he took one step into the alley, and his blood ran with a sudden chill.

			He looked up at the graffiti-stricken wall across from his apartment, and there, freshly clawed into the bricks, were three words.

			This isn’t over

			The streetlight that illuminated the alley suddenly darkened, and he turned to see a figure looming at its entrance.

			A figure all too familiar.

			“This isn’t over,” Blackskull’s hollow voice sounded, a wind over tombstones.

			Grimsby took a step back, his mind blanking. Surely this was a dream. Surely it was a nightmare.

			But it was real.

			He was spent. His Impetus gone. Unarmed.

			Defenseless.

			The familiar stepped closer to him, and he saw the cold iron knife still lodged in its eye.

			It was impossible. The cold iron should have cut through its magic, disrupting it—killing it.

			Though that would only be true if the knife was colder than the magic was old.

			That meant Blackskull was older than the knife—older than the Department reliquary.

			Perhaps even older than the Department itself.

			But if that was true, what was it?

			He had little time to ponder and little choice but to run. But he was too tired. Too slow. A heavy metal limb struck his leg, sending him sprawling to the ground.

			Blackskull stood over him, its rags silhouetted by the streetlight.

			It put a metallic foot onto his chest, crushing him into the hard asphalt, pressing the wind from him.

			He tried to push it off, but it was too heavy.

			He tried to scream, but he was breathless.

			Blackskull knelt over him and reached out, but its claws didn’t grasp his throat.

			Instead, they went for the bag of silk at his side.

			He tried to push the familiar away, but it was no use.

			Blackskull took the bag in one claw and dumped the Red Gaze into the palm of its opposite.

			It seemed to stare at the orb in fascination.

			Then, with a powerful motion, it closed its grip over the orb.

			Grimsby heard the sound of glass cracking and saw glimmering dust trickle down. He tried to cry out for the familiar to stop, but a choked cough was the best he managed.

			The Gaze was the only way he might help Rayne. He needed it. He needed its answers.

			Then the orb shattered before him.

			Shards flew out from the familiar’s claw, littering the ground like pieces of a broken bottle.

			The familiar opened its claw, and Grimsby saw something remaining in its palm.

			Something nearly round.

			Blackskull reached up with its empty claw and gripped at the knife in its eye socket. With a steady pull, it slowly tore the blade out, leaving an ivory scar across the socket.

			It dropped the knife to the ground and plucked the item from its palm with surgically careful motions.

			As it was raised, Grimsby saw it in the light.

			It was a preserved eye.

			Bloodshot and amber.

			The familiar carefully placed the eye in its socket and leaned back, shuddering as though feeling agony or ecstasy.

			Grimsby ceased struggling and was only able to stare in abject horror.

			Then Blackskull leered down. The eye rolled and twitched in its socket for a moment before it faced forward. It looked around wildly before slowly turning to him.

			A single amber eye looked at him from the scarred abyss of the blackened skull, and wind once again echoed from its throatless depths.

			“This isn’t over, Grimsby.”

			The last word, a new word in the familiar’s hollow voice, drove a chill through Grimsby’s frozen body.

			The familiar raised a claw, and he numbly thought that Blackskull was wrong.

			It really was over.

			Then the alley darkened once more.

			Blackskull half turned, its weight lifting enough that Grimsby could do the same.

			Standing at the alley’s entrance was a figure that was too tall and too lean to be human.

			A figure dressed in patchwork robes and a tattered, pointed hat.

			“Flesh and blood,” the second familiar whispered, its voice one Grimsby remembered.

			“Mansgraf?” he rasped.

			The newcomer removed its hat and bowed to him, revealing a rune-carved skull of grisly red.

			Blackskull froze, then took an involuntary step back, its weight lifting completely from Grimsby.

			“This isn’t…This isn’t…”

			“Flesh and blood,” Mansgraf repeated, replacing the hat before tipping it to the other familiar.

			Blackskull turned and ran, its heavy metal steps pounding unnaturally fast on the asphalt.

			Mansgraf pursued, leaping over Grimsby and into the darkness of the alley beyond.

			Grimsby just managed to catch a glimpse of his former teacher’s red skull, etched with ugly carved runes, before she—it—vanished.

