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      Music thumped out of the old-fashioned jukebox set along the wall of the diner, stuffed between two empty booths that let the music echo off it. The mix of new hip-hop didn’t fit the neon lights that swirled around the outside of the machine, or the rest of the diner. The Rooster had a row of booths along the front bank of windows, salt and pepper shakers at each table, tucked neatly against the wall, arranged between plastic bottles of ketchup and mustard. A long counter ran across the back of the diner, and vinyl-covered stools were pushed under the ledge. The diner could have fit right into the sixties; most of the decorations looked like they came from that era.

      Devan tapped something on the front of the jukebox, and the song changed, slipping to an older Michael Jackson song. At least I knew this one. She stomped her feet a few times as she flashed me a smile and arched her eyebrows at me.

      “Is that some sort of message to me?” I asked her when she came back to the counter to the sounds of “Beat It.” I worked the fry I was eating through a dollop of ketchup, smearing it into a pattern along the plate. Habit, I guess. As a painter, able to use colors and patterns to focus power, I was always making different patterns like that. Ketchup might not make a great ink, but the color worked for me. I didn’t bother trying to infuse power into the ketchup. I didn’t want to create any more of a scene than Devan’s dancing already was.

      She flopped onto her stool, slid back on the vinyl and reached for the massive burger on the chipped plate in front of her. Were she any other woman, I might question whether she could finish the burger. Devan is petite. I mean, seriously tiny. She stands maybe five feet tall and can’t weigh any more than one hundred pounds fully dressed—and that includes the hiking boots she preferred and even her pockets full of her favorite metallic figurines. Devan is one of the Te’alan, what most people would call elves or fairies. She even wears her black hair pulled around in a pixie sort of look that frames her oval face.

      “Typical, Ollie. You think everything is about you,” she mumbled as she took a big bite out of the burger. She wiped her arm across her chin as she chewed.

      “Nice look. I know that’s not for me, though your boyfriend might actually be turned on seeing you eat like that.”

      She spun and looked around the diner, but Jakes wasn’t here. No one was, really. It was early in the day, but usually, the Rooster had a couple of people sitting in booths or along the counter. Now that I knew what kind of place it was, I felt even more compelled to swing by than I ever had before. It helped that the owner, a tagger by the name of Tom Brindle, used the Rooster as some sort of magical diner. I still didn’t really know what that meant for Conlin, only that the town I’d grown up in—the town I thought I knew when I still lived here—was much different from anything I had ever suspected.

      “And I don’t always think everything is about me,” I said. “It’s just, you know, that it usually is.”

      Devan shook her head as she took another bite. A little dribble of juice squirted out the front of the burger and dripped onto her plate. Ketchup plopped next to it. “You’re an idiot.”

      I tossed the fry into my mouth. “You should take a look at yourself sometime.”

      She grinned at me, somehow stuffing another bite in before the last was swallowed. “So you’re really planning on taking her back there?”

      “I told her I would. We got delayed the last time we tried to go, but I need to get her away from all the temptation around here.”

      “And the delay was my fault?”

      I arched a brow at her. “Yeah. I mean, who lets herself get taken by a deranged painter determined to drag her across the Threshold to marry the Druist Mage?”

      “Not my fault he was a shifter. You know I can’t sense that kind of power.”

      “Now you’re blaming your boyfriend?”

      She finished the burger—I have to admit the speed at which she ate was impressive—and slapped her hands down on the counter. She might be small, but she’s strong. The counter rattled, and Kacey, a mousy-looking woman working at the end of the counter, glanced over at her and smiled. Kacey was a shifter, just like Jakes. I still wasn’t sure if they were related or just part of the same pack.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” Her face flushed as she dragged her arm across her chin, smearing a trail of juice as she did.

      “Not yet, but you keep making those sexy faces at him, and he might be.” I grabbed a napkin and wiped her face clean. She glared at me as I did but didn’t pull away. “I didn’t want him to see that and be tempted to lick it off. Besides, he might end up biting your face off. That would end up really pissing off your father.”

      This time, she punched me on the shoulder and I winced. As I said, she’s strong.

      “So what’s she up to today?” Devan asked.

      I smirked at how she changed the subject away from Jakes. “Not really sure. She said she wanted to wander Conlin. Thought she’d check it out.”

      “Nobody wants to do that. Conlin is meant to be boring,” Devan said. “That’s one of the charms, if you ask me.”

      “I know. Gives me a chance to catch up on movies.”

      Devan shook her head. “You’ve been watching far too many since we’ve returned. Isn’t doing that supposed to melt your brain or something?”

      “Just because you don’t enjoy them—”

      “Maybe if you’d watch something entertaining. The crap you watch is pretty bad.”

      I shrugged. “I watch whatever’s on.”

      “And whatever is on is usually terrible.” She took a sip of her water and asked, “You think Taylor’s still looking for something of your father’s?”

      I swiveled and looked toward the front door of the diner, trying to ignore the song and the way the music danced along. Devan hadn’t really cared for Taylor since she first appeared, but I thought it had more to do with the fact that I nearly died because of her. Maybe there was another reason. With Devan, it wasn’t always easy to know. “Besides the book she tried stealing and the magical prison we found in a shifter’s back yard? What else might there be?”

      “I don’t know. Your father is the Elder.”

      The Elder. An artist of such skill that he knew more magical secrets than anyone in Arcanus, the place where painters went to learn what it meant to have the abilities we did. He was a master, more skilled than any of the other masters, and thought dead for nearly a decade. I might be the only one who doesn’t believe he is dead. It didn’t change the fact that I still had no idea where he’d gone.

      “Yeah, well you’ve seen how much he shared with me. Had he been a little more open, we might not have nearly lost you to Adazi.”

      Devan turned her attention to her fries, poking them into her mouth four and five at a time. “It wasn’t Adazi that scared me,” she said between bites.

      I grunted. “I never thought it was.”

      Devan’s father is something of a magical rock star, too. Over the Threshold, he’s known as the Trelking. He rules with power that painters can’t even fathom, but there’s another with strength that rivals him: the Druist Mage. The Trelking had committed Devan to marry the Druist Mage, a way to bring peace so the Trelking could focus on other conquests. At least, that’s what I thought. With the Trelking, you never really knew. He had foresight, a prescient ability that many of the Te’alan possessed, but him most strongly. Devan and I hadn’t worked out what he might have seen, or the reason behind why he would have promised her to the Druist.

      Devan managed to finish chewing long enough to turn and face me, her face suddenly serious. She leaned on her forearms resting on the counter. “Whatever she’s doing is probably what I sensed, then.”

      “What did you pick up?”

      She shrugged. “Not sure. Powerful, whatever it was. I’m not used to picking up on that much power on this side.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know I don’t mean you.”

      “Yeah, I kinda got that.”

      Devan grinned at me. “You know I’m coming with you. You’re not going to leave me behind in Conlin when you take Taylor back to Arcanus.”

      “I never said you weren’t.”

      The serious expression faded, replaced with an expression that dripped with annoyance. “Come on, Ollie. I know you. You think that after what happened, I shouldn’t go. I know you agreed to keep me safe, but I agreed to help you, too. As soon as we get separated, bad things start to happen.”

      “We’ve survived a few bad things already, but if something happens and you’re dragged back across the Threshold, that’s a whole new type of badness. I know that going to Arcanus isn’t going to be too dangerous, but what if we have to go through one of the doors? What if that’s the only way to reach Hard?” That was the reason Taylor had come to me. She needed my help finding her father, one of the Arcanus masters and the one who’d made certain I left. “We do that and get too close to the Threshold, and your father will learn that you’re there.”

      “He already knows I’m here and hasn’t sent anyone.”

      “Yet.”

      “When he does, don’t you think it’s better if I’m with you?” Devan asked.

      I shrugged and pushed my plate away from me. “It’s never been about me.”

      “It’s always about you, Ollie.” She popped the remaining fries into her mouth and smiled, showing me the half-chewed food. “So. When are we going?”

      “A few days. I need a little more time to make preparations. I was hoping you could make a few different charms.” I fished a piece of paper out of my pocket and slid it across the counter. I’d spent a good two hours sketching them.

      Devan flipped open the paper and glanced at it. “Yeah, I think I can make these. What are you hoping they’ll do?”

      “Maybe a little more boom than pop?”

      Devan laughed softly. “I’m not really supposed to be doing things like that.”

      “Right. That’s stopped you before.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s easy to do.” She stuffed the paper into the pocket of her jeans. “I’ll see what I can come up with. No promises, though.”