			He rolled onto his stomach and stared after them, but they were both gone. Long moments passed as he tried to decide if he was dreaming or not.

			He coughed, and the creaking of his ribs convinced him it was real.

			Finally, he shook his head.

			“That’s it,” he said. “I’m moving.”
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			Grimsby winced as Department Director Grieves slammed an open palm down on the table.

			“And it never occurred to you to inform the Department of your activities?” he demanded.

			Grimsby shifted in his steel chair. His left arm was wound in bandages, as was his right hand. Between his various injuries and exhaustion, even sitting idle was uncomfortable. “Well, to be honest, I considered it, but I thought it was more of a personal matter.”

			“You thought breaking into the reliquary was a personal matter?” he asked.

			For the first time Grimsby could remember, the director’s hair was imperfect, a single strand falling out of place over his forehead.

			“First off, I didn’t know I was breaking into the reliquary. I thought it was someplace else.”

			Grieves pinched his brow above his glasses, as though trying to pin down the headache that was crawling up into his skull. “And the items you stole, you’ve no idea where they’ve gone?”

			“Well, I told you what happened to the Red Gaze,” Grimsby said.

			“And the others?”

			Grimsby shrugged, wincing as his shoulder twinged. “Melody and Cadence have the torc, I expect. Though I’d guess they’ve left Boston by now. And Ash’s body is, well, probably with the rest of him. Wherever that is.”

			“I’m not sure you realize the gravity of the situation, Auditor Grimsby,” Grieves said, running a hand through his hair to set it straight. “The consequences could be quite severe.”

			Grimsby’s mouth went dry, but he swallowed and met the director’s dark eyes. He felt the urge to tug at his uncomfortably tight collar but thought doing so might reveal the locket around his neck.

			He had yet to inform Grieves of that particular complication.

			Instead, he tried to remain collected and reasonable. “If what Jasper said is true, then I’m not so sure you can afford to have me anywhere other than here.”

			“Explain,” Grieves said, his eyes narrowing.

			“You know I’m not with him—with them. If the Coven is really coming back, then who knows who is working for them? Even you could be, for all I know.”

			Grieves inhaled deeply through his nose. “Trust me, Auditor Grimsby, I’m not.” He turned away, his hands clasped behind his back. “I have long considered the possibility that the Department was corrupted, since before even former director Peters revealed his true nature.” He half turned to look at Grimsby over his shoulder. “Why do you think I was so ready to recruit you and to get Mayflower back? There’s hardly anyone I can trust anymore.” He shook his head. “And it seems the list is shorter than I thought.”

			“So you knew? About the Coven?”

			“I knew that its ideas never died—and that alone is enough for concern. But for there to still be members among its ranks, to think that it might be growing still…” The director’s normally placid countenance grew taut. “It’s a grim prospect.”

			“So, throwing me into a cell for the foreseeable future wouldn’t exactly be an efficient use of your limited assets, would it?”

			“No. I’m afraid it wouldn’t,” the director said, staring at the two-sided pane of glass. “Though in the future, I’d prefer it if you refrained from being quite so stupid.”

			Grimsby snorted, drawing an ache from his ribs. “Yeah, me, too.”

			The room went quiet for a long moment.

			“What happened to Jasper?” Grimsby asked.

			“He was…apprehended,” Grieves said slowly.

			“And where is he now?”

			“Gone.”

			“Gone?” Grimsby demanded. “How in blue blazes is he gone?”

			“He managed to escape during transport to the Asylum,” Grieves said, his tone disgusted. “In a highly suspicious and unfortunate series of events.”

			“The Coven?” Grimsby asked, feeling his chest go cold.

			“It is possible,” Grieves replied.

			Grimsby suppressed a shudder. If Jasper’s supporters could manage that, who knew what else they could do if they felt the urge? Who even were they?

			There was no way to tell—not yet.

			“So how will we find him?” Grimsby asked.

			“That is not your concern.”

			“Not my concern? Jasper tricked me, betrayed me, and tried to kill people important to me. If anyone should be concerned, I think I’m first in line.”

			“You’re not. Leave Jasper to me.”