      “Just need time, Devan. And if we get the time we need, we should be pretty well prepared before any of your father’s guys come after us.” I touched my belt, checking the satchels of ink attached to it. I always kept some with me, but since Adazi had attacked, I’ve been keeping even more than before. I’ve been forcing myself to draw more magic, too. Working patterns and magic is sort of like exercising and lifting weights; I’d let myself get a little flabby, and it was time to get buff.

      “They’re not all his guys, Ollie.”

      “Yeah. Not all his guys.” I watched Kacey as she stepped back into the kitchen. I hadn’t seen Tom since we sat down for lunch, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t back there. I still needed to ask him some questions about my father. There weren’t many in Conlin who knew him. I missed my chance with Jakes’s father, and I didn’t want to miss the chance with Tom. Hell, considering the fact that the diner was this sort of magical place, I couldn’t guarantee Tom would be around much longer, either. In the time I’d been back in Conlin, there had already been two life-threatening events. “Besides, before we go, I thought I’d see what else Jakes is hiding on his father’s lot. What else might my father have left there?”

      Devan smacked my arm and I faced her. “That’s a terrible idea if you ask me. Any time we’ve dug into anything dealing with the Elder, we’ve ended up regretting it.”

      “You’ve gone with me to check it out.” Since rescuing her from Adazi, Devan and I had gone a few times, but I made a point of keeping Taylor in the dark about what was down there.

      “And I don’t know that there’s anything there other than what we know. There’s a dark energy around that shed, Ollie. Useful for what the Elder stores there, and I think he was wise to keep it buried like that, but I don’t think we should be messing around with what he left there.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m still trying to figure out why he left things for me. I mean, think about that book—”

      “That Taylor tried to steal.”

      “Without it, we’d never have known what the statues in the park do. And then there’s the key—”

      “That Adazi wanted you to use.”

      “—that helped me learn what my father stored in Conlin. What else will we find?”

      Devan stared at me like I was stupid. It was a pretty common expression from her. “What else? You mean, the nightmare hell creatures weren’t enough? Or having Adazi cross the Threshold and try to save something that your father feared enough to shrink down into a little statue with power that I can’t even fully fathom? Maybe we can see who else might die. The first time was nearly you and the last time was me!”

      Kacey made her way down the counter and grabbed our plates. She smiled as she looked from Devan to me. “Maybe you two want to keep it down?” she suggested. Her eyes flickered to a booth along the front of the diner.

      I followed the direction of her gaze. A younger couple sat staring down at the table. The man had a plain face and a piercing above his eyebrow that, from where I sat, looked like a lightning bolt. Short brown hair stuck out everywhere and was dyed various shades of black. He wore a leather biker’s jacket but didn’t seem comfortable in it, as if he knew he wasn’t cool enough to pull it off. The girl with him was thin and tiny, sort of like Devan, but taller. She stared out the window, nothing but the back of her bright red hair visible. She had on a shirt that was so loose she practically swam in it. She was older, maybe five years older than the young man, still making her younger than I am.

      “Not locals?” I asked, turning back to Kacey. Locals might be magical, but they might not. It wasn’t like the Rooster couldn’t be a regular diner, just that its clientele tended to be a bit different from that of the average restaurant.

      Kacey’s mouth tightened into a thin line, and she shook her head, then made her way around the end of the counter, wiping a damp cloth along the way as she did, before rounding the bar and heading toward the couple. The girl jumped when Kacey approached. The guy continued to stare at his hands.

      The door to the diner opened, and a wall of a man entered. He was dressed in his sheriff’s uniform and had on the same aviator shades I always saw him wearing. Jakes peeled the glasses off his face and stuffed them into his breast pocket. Now that I knew Jakes was a shifter, I wondered if the glasses hid something. Not that he’d ever tell me. He saw Devan and me, and he tipped his head to us before turning to the booth where Kacey stood, notepad in hand, tapping a pencil while she waited for them to order.

      “That’s strange,” I said.

      Devan shot me a look. “If you’re going to make some joke about him not coming over to me or about him being ten minutes too late to see me eating the burger, I’m not going to listen.”

      I swiveled in the stool and faced her, keeping the couple just at the corner of my eye. Jakes spoke in hushed tones to them, and I couldn’t make out what they said. I considered making a focusing pattern—now that Kacey had cleared the plate, I could smear the ketchup on the counter in the necessary spiral—but that would be too much work. Besides, I had the feeling that if Jakes knew I was trying to listen, he might shut me down. Shifter power almost always trumps painter magic.

      “Don’t need to.” I smiled. “You’re making all the jokes for me. Anyway, that wasn’t what I was going to say. Now who thinks everything is about them?” I arched my back slightly, moving enough on my stool so I could better see what Jakes was doing, but the big shifter had positioned himself in such a way that I couldn’t see anything. Almost as if he knew what I was trying to do.

      Devan stuffed her hand into her pocket and pulled out one of the figurines she liked to carve and set it on the counter. This one looked something like a gargoyle. It had a long snout and pointy ears. Long fangs jutted down over its lower lip, and curved slightly out. There seemed to be a smile on its face. She patted it on the top of its head. I swear she whispered something, but I couldn’t hear it.

      “What I was going to say was that it’s strange that Jakes showed up right as they got here. Almost like he was waiting for them.”

      Devan pulled her eyes from the figurine and glared at me. “He’s the sheriff, Ollie. Not everything has to be some magical mystery. Conlin has, what, ten, maybe fifteen thousand people? Not all of them are magical.”

      Maybe not, but since Taylor arrived, all I’d been dealing with was one strange magical nightmare after another. And here I’d come back to Conlin wanting a little bit of peace. Instead, I was working harder—and in nearly as much danger—as I had been while working, albeit unwillingly, for the Trelking. The only consolation I had was that I’d learned a bit more about my father. When I finally saw him again would he be pleased or annoyed?

      The bells over the door to the diner tinkled again and I turned. Jakes stood talking quietly to Kacey, but the couple had disappeared. I leaned my head to the side but couldn’t see where they’d gone.

      Jakes glanced over at me and nodded again. He whispered something more to Kacey and made his way over to the counter, leaning on it casually. “Morris. How are you feeling?”

      “Well, you know, about as well as you can feel after a barn nearly falls on you.”

      “That barn wasn’t going to fall on you,” Devan shot.

      “Whatever,” I said. “It might have been better if it had. I doubt it would have hurt as much. How are you?”

      “We’re fine.”

      “Are you?” I asked. I was worried about him and the other shifters. One of their own had worked with Adazi. Jakes was the strong, silent type, but I think he needed to share more than he let on.

      “Don’t worry about me, Morris.”

      “Listen, I know what you’ve been through over the last few weeks. First your father, and now with Chase—”

      Devan squeezed my arm, and I glanced over to her. She shook her head slightly, warning me to silence.

      “Fine. Then what was that about?” I nodded toward the door.

      Jakes’s face remained unreadable. “Sheriff business. You know, I have another job around Conlin.”

      “Not all about guarding doors and gateways?” I asked.

      He shook his head but didn’t smile. Jakes and the other shifters took their responsibility to guard the gates pretty seriously. From what I’d gathered, my father had asked Jakes’s father to serve as some sort of watcher. Had he not, Taylor would have released hunters into our world again when she opened the gate that night.

      “They’re not from around here, though, are they?” I asked. I shouldn’t press, but I had a strange feeling about the couple.

      “Not from here.”

      “And they came to the Rooster.”

      Jakes’s eyes twitched. “What’s your point, Morris?”

      “Only that one of these days, I’m going to get you to share with me. You know, considering my father and yours were buddies and all.”

      “You don’t know enough to share,” he answered.

      Well, that was true. Conlin had a whole set of secrets, and I had no idea what they were. “Doesn’t change the fact that I can be helpful if you’ll give me the chance.”

      “Chance? You intend to stick around here? I thought you planned to return to Arcanus,” Jakes said.

      I think he knows about the doors there, too. I wondered if he’d ever thought about trying to place shifter protection over them, as well, but my guess is even shifter power couldn’t overcome the protections worked into Arcanus. Hell, I doubt Taylor knew much more than the fact that the doors existed. Hard, the one person other than my father who might know anything about the doors, was missing.

      “Well, you know how I can’t resist a pretty girl.” I slipped my arm around Devan’s shoulder, and she slapped it away. I feigned a hurt expression.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not the only thing you can’t resist,” Devan said. She poked me in the side. That evoked a smile from Jakes. His mouth cracked just a bit.

      “Sort of like you and your burger? You practically wolfed it down,” I said.