			Grimsby wanted to argue, but a cold fire in Grieves’s eyes dissuaded him.

			Instead, his mind went back to the night before, and the sight of the second familiar outside his home. The thought made his stomach turn to think about. “I saw Mansgraf,” he said. “What she has become.”

			Grieves’s clasped hands tightened behind his back.

			“Did you…did you do that to her?”

			“No,” Grieves said sharply. “She had prepared herself before she died. It seemed perhaps she knew what awaited her—we only provided a body for her skull.”

			“Why would she do that to herself?” Grimsby asked.

			“I don’t know. Something tells me she had unfinished business,” Grieves said. “But without her, and without Miss Bathory’s blatant disregard for protocol and the personal trust I placed in her, Mansgraf would remain captive, and you—”

			“I’d be dead.”

			“It seems probable.”

			“So what will happen to Rayne?”

			Grieves took another deep breath, and it came out long and slow. “I can no longer justify her presence in the Department. She will be returned to the Asylum until she can be cured of her curse—both the nail and Janice.”

			“She was only trying to help me,” Grimsby said.

			“And you her. It’s why we were in this mess to begin with.” Grieves shook his head. “If things are progressing as I fear, we will have no leeway for personal attachments. We’re playing chess in the dark, Auditor.” He turned away, his hands falling to his sides and clenching into fists. “We will have to make sacrifices.” He took a deep breath. “If we don’t, we might lose everything.”

			The way Grieves spoke drew a shiver from Grimsby, despite the accompanying pains it brought from his many, many bruises.

			“I’d like to speak with Rayne before she goes,” he finally said.

			“I expected as much.” He moved to the door and stepped outside. “You can come in now,” he said, holding it open behind him.

			He saw Rayne’s slender form enter the doorway, her hands still bound, though now the chain was short enough to be a hindrance. She saw Grimsby and offered a small smile.

			“Hey,” she said.

			“Hi,” Grimsby said.

			Grieves let the door shut behind her.

			“So,” Rayne said, looking around the room. “Looks like I’ll be gone for a while.”

			Grimsby gulped. “Rayne, I—”

			“Don’t,” she cut him off. “Don’t apologize.” Her usually masked expression was instead bare to the resignation beneath. “This isn’t your fault. None of it.”

			“I really don’t see how that’s true.”

			“Because without this”—she gripped the nail that still dangled from around her neck—“I might be far worse off than I am now.”

			Grimsby frowned, unsure what she could mean. “I don’t understand.”

			“I know.” She donned a small smile. “It’s reassuring to know some things never change.”

			He scoffed but found himself smiling, too. “Even if this isn’t my fault, which it definitely is,” he said, trying to keep his tone light, “I’m going to find a way to help you. I promise.”

			She shook her head, exasperated but lenient. “I expect nothing less. If you didn’t try, you wouldn’t be Grimsby.”

			“Good point,” Grimsby said, a small bitterness slipping into his tone. “Maybe I should try to be less Grimsby.”

			“Don’t,” Rayne said. “I quite like Grimsby.”

			“No accounting for taste,” he said.

			“No, I suppose not.”

			They were quiet for a moment.

			“Thank you,” Grimsby said.

			“For what?”

			“For that,” he said, unashamed of the stupid grin on his face. “But also for saving my life. If you and the others hadn’t been waiting for me outside the reliquary…Well, I don’t like to think about what might have happened.”

			“I could offer a few theories. Most of them are unpleasant.”

			“I thought you said you liked me.”

			“Not that much,” she said.

			“Fair enough.” He felt his smile drain away. “I’ll visit you. At the Asylum.”

			She raised a brow. “Why?”

			“Why? Because—because that’s what friends do?”

			“Don’t.”

			“But—”

			“Don’t,” she repeated, her voice and eyes sad. Perhaps even without hope. “At least not until you can deliver on your promise.”

			Grimsby felt an argument rise in him, but before he could give voice to it, there was a brief knock at the door. A moment later, Grieves opened it and peered in.

			“Miss Bathory, it’s time to go.”

			Rayne’s open expression melted away, becoming a placid mask once more. “Thank you, Director.” She turned away and stepped toward the door, turning back only at the last second.