      She shook her head and gave me a look telling me exactly what she thought of my stupid joke. Jakes didn’t seem to get it, but Jakes was always pretty stoic, even more since the last attack. I didn’t know him all that well, but even in the last few days, he seemed different.

      “Don’t worry. We’re not going to try to take one of the gateways this time,” I told Jakes.

      “Trying would be a mistake,” Jakes said.

      There was no threat in the way he said it. With Jakes, there didn’t need to be. There wasn’t much I could do if the shifters really opposed me.

      Kacey stopped beside Jakes at the counter and leaned on it, giving Jakes an appraising look. “Would you stop bothering the customers, Sam?”

      I grabbed one of the laminated menus from where it was stuffed between a large canister of sugar and the salt and pepper and made a show of setting it down in front of me. “Especially since we’re going to need dessert.” I turned to Kacey. “What pies does Tom have today?”

      “Pie? Do you really think you need dessert, Morris?” Jakes asked.

      Devan barked out a laugh.

      I looked down at myself and poked a finger into my stomach, making a more exaggerated motion than what Devan had done. “This? It’s just a buffer. Like magical padding. Some of us need it.”

      “Hmm.”

      I thought about poking Jakes, but I doubted there was anything soft about him. “I’ll have the banana cream,” I said to Kacey, making a point of ignoring Jakes.

      She made a gesture toward Devan who only shook her head. “All right. Pie it is.”

      Kacey rolled around the counter and disappeared into the kitchen. I was thinking of what other witty thing I could say when a piercing howl came from past the doors through which Kacey had just stepped.

      Jakes darted toward the back. He’s a big man, but when he moves, he draws on magical power that most—even painters like myself—can’t even fathom. I wonder if he partially shifted as he went.

      I reached into my pocket for one of the charms Devan made and hurried after.

      The kitchen of the Rooster was no different from what I imagined in any other diner. There was a bank of gas burners. A row of pots hung over it from hooks. The butcher-block counter was stacked with boxes I suspected Tom had been sorting. A burning sort of stink drifted into the kitchen, like Tom had left something cooking too long and Kacey had taken it outside. There was no smoke that would explain that, though. Hopefully not the meatloaf. Tom’s meatloaf was famous. An angry sense buzzed against me, but I couldn’t quite place where it came from.

      A door was open to the outside, letting a hint of the early autumn breeze blow in. Jakes filled the doorway, his broad back blocking it. I started toward him when Devan touched my hand.

      “Careful, Ollie, there’s something here that I can’t sense.”

      I squeezed the charm, preparing to trigger it if needed. It would generate a wide circle of green ink, enough for a protective pattern.

      Jakes stepped out the door, and I followed, Devan still holding my arm. I finally saw what it was that I smelled. A body lay sprawled across the ground near the big, blue dumpster, almost as if someone had tried to throw it inside but failed. It was heavily burned. That was the smell, but that wasn’t what caught my attention. It was the way the body had been charred. There was a series of patterns burned into the flesh. No one other than a painter makes patterns like that.

      “Is it Tom?” Devan asked, staying behind me.

      Jakes craned his neck and flicked his gaze from me to Devan. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Really, Jakes? From the look of the patterns on the body, it seems to me you’ve got a magical murder here. I know you’re pretty well equipped to handle things like that, but this one might actually be in my wheelhouse. Let me help. If it bothers you, consider me a hired consultant.”

      “You’re not getting paid,” he said, then stepped aside and let me approach.

      “Can you tell who it is?” I asked. It wasn’t a question of his magical ability; it was a question of his nose. Shifters—especially those like Jakes who changed into the shape of a wolf—had an incredible sense of smell.

      “No.”

      “Not Tom?” I asked.

      “Not Tom.”

      I dipped my hand into the satchel of ink hooked to my belt. I went for red, but really any color would work for what I needed. Colors were important for painters, but there were some patterns where color was of secondary importance, like the type I would need. Had I carried any blue ink, that would really have been better, but blue was a little too cerebral for me to keep on me most of the time.

      I made a series of patterns around the body. A simple equilateral triangle near his feet. An inverted spiral wrapped in a circle near one of the arms. And then an arcane mark near the other side. Arcane patterns were different from traditional patterns. Traditional patterns used basic geometric shapes like triangle and circles in ever-increasing complexity. They were intended to augment the power of the painter, drawing and focusing it in ways that the painter couldn’t do on his or her own. Arcane patterns augmented a painter’s magic, as well, but the power created by these patterns was different from traditional ones.

      With arcane patterns, a painter can work some seriously dangerous magic. Or they can just as easily destroy themselves. It was why places like Arcanus wouldn’t teach them. I’d had to go across the Threshold to learn what I’d learned about them. Now I was the closest thing on this side of the Threshold to a master in using them.

      When I infused the pattern, energy shimmered around me and then faded.

      “Damn,” I hissed.

      There was residual power here, enough to counter what I tried to do. Nothing dangerous to me at least, not that I could tell, but it would take more of a draw than I expected. The painter who’d done this had known what he was doing.

      “What is it?” Jakes asked.

      “Just a minute,” I said, waving a hand at him as I refocused.

      I made another quick pattern, this one alongside the arcane mark. It would add to the arcane pattern, allowing me to pull even more power without taxing myself too much. Had I more skill, it wouldn’t be as much of an issue, but I was a tagger, not an artist like my father.

      When I pressed my will into the patterns this time, I split my focus. It had taken practice to learn how to do so. There weren’t many painters—taggers or artists—who could split their focus into more than two or three patterns. With the additional pattern, I split it into four.

      This time, the patterns surged into place, fortified by the additional one. Power swirled around the body, almost visibly so. The energy that had killed this guy pressed against my magic, like some sort of magical arm-wrestling match. It was strong, but the painter wasn’t there to keep pushing power into it. Had he been, I might not have been strong enough.

      As it was, I could only detect certain aspects to the patterns used. There was strength and focus, but there was a delicate skill mingled in, as well. Not just any painter had done this. An artist, someone with true talent.

      I released my power. It went out with a pop.

      “What did you find?” Jakes asked.

      Could he tell when I used my magic? Were the shifters able to tell when I stopped? I knew Devan could, but if Jakes could, as well, that made the shifters even more dangerous.

      “There’s a lot of juice here,” I said.

      “Nice, Ollie,” Devan said.

      I stood and shook my head. “That’s not what I meant. Actually, this guy is pretty dry, so there’s really not a lot of juice.” She shot me a warning look. “Anyway, this was the work of a painter. Pretty powerful one, too.”

      “For patterns like that—” Devan started.

      “Yeah. Not sure who did this, but he—or she—is probably an artist. Has to be for me to need that kind of power.”

      “Maybe it was a message?” Kacey suggested. “The way the body was burned, don’t you think that’s a message?”

      I looked over at the young shifter. I thought her young, but I didn’t really know. With shifters, she could be much older than she looked. “You mean, like in a movie? What would the message be, then: Don’t fuck with the artist?”

      Kacey only shrugged.

      “Would Tom have anything to do with this?” Devan said.

      Jakes glanced at her. “You know of Tom?”

      “I told her,” I said to Jakes. “You know I share pretty much everything with Devan. But it’s not Tom. I mean, I don’t really know what kind of painting power he’s got, but he told me he was a tagger. That he’d been trying to learn from my father. This was an artist.”

      “Like your friend Taylor?” Jakes asked.

      “Taylor is a painter, but she wouldn’t kill anyone.” Jakes arched a brow at me. “All right, maybe she tried to kill you—”

      “And open the gate where the nightmare hell creatures could come through,” Devan said.

      “Invisible nightmare hell creatures,” I corrected. “But why would Taylor do this? She doesn’t really know anyone in Conlin, does she?”

      Jakes circled around to the other side of the body and crouched down next to it. “Maybe not, but she might be able to help us determine who did.”

      It was a good idea, but one I wasn’t sure Taylor would be interested in helping with. She’d been held up in Conlin longer than she wanted already, and now we were adding a murder investigation that would definitely slow her down.

      “Yeah, I’ll see,” I said.

      Power emanated from Jakes. For me to feel it meant there was great power being used. I couldn’t see what he did, only that it washed over the body before dissipating.

      Jakes stood and turned to Kacey. “Find Tom. He will need to know about this. I’ll have someone keep an eye on the diner in the meantime.” She loped off, disappearing around the corner of the building. “Will you find her?”

      “So I’m not a good enough consultant anymore?”

      He looked back at me with an expression of complete disinterest in my jokes. I was afraid that if I didn’t make light of it, I might begin to understand the severity of what happened here. A painter used his power against another to kill. That just didn’t happen on this side of the Threshold.

      I glanced at Devan and shrugged. “Guess we’re going to find Taylor.”

      “Super,” she said. “She’ll be thrilled you’ve found another reason to avoid returning to Arcanus.”
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      Conlin isn’t a big town, but big enough that you can get lost in it. It’s got the usual chain stores for places this size, the Target on one end of town and the old K-Mart on the other. In between, there’s a bunch of local businesses. Restaurants scattered along Main Street mixed with other shops. I’d always wondered why the Rooster had been on the edge of town, not even near any of the chain stores to draw traffic. Now that I knew a bit more about what it was, it made sense. I still didn’t know what my father had done to make the Rooster a safe magical place, but then again, I didn’t really know all that much about the Rooster.

      Devan and I rode in Big Red, the old Ford F-150 that we’d found in the garage when we returned to Conlin, somehow still able to start. Another gift of my father’s. I don’t think he used the old girl quite the same way that we did. The protections in it had saved us on more than one occasion.

      Devan had fitted the truck with patterns around the wheel and through the transmission, working them in such a way that I could increase the protections around the truck. I suspected they would help us go faster if needed, too, but I’d never tried using them that way. Even with me doing nothing, the patterns themselves made the truck nearly indestructible. It had survived Adazi’s attack when pretty much everything else had gone to shit.

      For my father, it had been nothing more than a way to get around town. I remembered that when he’d been around, he mostly left it parked, rarely taking it out of the garage. He probably used the bed of the truck to carry his little projects, though I doubt even this beast of a pickup could have carried some of the statues he’d placed throughout the park. Certainly not Agony. That damn thing was massive, larger than I am, and terrifying in a way that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      “Where do you think she is?” Devan asked.

      “Same place she’s been most of the days I leave her alone.” Devan glanced over at me and I shrugged. “She seems to think there’s something she hasn’t discovered there. Considering my father had a hand in laying it out, she might be right.”

      “The park?”

      “The park,” I agreed.

      “You’ve been quiet since we left the Rooster,” Devan said.

      I shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

      Springs creaked as she shifted on the cloth blanket covering the seat. “Nothing. That’s why you’re staring so intently at the road.”

      I turned onto Thistle Street. It was an older street and pitted in places that had been filled with tar over the years, making for a bumpy ride. It didn’t help that Big Red really didn’t have much in the way of a suspension system, either. A few brick homes were set back from the road. Newer homes along here were small and sided with vinyl. A few were painted wood, but none were kept up all that well. This was the part of Conlin money seemed to have overlooked. Groves of old trees grew unchecked along the street, only trimmed where the power lines needed to run through. Most were oak or elm, but a few sugar maples scattered along the street with leaves already starting to turn red. The rock border of the park sort of grew up out of the ground, the river rock used to construct the wall holding up better than it had any right to do.

      “What is it, Ollie?” she asked.

      “Maybe the murder is bothering me more than I realize.”

      “You’ve seen death before today, so I know it’s more than that.”

      Leave it to Devan to get right to the heart of the issue. She’d been with me longer than anyone else. Without her, I would never have survived what the Trelking planned for me. I might never have mastered the use of arcane patterns without her. But our connection went deeper. She was a friend, and I’d never been all that good at making friends.

      “Painters don’t kill painters.”

      She arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Well, Adazi might be the exception, but as few of us as there are, we don’t need to go attacking each other, especially on this side of the Threshold. I thought I’d be done with that over here.”

      “Painters aren’t always so good to each other, you know. And I’ve seen you use your magic to kill.”

      “That’s different, and you know it. When I’ve used my power, there was always a protective element to it. There’s a certain spirit to painting, a purpose that comes from creation. Using it like that?” I took a breath and squeezed the steering wheel, feeling the patterns press into my palms. “Then there was the pattern on the chest,” I said, making a shape in the air of a triangle bound by irregular lines. “It would take special skill to power that pattern.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out why it bothered me, and I think I understand.” I glanced over at her. Devan looked at me with an earnest intensity. There was nothing of the bullshitting we usually gave to each other. It was the way she looked at me when we discussed crossing the Threshold and returning to Conlin. “It’s not a single pattern. I mean, it is, but it isn’t. And it’s not arcane, either.”

      “You’re saying it’s some kind of super pattern?”

      I slowed as we approached the park and stopped near the arched entryway. My house was on the other side, and I could have parked there, but then we’d have to walk through most of the park to reach the spot I figured I’d find Taylor. I wanted to find her and get back to the Rooster as quickly as I could to see what she might be able to tell us about the murder.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying. Only that it made me uneasy. I’m just hoping Taylor will recognize it.”

      “And if she doesn’t?”

      “Then we have to let Jakes do his sheriff stuff.”

      “Didn’t you say you wanted to be his consultant?” she asked.

      I grunted, popped the door open, and jumped out of the truck. Devan followed me, and I noticed her watching me with a worried frown as we started into the park. It was still early, but the massive trees growing throughout the park left it cast in shadows. Dampness from a recent rain hung on the grass. I stuck to the paver-stone pathway leading toward the central plaza of the park where Agony of the Chase, an enormous sculpture left to the city by my father, had been turned into a decorative fountain. I was always amazed that some of the locals thought it a good idea to splash through the fountain, as if aggravating the demon sculpture was really a good idea. There was power trapped within Agony, though I had never really understood why.

      I scanned the park, looking for signs of Taylor. If she was anywhere in the park, it would be here. I’d seen her attempting to draw Agony, but there was something about the sculpture that defied attempts to recreate it well. The few drawings I’d seen of Taylor’s told me that if any artist could come close, it would be she.

      “Ollie,” Devan said.

      I craned my neck to see what she wanted. She crouched over the fountain, staring at something hidden there. “What is it?”

      She waved a hand at me, motioning me toward her. It didn’t take long for me to see what drew her attention. Normally, water spit out of the mouth of Agony into a pool where some played and others simply used as a wishing well. Today, the fountain was off. I thought someone had simply turned off the water, but the pool had been drained, as well.

      Devan reached into the pool and scooped up a handful of change, letting it run through her fingers. She rubbed the coins together, making a face as she did.

      “That’s someone’s luck you’re messing with there,” I said.

      “You really think these coins bring anyone luck?”

      I glanced at Agony. From this angle, his long jaw looked as if he were trying to scream, gagged by the hose that fed water into his mouth. Sunlight reflected off the gray metal my father had used in sculpting him, giving the hard lines and angles a strange shimmering quality. It only made the sculpture look more menacing.

      “Well, it was someone’s luck,” I said. “And they don’t need you in here messing with it. Bad enough they chose a stupid place like this to make a wish, they don’t need one of the Te’alan jinxing it.”

      Her face hardened, and she crossed her arms over her chest, obscuring the logo on the T-shirt she was wearing. Her fingers worked absently, wiping on the shirt. “First you talk of luck, and now you talk of jinxing? What are you, a five-year-old?”

      I stuck my tongue out at her before turning away from the empty pool and scanning the park. “See any sign of Taylor?”

      “If I did, do you think I’d be standing here with slimy fingers?”

      “Probably,” I answered, turning back to her. “I’ve seen some of the things you put in your hands.”

      “Watch it,” she said and came at me with her hand outstretched to slap me.

      She slipped or tripped and fell forward. Had I not been there, she might have hit her head on the sculpture. I managed to catch her just before impact and swung her away in something like a dance move. I’m graceful like that.

      “See? Agony doesn’t want you doing that, either,” I said.

      Devan glared at me and checked her boots, frowning as she did. She leaned down and tied the laces, cinching them tight. “Let’s find your girlfriend and get back to the diner.”

      “Thinking of letting Jakes watch you eat another burger?” I asked.

      “After seeing that body, I’m not in the mood to eat much of anything.”

      We put some distance between the sculpture and us, and stopped at the edge of the trees. Agony sat in the center of a large, stone plaza with trees all around it. At night, the four lamps stationed around the plaza would shine toward the sculpture. I’d made certain to infuse something a little extra special into the lighting that gave me additional power here, but otherwise, the entire park seemed to have been planned by my father.

      After Taylor came, we learned that he used the other statues placed throughout the park as a way to hide a doorway, a magical gateway much like the one I took when crossing the Threshold into Devan’s world, but one where invisible nightmare hell creatures, creatures that lived outside of the Trelking’s realm on the other side of the Threshold, tried coming through. Taylor remained convinced that there was something else to the statues that we’d missed. Her studying the statues made Jakes nervous. Understandable, considering what he’d lost the last time she activated them.