			“Goodbye, Grimsby.”

			“Rayne—” he began.

			But she was gone.

		

	
		
			Seventy-Seven  [image: ]

			“Stop—squirming!” Grimsby said, shifting the lumpy backpack from one shoulder to the other, drawing suspicious squints from a passing pair of parents with twins in strollers.

			“Sorry!” He waved at them with his bandaged hand. “Just allergic to air.”

			Their suspicions seemed unabated, but they moved on down the path, their wheels crunching over fallen leaves.

			He felt a small, bony foot kick his spine and winced.

			A hissing croak came from the backpack. “Wudge can’t breathe in the zipper bag!”

			“We’re almost there,” Grimsby said. “Just relax.”

			He heard a heavy sigh from inside the bag, then it went still again. “Don’t know why Wudge has to hide in here,” he said.

			“Because you refused to promise not to bite an unwary child,” Grimsby scolded.

			“How is Wudge supposed to promise that? What if they deserves it?” he demanded. “Wudge promised not to eat anyone. Isn’t that enough?”

			“It is not,” Grimsby said. “You stay in the zipper bag.”

			Another huff was his only reply.

			Grimsby passed by the carousel, vaguely remembering riding on it when he was small, with his mother—

			The locket twitched around his neck, and he quickly shoved the memory deep down inside.

			The carousel had seemed much bigger then than it did now. Across the path from it, the Frog Pond had been cordoned off, waiting to freeze over in the coming months to allow for ice-skating over the winter.

			Ahead, the Great Elm loomed, its boughs impossibly broad, more than a hundred feet high and nearly twice as wide. Some folks said you could still see the loops of rope from where they used to hang witches from its branches centuries ago.

			However, even when Grimsby squinted, he couldn’t see any.

			The path came into its shade long before they neared the stonework and iron fence that surrounded its trunk, protecting it from mistreatment.

			“There,” Grimsby said.

			He felt Wudge shift against his back and heard the soft sound of a zipper peeking open. He looked under his arm to a yellow goatlike eye peering from within the backpack.

			“Wudge doesn’t see!” Wudge said.

			Grimsby walked closer, until the path began to wrap around the fence of iron. He followed the fence, feeling a looming presence around him that made him uneasy.

			Then he stopped, feeling a sense of déjà vu overcome him. He turned and saw the thick, knotted trunk of the tree entwining inward upon itself.

			As he pressed closer to the fence, he put one hand on the iron bars that rose up.

			And felt them grow hot under his grip.

			He pulled away as they began to burn, but there, in the depths of the Great Elm’s trunk, he saw the bare patch, bark scoured clean long, long ago.

			And at its center was a small crevasse.

			A keyhole.

			“There,” Grimsby said again.

			He felt Wudge take a sharp breath. “Half-witch found it,” he said. “Half-witch did it.”

			Grimsby felt some spark of pride in his chest.

			This much, at least, was a victory.

			“Now Wudge must find the key,” the tiny creature croaked from his backpack. “But for the first time, he knows where the Door is. Thank you, friend.”

			“You’re welcome—” Grimsby said, but before he finished, he felt the backpack grow suddenly light.

			Wudge was gone.

			Likely already hunting for his key, Grimsby thought, to open his door and leave forever.

			The spark of pride smothered to a pit that grew steadily deeper in his stomach. He pushed the feeling away and shook his head.

			“You look worse for wear,” a soft voice said behind him.

			He turned to see Arienette, her golden hair tied up in a messy bun and silvered sunglasses over her matching eyes. She had her backpack with her still, though she looked like she hadn’t slept since he’d last seen her.

			He felt a surge of anger, but it was undermined by guilt.

			She had been able to control herself no more than he could.

			He couldn’t blame her for hurting Mayflower.

			But that didn’t mean he had to forgive her.

			“How did you find me?” he asked quietly, not trusting his own voice.

			She smiled flatly. “I’ve been following you a while, trying to think of something to say.”

			“Did you?” he asked.

			“Nothing more than the obvious.”

			“And what’s that?”

			Her smile faded. “I’m sorry.”

			Grimsby nodded. “Good.”

			“Is—is he?”