      We found Taylor near the far north corner of the park. She stood beneath a pine tree in front of the obelisk statue made of the same silvery metal as the others, the one where it seemed two cubes merged atop each other, partly buried in the ground. She held a pad of paper open in front of her and worked with a pencil as she sketched the shape of the statue.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Devan snorted softly behind me, and I turned so I could give her my best stink eye.

      When I turned back, Taylor had looked up and smiled at me. She had olive skin and nearly black hair streaked with blue. She wore a jacket that accentuated her curves and tight jeans. “I’m about done here. You didn’t have to come looking for me.”

      I stood next to her and looked over her shoulder at the drawing. There are two types of painters—taggers and artists. Taylor is definitely an artist. Every time I thought I’d seen something from her that was impressive, she went and managed to outdo herself again. The level of detail on the drawing was amazing, even catching the way the shadows slipped along the statue. I would have only managed a crude representation compared to hers.

      “Find anything new?” I asked.

      Taylor tapped a series of symbols she’d added to her drawing. They weren’t visible now, but with the right infusion of power, they would become clear on the statue. That was how she’d managed to summon the gate. I still wondered if she knew what she’d been doing when she summoned it; she had figured it out awfully quickly.

      “Nothing that I haven’t seen before. I tried a few of the other patterns your father left in the book.” She flipped the page in her notebook and tapped on the patterns she’d tried. They might be from my father’s book, but I could only reproduce some of them. The book walked a painter through how to make them, sort of like a guidebook for dummies. Taylor didn’t seem to need the guidebook like I did. “I thought that if this one summoned”—she pointed to a pattern—“then maybe these would have a different effect.”

      “Do they?”

      She shook her head and pushed strands of loose blue-tinted hair back behind her ear. “Nothing. They do nothing. I still haven’t figured out why the Elder included them in the book.”

      “Why did the Elder do half the things he did?” Devan asked. She kicked at the sculpture, and her boot connected with a solid thud.

      “You don’t care for the work of the Elder?” Taylor asked. She sounded shocked that Devan would even imply something like that.

      Devan gave her a look dripping with annoyance. Taylor didn’t know Devan well enough to recognize it. “I think the Elder is fine. Apparently, he’s like most fathers, isn’t he, Ollie?”

      Taylor’s eyes widened.

      “Anyway,” I said, “there’s something I need your help with.”

      She lifted her gaze away from where she worked on the patterns and met my eyes.

      “We were at the Rooster, and… Well… this is something you’ll need to see.”

      Taylor took another look at the sculpture and took a deep breath. “Can I try one more thing?” she asked.

      I glanced at Devan who only shrugged. “Why not?” It wasn’t like the body was going anywhere. With the amount of magical power that had been used to kill whoever had died, there wasn’t any real risk that it would dissipate too quickly for Taylor to be able to figure out what happened.

      She took a pinch of blue ink from a glass vial and rubbed it carefully between her fingers, reminding me of how Devan had looked while wiping the slime from her fingers. Then she brushed the tips of her fingers across the obelisk, sliding them in a quick pattern. I recognized the pattern; it was another one of my father’s and one toward the end of the book that I hadn’t quite mastered. I could do most of them, but working through them took me a long time and made my hand cramp. For some reason, I didn’t have the same difficulty with making the arcane patterns I often used.

      With an infusion of power, the pattern flashed for a moment before fading. Taylor let out a frustrated breath and started to turn away. As she did, the obelisk rotated.

      We all froze in place. Even Devan, and nothing ever seemed to faze her. “Did I just see that?” I asked.

      Taylor touched the obelisk. It tottered slightly. She jerked her hand back.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. He left these patterns like a guide. Each of them means something, even if we don’t yet know what it is. It’s like the ones we used for summoning the gate.”

      “You used,” I corrected.

      “Fine. The patterns I used to summon the gate. They were paired to the statue. Once you identified what he intended, it was easy to see how the pattern matched.”

      “Maybe easy for you,” I muttered.

      Even with him gone, someone else seemed to understand him better than I could. After all these years, it shouldn’t bother me as much as it did, but there was that part of me—that young kid who wanted nothing more than to be like his father—who wanted to understand what drove him. Now that I’d begun to see some of the details of his work, I thought I was beginning to get it. Who else had discovered the hidden area beneath Jakes’s shed? Without the key he’d left me, we would never have discovered it; but even then, Adazi had seemed to know what was there before I did.

      “What did this pattern do?” Devan asked.

      She stood near the obelisk, arms held away from her sides as if readying to catch it in case it fell. Devan might be strong, but no one had ever managed to move these sculptures before. It was something about how my father had anchored them to the park. Until now.

      “I don’t know,” Taylor admitted.

      “Wait. You didn’t know? Why use it if you don’t know what the pattern will do?” Devan asked. “Isn’t that like the first rule you painters have? Don’t make a pattern until you know what it does?”

      Taylor looked at me, and I shrugged. “I’m probably the wrong example. Devan knows I’ve made plenty of patterns without any real idea of what I was doing. I’m good like that.”

      “Yeah, and you nearly died a few times, I seem to remember,” Devan said.

      Taylor laughed nervously. “Like when he was trying to get into the garage when Adazi had locked it? I thought he would blow himself up.”

      Devan only shook her head, annoyed, and changed the topic. “Fix this,” she said.

      I think she didn’t like it that someone else had helped me, particularly that it had been Taylor.

      Taylor took a pinch of blue ink and made another pattern on the obelisk, wiping it with a careful precision. As she infused it with power, the obelisk swiveled again, twisting on some invisible platform, before settling. Devan touched it carefully, but it didn’t move. She gave it a more solid push, and the statue stayed in place.

      Taylor made her way around the base of the obelisk and made a few notes on her pad, quickly sketching the symbol. She looked up at me, over the top of the paper. “There are probably other effects these patterns have on the statues. If I only had the time…”

      “We don’t,” I told her. “Come on. I need you.”

      Devan stifled a laugh. Thankfully, Taylor missed it.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Rooster,” Devan said. She started away from the corner of the park, moving toward Agony and the central plaza.

      Taylor looked over at me, confusion wrinkling her brow. “The Rooster? We’re going to eat?”

      

      I shook my head and started to follow Devan. “Not exactly,” I said.

      I told her about the murder on the drive over. We sat scrunched together on the bench seat of the truck, making Devan practically hug the door and the window. Had Devan not placed her charms on the truck, I would have worried about the door popping open and her falling out. With what she had done to the truck, I didn’t have to worry about that so much, though I did wonder why she made a point of giving Taylor so much space.

      Taylor sat with her arms tucked between her legs. Her knees were draw up and to the side, making it so I could reach the gear shifter without bumping into her legs. She had stuffed her notebook under her arm, and she stared straight ahead.

      A cool autumn wind whistled through the window I had cracked open, dissipating some of the oily stink that always seemed to linger inside Big Red. Pretty soon, the leaves would be falling. I wondered if I’d still be in Conlin to see the fall.

      “Who do you think was killed?” Taylor asked. She finally tore her eyes off the road and turned in her seat to face me.

      “I’m not sure that’s the question we should be asking,” I said.

      She pulled her head back in puzzlement. “You don’t care who it was who died?”

      “Oh, I care. But I’m more concerned with why. And who did the killing.”

      “Aren’t they all part of the same question?” Taylor asked.

      “Not really. Look, how many painters do you think are in Conlin?”

      “Probably only you and I.”

      And Tom Brindle, but I didn’t let Taylor know that he was a tagger and a friend of my father’s. There was no telling what she would do if she discovered that he learned from the Elder. I imagined her trying to force him to show her what he’d learned from him, studying him like she studied the journals in the basement of my home.

      “Yeah. Two of us. And now, some guy shows up at the Rooster of all places, burned to death by a painter with enough power to still hold me back even after he’s gone. What does that tell you?”

      Taylor turned her eyes back to the road and bit her lip while she considered. “That it was an artist. That’s what you’re implying.”

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m saying it.”

      “And you think I could have—”

      “You? Gods, I hope not,” I answered, swinging the truck back into the Rooster’s lot, but the thought had occurred to me.

      There were a few more cars here than before. Jakes’s squad car sat in the same place. A black Tahoe now parked next to it. A newer Camry angled toward the front of the Rooster. And then there was my old truck. It sort of felt out of place in the lot. Kinda like me, most times.

      I jumped out and made my way around the side of the Rooster, not bothering to go through the diner this time. There might be a reason to stop in later—I mean, it was meatloaf night—but I wanted to see what Taylor might be able to tell us about the murder. Jakes stood talking quietly with Tom. He was an older man, closer to my father’s age, with streaks of silver in his hair and a long, hawkish nose. Both looked up as we approached.

      “Jesus, Oliver, I’m sorry to drag you into this, too,” Tom said. His eyes were drawn and tight. Normally, an easy smile crossed his face, but that was gone, replaced by a weary expression. Every so often, he glanced down at the body lying near the dumpster, and his fingers twitched.

      The body hadn’t been moved. The charred stink coming from it had faded somewhat, but not enough to take the bitterness out of the air. The patterns burned into its chest pressed against me. I knew that I should recognize them, but couldn’t.

      “This is supposed to be a place of sanctuary,” Tom went on. “That was how your father envisioned it. Most of the protections running through the building are his.”

      I hadn’t known my father had placed protections around the Rooster. Made sense, considering he and Tom were old buddies. Now that he mentioned it, I shifted my focus and made a quick tracing in the dust around my feet, listening for the draw of the patterns against me. They hummed softly, so faint that I could almost believe they weren’t there.

      Damn, my father could be subtle. That explained why I struggled to use my magic before.

      “This happened outside, Tom,” Jakes said.

      “It had to have,” I said. Jakes looked over at me, and I waved my hand toward the Rooster as I released the power I pulled through my quick pattern on the ground. “No painter would be a able to draw much power in the Rooster. Not enough to do this.”

      Tom tipped his head and nodded. “That was always the Elder’s intent. Neutralize power. Create a place where everyone could meet peacefully.”

      “Looks real peaceful like,” Devan muttered.

      Power worked through the concrete of the parking lot, radiating away like spokes on a wheel, practically tearing power away from the Rooster. How had it not drawn my power away when I used it when trying to understand what happened to the body? Unless it had, and I simply wasn’t aware. Maybe that had been the reason I had to use as much power as I had in order to sense anything.

      Things like this were why the Elder was feared and respected. Things like this were why he drove me crazy.

      “What is it?” Devan asked me softly.

      I shook my head. “Later.”

      Tom frowned at me, and then his eyes shifted to Taylor, almost as if seeing her for the first time. He nodded respectfully, tipping his head forward.

      I looked from Tom to Taylor. Did he know she was from Arcanus?

      “I want you to take a look at the body,” I said to Taylor. “See what you can determine from the pattern used. Maybe there’ll be nothing, but maybe you’ll pick up on something I couldn’t.”

      “I…” She hesitated, looking at the faces around her. “I’ll try, Oliver. This isn’t my area of expertise, you know. You’re probably better suited to it than I am.”

      I didn’t argue with her. Mostly because she was right. This was an area where I had particular skill—at least I thought I had—but even I couldn’t make out what had happened here. That made Taylor, an Arcanus artist, invaluable.

      Jakes stepped to the side. Taylor glanced at me again before moving to crouch next to the body. She held her vial of blue ink in her hand and pulled a long brush out from a hidden pocket of her coat. She dipped the tip of the brush into the ink and began making a dusting around the outside of the body, quickly swirling in tight spirals and circles. They were focusing patterns. She added elements around the circles, some triangles and some flourishes that I couldn’t comprehend.

      “Do you mind?” she asked without looking up at me. Her hand hesitated in place, pausing perfectly so that the tip of the brush would be able to resume the pattern she worked on. Her eyes locked onto my much cruder patterns.

      “Not at all,” I told her.

      Taylor dropped the brush back to the ground and continued to work. I half expected her to simply destroy the patterns I’d used, but she didn’t. Instead, she added to them, working them into whatever it was that she created. When she finished, she had made a triangle around the body, but the border was comprised of dozens of other patterns, each adding to the other. Like I said, she’s an artist.

      Power built as she infused her will into the pattern.

      My skin tingled and the hairs on the back of my neck stood taut. I don’t know how much energy she drew from herself, but the pattern augmented it. As complicated as the pattern was, she should be able to draw significant power. Taylor’s jaw clenched as she worked, and she pushed hair behind her ears, her hand lingering as she did to twirl the loose strands, pulling the blue-tinted hair between her fingers.

      Then the power faded, disappearing with a soft pop. She looked over at me and shook her head. “I can’t. I don’t understand it, but I can’t do much with the power here.”

      I looked at Tom and then at the building behind him, the one my father had apparently made certain no painter could work with much power. “Yeah, I should have expected that. Let me try something.”

      I took a pinch of black ink from my pouch and added an inverse spiral to each arm of the triangle Taylor had made. Black would be destructive. Not enough to counter what my father had done—not for long, anyway—but maybe enough for me to use Taylor’s pattern.

      With a surge of power, I pressed through the pattern, infusing my will into it. As I did, I split my focus, activating each of the arcane patterns I’d added before and then moving onto Taylor’s pattern. My pattern was simple. I’d used it enough times over the years that there was a familiarity to the way it felt when I drew power through it. Taylor’s was completely foreign to me.

      Usually, it could be dangerous to use another painter’s pattern, especially if you didn’t know the intent, but with Taylor’s pattern, I did know what she intended. I would never have thought to draw power the way she did. There was an elegance to her pattern where mine were more utilitarian. Brutish. But she had used the triangle as a way to simply focus power inward, to draw from it what had happened to the body. I could use her pattern.

      It took more power than I expected. A complex pattern such as she’d created should require much less power, but then again, it had to work against whatever my father had working through the lot around the Rooster.

      I had to draw deeply. Keeping the balance of the three arcane marks around the triangle was tricky, but I had practice splitting my focus like this. I pulled the power coming from the arcane marks toward the pattern Taylor had made, uniting them as I did.

      I had the briefest second where it held, and then everything snapped away from me, tearing control from me. I fought it long enough to let it ease out. There was a risk to losing control like that. Others could be hurt. Hell, I could be hurt. Had I not tried to fight the energy release, the arcane patterns could’ve torn everything apart around them. Or not, considering what my father had put in place here.

      I slumped to the ground, drained.

      “What is it?” Devan asked. She dropped to the ground next to me, unmindful of the dirt.

      I turned to face her. Jakes stared down at me, a deep frown furrowing his face. Taylor remained silent. Probably the effort of trying to pull power through her pattern had drained her almost as much as it had drained me.

      “Did you learn anything, Morris?” Jakes asked.

      I took slow, steady breaths, as I tried to regain my focus. “Not really.”

      Taylor’s face had gone white, and she remained silent.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You sensed something.” Since the patterns had been combined, she could have detected more than I did. “What did you learn?”

      “This was done by a painter,” Taylor started.

      “We knew that,” Jakes said.

      “There was skill and power,” she went on. “But I’ve seen the pattern used here before, just not quite in this form. And it’s been a while. Maybe a few months since I’ve seen it.”

      I turned to Taylor. “Months? As in during the time you were with—”

      She nodded slowly. “It’s not his, but yeah. It was during the time I was with Nik.”
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      The lights of the Rooster felt bright and artificial and welcoming. Now that I knew how my father had turned the diner into a magical sanctuary, I appreciated the fact that there couldn’t be any magical throw downs that might surprise me. A couple of months ago, back when Devan and I had first returned to Conlin thinking that we would find safety and time for me to keep her safe, I didn’t worry about things like that. Now I wasn’t sure of anything.

      I sat in one of the booths along the front windows. The cool of the plastic seat pressed through my pants. A plate of Tom’s meatloaf sat in front of me, mostly untouched. It wasn’t that it didn’t taste good, only that my appetite wasn’t what it should be. That, and the fact that the smell reminded me too much of the dead guy lying next to the diner.

      “Tell me about Nik,” Jakes said.

      He sat on a chair he’d pulled up to the booth, arms crossed over his chest and his face wearing a flat expression, looking for all the world like a cop interrogating a witness. And maybe that’s what he was. Still, I wished he’d change out of his sheriff’s uniform. Talking about painting and patterns and shifting felt strange with him wearing that.

      Devan sat against the wall in the booth. She had one of her figurines in her hand and flipped it around, almost as if playing with it nervously. Maybe she was nervous. She knew Nik, too. He’d been the Trelking’s private painter before I showed up. He might not have the same skill with arcane patterns as I did, but he had once been a hell of a lot better painter. Not quite an artist, but a step above a tagger, for sure.

      Taylor studied me a moment, then turned to Jakes. “Nik is a painter, as Oliver said. I would disagree when he calls him a tagger, though I disagree with that title in general. He has talent, but it’s in different areas than traditional training in Arcanus would allow.”