			“He’s alive.”

			Some mixed relief crossed her features, and she took a shuddering breath before nodding herself. “Good…Good. Have—have you seen him?”

			“Not since he was released from the Department’s care. I’m going to speak to him after I’m done here.”

			“Done doing what?”

			Grimsby pursed his lips. “Making some things right.”

			“I wish I could do the same,” she said, looking away. “But I don’t see that happening.”

			“It definitely won’t if you don’t try.”

			“I can’t go back to the Lounge, not after what I did. And I—I keep thinking Ash will find me somehow. I can’t sleep; I can’t eat.” She shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself.

			Grimsby only listened.

			“My whole life’s fallen apart.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do, Grimsby. What—what do I do?”

			Grimsby took a deep breath. He wanted to be angry at her, but he felt the emotion overwhelmed by something more. A recognition. He’d seen himself in her place before—alone and without direction.

			“Your life fell apart,” he said simply. “Seems to me that the only thing to do is to start putting it back together.”

			“Where do I even start?” she asked, her silver eyes framed in bloodshot red.

			Grimsby opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came to mind. Instead, he could only shrug. “With something small,” he said. “Do you have a place to stay?”

			She shook her head.

			“Well,” Grimsby said, feeling his stomach flip at the thought, “I do know of an apartment that probably has some pretty cheap rent, because it’s creepy as all get-out.”

			“I can’t afford cheap,” she said. “I can barely afford to eat.”

			“I think I can argue for the Department to cover your stay—at least until you get your feet under you. But it won’t be without a catch.”

			“Which is?” Her eyes hardened to a glare in an instant.

			He felt a pain in his chest at the coldness in the expression, and the pain quickly turned to anger.

			Then he felt the weight of the locket under his shirt and its dull heat against his chest.

			He took a breath and reminded himself that she had been hurt by trusting Ash. It wasn’t personal for her not to trust him as well.

			Even so, it hurt.

			He cleared his throat to banish the feeling. “I have reason to believe that something…strange might start happening there. The Department will need someone to keep an eye out and send out an alert if things get weird.”

			Her hard expression softened. “Will there be a spotlight on the roof with a big star on it, or…?”

			“I think I can get them to cover rent, but spotlights are going to be out of the budget.” Grimsby managed a grin. He reached into his pocket and dug for a pen and paper, scribbling down his number to offer it to her. “Just give me a call if something is wrong, all right?”

			She hesitated, holding her hand close to her chest as though the paper might bite. Then she relented and accepted it.

			“Thank you, Grimsby.”

			“You’re welcome, Arienette.”

			She turned away, then paused. She looked back through a curtain of golden hair. “You can call me Nette.”

			He grinned. “I’ll do that.”

		

	
		
			Seventy-Eight  [image: ]

			Grimsby stood on Mayflower’s doorstep, though he hadn’t yet knocked. Instead, he was looking across the street to the Finley house.

			The front door was still broken, the scar of Brass’s boot still at its center. Yellow tape surrounded the tire tracks in Sarah’s garden; her scattered lilies and other flowers seemed drooping and unwatered. A mirrorless Department vehicle was posted on the curb, a precautionary measure to put the residents of the neighborhood at ease.

			The Agent within the vehicle rolled down the window enough that he met Grimsby’s eyes and nodded, then rolled it up once more.

			Grimsby returned the nod, then heard the creak of slow footsteps inside.

			He turned to see the door open and Mayflower standing before him. He wore an open robe that revealed bandages wrapped around his stomach, and he leaned on a wooden cane.

			He seemed drained—diminished. Even shorter than he had just a few days before.

			Grimsby swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. “Hey, Les. You look like crap.”

			“Well, I feel like shit, so that tracks,” Mayflower said. He stepped aside, but a scurrying scuffle behind him nearly tripped him. “Damn it, Abe!” he cursed as the familiar dashed away. He grumbled and turned to limp back to his chair.

			“Abe?” Grimsby asked, stepping inside and closing the door behind him. “Is that short for Abraham?”

			“No,” Mayflower growled, settling himself in his indentation with a wince. “Abomination. But I’d suffocate wasting that much breath on that many syllables every time the damn thing annoys me.”

			As if answering a summons, Abe sauntered out from behind the chair. His metallic body was wrapped in a small checkered sweater, and knit green booties covered his feet.

			“Did—did you dress him?”

			Mayflower’s face darkened. “His claws were scratching up my floor.”

			“And his sweater?”

			The Huntsman glared before finally mumbling, “He was cold.”

			Mayflower began to reach for a nearby bottle, but the familiar leapt squarely into his lap. He winced and lay back as the cat settled.

			He gave up on reaching for the bottle.

			Grimsby sat on the couch across from him. “How long did the doctors say it would take to get better?” he asked.

			Mayflower scoffed.

			“Les?”

			“Better?” The Huntsman raised an eyebrow. “Kid, at my age, you don’t get better. You just get back to work.”

			Grimsby’s mouth went dry.

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be mobile again in a few weeks.”

			“They cleared you to work that soon?”

			“Cleared me?” he scoffed again. “Doesn’t matter what they said. I say I’ll be well enough in a few weeks.”

			Grimsby didn’t bother fostering any notion that he could convince the Huntsman otherwise.

			If Mayflower said he’d be good enough in a few weeks, he would be.

			They were quiet for a minute, listening to the distant drone of a leaf blower down the street and the gentle click of Abe’s chain-link tail as he curled it about.

			Mayflower spoke first. “You tell anyone about that?” he asked, gesturing to the locket around Grimsby’s neck.

			Even though it was tucked into his shirt, Mayflower had spotted it right away.

			Grimsby felt a pit form in his stomach and shook his head. “No. Not yet. I don’t even know what I’m going to do about it.”

			The Huntsman was pale, but his face was steady. “It’s a miracle you can hold it at all.”

			“I don’t know for how long.”

			“I do,” he said. “Not long enough. Eventually, you’ll get angry enough. And when you do, that thing will break free. Unless you find someone else to take it.”

			Grimsby remembered Brass standing over Marshal, ready to turn him into a living prison, and shuddered at the idea. “I can’t do that, Les. I can’t do that to someone.”

			“I know you can’t. Maybe that’s why you can hold on as it is.”

			“But I can’t hold it forever.”

			“No.”

			“Then what do I do?”

			Mayflower looked at him for a long moment, his face seeming to pull at itself. “I don’t know, kid,” he said quietly. Then, even quieter: “I don’t know.”

			The room fell to silence, and they both let it. The sounds of birds from outside and the leaf blower were the only reprieve from the ringing in Grimsby’s ears.

			“I didn’t say it yet,” Mayflower finally said. “Didn’t trust myself with those painkillers they had me on.”

			“Didn’t say what?”

			“Thank you.”

			“Oh. No, you don’t have to.”

			“Kid. You saved my—my family.” His eyes were glass. “You know damn well I do.”

			“I suppose I do. You’re welcome.”

			More quiet.

			This time, it was Grimsby’s turn to break it. “Have—have you told Sarah yet?”

			“No.”

			“Are you going to?”

			“No.”

			“Why not? She needs to know!”

			“Why?”

			“What?”

			The Huntsman glowered. “Why would she need to know?”

			“Because—you’re her father, Les.”

			“No. Liam was her father. I’m just her neighbor.”

			“You can’t really believe—”

			“No. No, I can’t. But she can.”

			“She has to suspect—I mean, after Brass and Cadence—”

			“No. She just thinks they were two nutjobs. Department collected them both and dumped them outside Boston. She doesn’t know they’re Huntsmen. She doesn’t know it has anything to do with her. As far as she knows, it was just a bad moment, and it will never happen again.” His eyes narrowed as he glowered at the window, as though surveying an endless list of threats. “And I intend to make sure she’s right.”

			“Les—”

			“You don’t get it, Grimsby,” he said quietly. “You—you just can’t.”

			Grimsby stopped and watched Mayflower as the old man glared down hard at the floor between his feet.

			There was a shout from across the street, and they both turned to see Sarah exit her home with Annie and Marshal beside her. The two kids were yelling and running, excited about practically anything, then began to drag their bicycles toward the street.