      “Arcane patterns?” I asked. Had Nik learned something since I’d last seen him? Nik’s inability to learn arcane patterns had been the reason that I’d become something of the Trelking’s pet. It was the reason Nik had ended up jailed, needing Devan and me to rescue him.

      “Not like what you can do,” she said. “He has some talent there, but where his talent really shines is in reaching through the physical form to reach a deeper power.” She touched her hair, twirling it between her fingers.

      “So was it Nik?” Jakes asked.

      Taylor shook her head. “Not him. I can’t believe Nik would ever do something like that.”

      “I can,” I said softly.

      She looked at me with an accusation in her eyes. “You said you were friends.”

      “We are. We were,” I corrected. “But Nik served the Trelking much like I did. There are things you do in his service that change you.” Devan touched my leg beneath the table, squeezing it comfortingly. She knew the things I’d done, and for some reason, she was still my friend. Of course, she was the Trelking’s daughter. There were things she had done because she had to, things I doubted she wanted anyone to know about.

      “But Nik is in Russia,” Taylor said.

      “When did you see him last?” Jakes asked.

      I half expected him to take out a pad and begin taking notes, but then again, Jakes was a smart guy, and probably had a great memory.

      Taylor looked across the table at me. She had a plate in front of her, too, equally untouched, though she had chosen the fish and chips. That was her first mistake. Tom might be a pretty good cook, but there was just something about ordering fish in a place like the Rooster that made you wonder if you were getting anything all that fresh. At least with all the farmers around us, I had the impression the beef was locally sourced.

      “It’s been a few months,” she admitted. “He was one of the group that taught me about modding.”

      I looked again at her hair. I’d heard of other painters doing more exotic and dangerous mods. When I’d known Nik, I never would have pinned him as a modder, but then he had survived the Trelking for the gods only know how many years and had somehow managed to cross over the Threshold when he shouldn’t have been able to do so. As far as I had known, Nik hadn’t survived in the first place.

      “Modders place patterns on their skin, inside mouths and on tongues,” I explained to Jakes.

      Devan shivered. I suspected she was recalling what Adazi had done, some of which had required modding. Thankfully, the barn had fallen on him and he was no longer a concern. We hadn’t found his remains, but then again, most of the barn had burned. Neither Chase nor Adazi had made it out.

      “It’s not only that,” I went on. “I’ve seen modders use piercings and other body modifications to change themselves.”

      “It’s more than that, but yeah. Some of the more extreme modders will do pretty crazy things,” Taylor said.

      “Why would they do it?” Jakes asked.

      I shook my head. “You saw Adazi, what it let him become, but most modders are taggers who’ll never achieve much power. When they start changing themselves, they tap into something more.”

      “It’s a dark power,” Devan said.

      “Pretty dark stuff,” I agreed, “but you’re talking about people who will never have much power otherwise. Most think they have to mod, especially when they discover the limits to their power.”

      Jakes looked from me to Taylor. From the widening of his eyes, he finally understood the tinting of her hair. It was a subtle mod, not like some that I’d seen. Maybe that was why it hadn’t changed her too much. Or maybe it had. Hell, what did I really know about her? Only that she’d risk anything to open a dangerous gateway. And that she helped me close it once she understood what it was. She helped me save Devan when Adazi abducted her.

      “You’ve not done this to yourself? Modded?” he said to me.

      “I don’t really need to. I’m just a tagger, too,” I said, “but I’ve learned to use arcane patterns. Most modders can’t even get traditional patterns to work for them consistently, but that’s why they’re a little more dangerous. They know there’s power out there in the world, but they can’t reach it. So they mod.”

      Taylor sat silently for a moment. She rubbed her hands together. “Not all of the modders I met were without talent,” she said. “Some were pretty skilled painters, though their skills weren’t what Arcanus would have considered typical.”

      She glanced at me. I knew she meant my talent with arcane patterns. I had shown aptitude when learning from the Trelking and his people. Had I not, he might not have considered me useful enough to keep around. That arcane patterns were useful to me as well had been a boon. Using them had given me insight into how the traditional geometric patterns worked and how I might supplement them with arcane patterns.

      “Like Nik,” I said.

      “Like Nik,” she agreed.

      “Nik is a painter like you?” Jakes asked Taylor.

      She shrugged. I expected her to explain more, but she didn’t.

      “Nik served the Trelking in a capacity similar to what I did. When I appeared and showed some talent with particular patterns, Nik became expendable. He was imprisoned and nearly died.”

      “You helped him,” Jakes said.

      “How could I not? Nik was my friend. I didn’t have many friends. Not in Arcanus and not on the other side of the Threshold.”

      “Hey,” Devan said.

      “Except Devan,” I corrected.

      She gave me a satisfied nod.

      “So this pattern you detected, it was one of his?” Jakes asked Taylor, shifting his attention back to the murder.

      “Not Nik’s, but there were those with him—”

      “Other modders?” Jakes asked.

      “Modders, and others. Nik is sort of the guy when it comes to modding. Others would learn it was possible and then learn of Nik. They’d go to him looking for help. But he had other friends, powerful painters…”

      “And enemies?” Jakes asked.

      “What are you getting at, Jakes?” I asked.

      He turned to me. “She’s here, Morris. If she’s friends with him, there might be a reason others would follow.”

      Taylor’s face flushed slightly. “I don’t know if he had any enemies. Not that I saw, but he could be harsh at times. Mostly, it was to keep others from hurting themselves.”

      I could see where Jakes’s line of questioning was leading. “If the dead guy is a modder, there’d be some sign. It’d be a tattoo or a scar or a piercing.”

      “Would we know with the body in that state?” Jakes asked. “Is there anything you can do to tell?”

      I laughed. “Isn’t there anything you can do? You’re the shifter. You can draw a hell of a lot more power than I can.”

      “That is outside my capabilities,” Jakes said.

      We sat in silence for a moment. I picked my fork back up and began working at the meatloaf. The longer we sat in the Rooster, the more my appetite returned. I tried to ignore how the meatloaf sort of looked like one of the burns on the dead guy’s chest.

      “I can try,” Devan said.

      I turned to her. She was powerful in an entirely different way from Jakes. Hers was a pure power, drawn from something deep inside her. The Te’alan could detect magical power. Well, except for shifters. Apparently, she couldn’t see much there.

      “I’m not saying I can do it,” Devan said. “Only that I’ll try. That kind of painting would leave a stain. I should be able to detect it, but if it’s been gone too long, even I won’t pick it up. Not there, though,” she said, pointing toward the back of the diner. “It’s got to be somewhere that doesn’t suppress me.” She pulled my plate in front of her and turned to the meatloaf. “And first, I need to eat.”

      

      We stood in a narrow room in front of a silver table, the charred body resting atop it. Harsh, white light hummed overhead. The coroner worked quietly in the corner at a sink running a steady stream of water, readying a tray of tools. Every so often, he glanced over, almost as if he wanted to ask us something, but he never did.

      Jakes knew him and asked him to give us a few minutes. It made me wonder if the coroner was a shifter, too.

      Getting the body away from the Rooster, away from the circle of power that my father had placed there, had been the purpose. I wondered if I, too, might be able to reach enough power here to determine if this guy was a modder. I didn’t try. Doing so would involve patterns and ink and more than I wanted to try without knowing a little more about the coroner. At least with Devan’s magic, there were no marks left behind.

      The air smelled of the burned body mixed with the antiseptic used by the coroner. He mixed a bucket of bluish liquid that smelled vaguely of bleach. I was thankful that it smelled mostly clean. I wasn’t sure I could handle it if the place stunk of organs or decay. I’d smelled that often enough working with the Trelking.

      Devan set her hands on either side of the table, her jaw clenched in concentration. My eyes dipped to the dead guy’s hands, and I noted that he wore a plain silver band around his thumb. I stood back and away from the table, waiting for Devan to begin. If this guy had done some modding, I wanted to know. If Nik was somehow involved, we needed to know. Taylor might know more about modding than I did, but I suspected I knew Nik better than she did. A guy can change—I’d seen that happen often enough that I knew it was possible—but not so much that he changed who he was completely.

      When she focused her power, the medallion hanging beneath my shirt went cold and her skin started to take on a soft glow. Taylor sucked in a soft breath. She’d likely never really seen Devan working with her powers, at least not with enough time to actually study them. Chasing after Devan through the park while trying not to die wasn’t exactly the same thing.

      Devan shifted her hands up and gripped the painter’s shoulders. As she did, she pushed power out through him.