			Sarah paused only long enough to look down at her ruined garden. Then she drew a deep breath and began pulling down the yellow tape that surrounded it. Within a few minutes, she had donned working gloves and was raking the soil flat to start planting again.

			And, suddenly, he felt like maybe Mayflower was wrong.

			Maybe he did get it.

			They both watched the Finleys for long minutes, resuming their peaceful lives.

			“Brass was wrong about a lot of things,” Grimsby said. “But he was right about one.”

			“What’s that?” Mayflower asked.

			“For there to be people like them,” he said, “there have to be people like us.”

			He looked back to Mayflower, and the Huntsman seemed to age before his eyes. His face grew taut, and he nodded.

			“People like us,” he said quietly.

			It didn’t sound like agreement, but rather like he was pronouncing it to mean something Grimsby didn’t yet understand.

			The Huntsman shook his head and struggled to his feet, dumping Abe unceremoniously onto his mittened feet.

			Grimsby watched him limp into the kitchen on his cane, then return a moment later with a flat black box under one arm.

			“This is for you,” he said, dropping the box on Grimsby’s lap with an equivalent lack of ceremony.

			“What is it?”

			“I called in a favor with my tailor. Gave her your measurements. She seemed to think she could whip something up.”

			Grimsby frowned, opening the lid of the box.

			Inside was a charcoal gray jacket and matching pants, along with a black silk shirt.

			They were of a sharp and clean cut that was beyond anything Grimsby had seen before, let alone worn.

			Grimsby tried to press the box back toward Mayflower.

			He couldn’t wear such a fine suit.

			He’d only ruin it.

			“Les—I can’t. I’ll just burn this one, too.”

			The Huntsman shook his head. “Told her about your scars. Check the lining.”

			Grimsby removed the jacket and traced the lining of the suit. The sleek fabric was as dark as the shirt, but he saw glimmers of silver running through it from the left shoulder to the wrist. A quick glance at the shirt revealed the same.

			“She’s confident that those will hold up. Might even keep some other witch from burning you alive. And she hasn’t been wrong yet. Not about this kind of stuff.”

			Grimsby felt his chest go tight and his eyes begin to burn.

			“And don’t you dare thank me,” the Huntsman cut in quickly. “It’s long past time you had a real suit.” He waved behind him. “Go try it on.”

			Grimsby stood and nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He went to Mayflower’s restroom and quickly dressed, casting aside the sling that cradled his left arm. It hurt to move, but he could handle it.

			A few minutes later, he stood in front of the mirror, staring.

			He didn’t recognize the man who looked back.

			He was clad in shades of ash and charcoal, sleek black and woolen gray.

			He looked like a professional.

			He looked competent.

			Powerful.

			Worthy.

			The suit fit him. For the first time, it truly fit him.

			And, on top of the rest, he looked good.

			That was especially new.

			He adjusted the tie and from beneath saw the dull orange glow of a single rune on the face of the locket, glinting through the fabric like a watching eye.

			He swallowed and quickly tilted the tie to cover it.

			He stepped out and stood before Mayflower.

			His partner nodded but said nothing at first. Finally, he nodded once more. “Good. Now, leave me be. An old man needs his rest.”

			Despite everything, despite what he had been through, and despite the doubt about what loomed ahead, Grimsby found himself grinning. “You’re a good man, Mayflower.”

			The Huntsman looked up, his eyes strained. Grimsby could tell he didn’t believe what he heard.

			But he could tell that the Huntsman believed what he said:

			“You’re a good man, Grimsby.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue  [image: ]

			Jasper Emmanuel Klein knelt over the ritual circle, feeling bitter satisfaction build in his belly. He smiled and felt his lip split as he did. He sucked it into his mouth and tasted the salt of his own blood.

			A week had passed since his failure—a week of scrounging and scurrying through darkened alleys and abandoned warehouses like a rat on the run.

			The others had given him the opportunity to escape, but that was where their efforts ended. It was up to him to prove himself still worthy, to prove that he remained a greater being.

			And, thanks to careful planning, he had his chance.

			In his departure from the reliquary, he and the lady’s vestige had found the chamber where the Department kept the blood of its members, in case they turned against their purpose.

			It was means they had learned from the Coven long ago.

			Should the need arise, with proper ley-line timing and components, loose threads could be easily severed. No matter the distance, no matter the feeble protections, the lives of traitors could be cut short in an instant.

			He had little time to choose suitable samples for insurance, but the two he did acquire were fortunately nearly adjacent to each other.

			He held the vials in his hand to the light of the candles that surrounded the ritual circle before him.

			The first read: D. Grieves.

			The second: G. G. Grimsby.

			He reached up and felt his split lip, his mind returning to the maddened boy’s assault on him with the Gaze’s shell in hand.

			He set Grieves’s blood aside and placed the other vial at the circle’s center.

			Tonight, Grimsby would die.

			He envisioned the arrogant child choking on his own welling blood and smiled. His lip opened once more, but this time he let the blood from the wound trickle down.

			He closed his eyes and raised his hands, feeling his Impetus rise within him. It was power—it was superiority. A sign that he was chosen, a greater being than those without. Without him and his kind, they would flounder and falter before greater threats.

			He and his were meant to lead.

			To rule.

			It was a shame Grimsby didn’t understand that. The boy had potential, even since he was a child, though it had been squandered by foolishness—both his own and his mother’s.

			Diminished by his own choice.

			It was a shame, but it was necessary. The boy only stood in the way. He needed to die.

			Jasper opened his mind to the rising ley lines around him. They were not yet at their peak, but they should still be enough to slay an Impetus as young and fragile as Grimsby’s.

			He extended his hands and took hold of them, feeling their power flow through him as though he’d seized electric lines. His Impetus welled, and the circle before him flared with light.

			It was only then that he heard a sound behind him.

			The tap of a cane.

			Panic rose and he began to turn, but something pressed against the back of his neck.

			Something cold.

			Something iron.

			He froze, and the iron grew hot against his skin as the ritual circle’s light faded, leaving them bathed only in candle glow.

			“You’re slippery,” a deep voice growled. “I’ll give you that.”

			Jasper felt his breath catch. He’d heard that voice before.

			The Huntsman.

			He bit his tongue to stop his mouth from going dry. “I didn’t expect the Department to find me so quickly.”

			“They didn’t,” the Huntsman said. “I did.”

			“Well done you.” Jasper slowly raised his hands into the air. As fast as he was, he couldn’t utter a spell faster than a trigger could be pulled. But it was no matter. Even if he was taken captive again, he would find a chance to escape.

			Whether it was through the others or through his own efforts, he would be free in time.

			And he had all the time in the world.

			“Very well, Huntsman. You win.”

			He felt cold cuffs wrap around his wrists and pin them behind his back.

			An indignity, to be sure. Impetus was not to be shackled; it was to be fostered, to be fed.

			But it was just another reason that the others needed to be led.

			To be guided.

			To be ruled.

			The Huntsman stepped around to the circle’s edge, leaning on a heavy cane in one hand, an ancient revolver dangling from the other. He knelt and looked at the vial at the circle’s center. He tilted it to one side with the barrel of his gun until the label was clear in the candlelight.

			Then he took a deep breath and nodded.

			He stood and turned to Jasper.

			The look in his eyes made sweat prickle on the old witch’s forehead. It was empty—cold, even. There was no trace of concern or doubt, no scrap of anger or fear.

			The Huntsman’s eyes were flat, as though carved from moss-covered marble.

			Not the eyes of a man. But of a statue—perhaps a machine.

			Or a monster.

			Jasper felt his voice catch in his throat. “You’ve won. I’ve surrendered. Take me to the Asylum.”

			The Huntsman let out a slow breath, the only sign he was a living being at all.

			“I said you won!” Jasper said, his voice growing shrill.

			Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

			This wasn’t how it was supposed to work.

			Then the Huntsman spoke, his voice as low as a church bell at a funeral. “For there to be people like them,” he said, looking down at the vial.

			He raised his gun, the barrel aimed at Jasper’s forehead.

			“There have to be people like me.”

			“No, please—!”

			The old witch never heard the gunshot as it echoed through the now-abandoned warehouse.

			The Huntsman crushed the vials underneath his boot.

			Red mixed with red.

			Then he left.
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