      Nothing about the painter changed. Even so, Devan jerked her hands back and away from the body. She took a step back, staring at the charred remains with new suspicion.

      Instinctively, I went for one of my charms and pulled it out, holding it in front of me. “What is it?”

      She shook her head, still staring at the body. “That’s not a painter.”

      “Are you sure? No mods or anything?” I asked.

      She finally tore her eyes away from the body. When she looked at me, I saw fear in her eyes even deeper than what she’d shown what Adazi had attacked. “Not a painter,” she repeated. “It’s one of the Te’alan.”

      She started to shake, and I hurried to her, slipping my arm around her waist to keep her from falling. “There shouldn’t be anyone else here,” she said as I steadied her. “None of my kind crosses the Threshold. That’s why I’m safe here.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong,” I suggested, though I didn’t think she was. Knowing Devan as I did, she likely had double- or triple-checked before even saying anything, which was probably why it had taken her so long when she used her magic.

      Taylor came around the edge of the body. “Are you certain it’s not a painter?” Devan shot her a hard look. Taylor quickly looked away and turned to me. “Then maybe one of Nik’s friends didn’t do this. You weren’t sure. With as difficult as it is to sustain a pattern around the diner, there’s no way to really know, is there?”

      I peered over at her and shook my head once. “Yeah, it doesn’t make sense. Nik wasn’t ever all that powerful. And for him or his crew to go after one of the Te’alan?”

      “You’ve already given him a reason, haven’t you, Morris?” Jakes said. “He resented the Trelking. That would be reason enough.”

      “But there’s no reason for one of the Te’alan to cross the Threshold,” I told him.

      “Are you certain your friend Nik wasn’t the one to cross first? Perhaps they chased him,” Jakes said.

      I thought about it, but it still didn’t make sense to me. Not knowing what Nik had been through.

      I studied the body. We still didn’t know why someone had attacked one of the Te’alan. Or even how the Te’alan could have reached Conlin. Then there was the issue of why he ended up at the Rooster, a place that was supposed to be safe.

      “Can you tell who it is?” I asked Devan. If we could figure that out, maybe we’d understand more about what had happened.

      She shook her head. “Not like this.”

      She held something back. I didn’t know what, but knowing Devan for as long as I had, there was something more to this.

      Jakes watched us with that blank expression he had. It was creepy in a way. There was something about Taylor’s face that made me wonder what more she might know. She had been around Nik more recently than I had, and given the fact that she had modded herself, I wouldn’t entirely put it past her to have some reason to protect him.

      As I took Devan’s hand to pull her out of the coroner’s exam room, Jakes grabbed my arm.

      “If the Te’alan are involved…” he started.

      “Yeah,” I said. That meant the Trelking might know where Devan and I had gone. It meant that she wasn’t safe here, and others weren’t safe with us being here. With a magical murder in Conlin, it felt too much like when I’d been on the other side of the Threshold.

      Devan and I went down a narrow hall lined with faded, old oak doors until we reached the lobby at the front of the building. There was a desk behind an empty counter. An old tube TV sat with a flickering picture, the sound nearly muted. A computer whirring loudly was the only other sound.

      “What else did you sense?” I asked as we reached the lobby.

      Devan nodded toward the glass doors we’d just exited. The coroner’s office was located in what had once been the town’s hospital, before it had moved to its new campus. By new, I’m talking thirty years ago. This old hospital building was all-brick and only one level, reminding me of an old-fashioned schoolhouse. The back half had been converted into office space.

      We stepped out onto Washington Street, feeling the chill in the air as dusk turned to night. There wasn’t much else in this part of town. A few closed businesses, signs long-since faded. A white fence blocked someone’s lot from the street.

      “Well?” I said when we were on the street. Yellow streetlights kicked on as we headed toward Big Red.

      “I didn’t want to say too much in there.”

      “I noticed that.”

      We made our way along the cracked sidewalk. Devan stared down, as if studying the grass and weeds growing through the cracks. “I could tell a little more than what I let on.”

      “Yeah. I know you well enough that I could see that.”

      “I didn’t recognize who that was, but I did recognize what it was.”

      “One of the Te’alan,” I said.

      Devan stopped and turned to me. “Not only that. He had power. Enough power that he wouldn’t have died easily.” An uneasy sensation began building in my stomach. “He worked for my father. And did you see the ring?”

      I had, so I nodded. “What does it mean?”

      “You didn’t recognize it?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      She looked back toward the building. “You were on the other side long enough that I thought you might know about them, but my father keeps them pretty tightly controlled, so maybe you never really had the opportunity.”

      “Who?”

      “The Nizashi.”

      I started shaking my head before I knew what I was doing. “That can’t have been one of the Nizashi,” I said. They were assassins, among the most feared of the Trelking’s soldiers. They subverted the magic used by the Te’alan in order to serve the Trelking, giving up a part of themselves and turning what should only be used for protective magic into something darker. Few were willing to make the sacrifice. “There’s no way a painter would have managed to kill one of them, even an artist.”

      Devan’s eyes were distant. “So you have heard of them.”

      “I’ve been around you long enough to have heard of them.”

      “Then you understand my concern. It’s not about who killed the Nizashi lying on that table.”

      “Oh, shit,” I breathed.

      “Yeah. Where are the other two?”
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      Devan leaned back on her wooden chair in the garage, slowly twirling a pair of figurines between her fingers. From what I could tell, one looked like a gargoyle, but the other was cupped in her hand so that I couldn’t see. She stared toward the bench where she did most of her work, the shelf lined with shaped metal in various stages. Some would eventually be charms she made for me, while others were the figurines she preferred to make for herself.

      Big Red was parked off to the side, a steady clicking coming from its engine as it cooled. It gave off the smell of burned oil, mingling with the scent of the sawdust and the sharp tang of cut metal. We’d left the garage door open, letting in the cool night air, which helped dissipate some of the odors. Devan never moved, even when the occasional gust came into the room. Taylor stood near the door, probably hoping for fresher air.

      Devan hadn’t spoken much since we left the coroner’s. Jakes had stayed behind to speak to the coroner, likely finding out something more about the body, but we already knew all that we needed. If the Nizashi had come, it would only be a matter of time before they came for Devan. She was too valuable to the Trelking for there to be another reason. We hadn’t told Jakes, but then the shifter didn’t need to hear about the Nizashi to know that Devan was being hunted.

      I had shared what I thought I had to with Taylor in the car, but I’d waited until we were back in the garage to try to sort out what we knew of the Nizashi.

      “So there are three?” Taylor asked.

      Devan didn’t blink as she nodded. She placed one of her figurines on the bench and pushed it toward the back. This one looked something like what I imagined a troll would look like, with thick, rounded arms and a lumpy club hanging from one hand. The detail work to her figurines always impressed me.

      “Why three?”

      “In case one of them fails,” I said.

      In the time since Devan revealed that it was one of the Nizashi, I’d racked my brain trying to remember what I could about them. It wasn’t much. Even on the other side of the Threshold, there wasn’t much known about them. Not even how many served the Trelking. They were a secretive group, and for good reason. What they had done with their magic was much like what the modders did, but the power the Nizashi were able to access was much greater than anything a modder would be able to do.

      “And the fact that we’ve only seen the one…”

      “Means that either the other two are still here and trying to complete the mission or the assignment is complete and they’ve crossed back over.”

      “But Devan doesn’t think they’ve gone back,” Taylor said. She shook her head in answer. “Why not?”

      “Because Devan is still here,” I said.

      Devan set her hands on her bench and looked over at me. “We don’t know that they’re here for me,” she said.

      “You’re right, we don’t. And we don’t know why the one we found would have been killed. And whoever killed the Nizashi knew Nik at one time,” I said.

      “We need to find them before they find us,” Devan said.

      “The Nizashi?” I asked.

      “No, Ollie. Whoever took out the Nizashi.”

      I wasn’t sure which was worse: searching for the Trelking’s assassins or someone able to kill one of them. Either one put us in danger. After what Devan had just gone through, I wasn’t willing to risk that kind of danger again.

      “Do you know any reason they’d be here?” I asked Taylor.

      Taylor met my eyes. “I don’t even know who they are.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” I said. “There’s something you’re not telling us. When we were at the coroner’s, I could tell that you knew more than you were letting on.”

      “Oliver…”

      “Listen, Taylor. You’ve already let a nightmare into my hometown once. Now if you know anything about this, we need to hear about it.”

      A pair of headlights made their way down the driveway, almost as if on cue. I stared at them, trying to tell if it was Jakes or Kacey, but I didn’t recognize the car. An older sedan, the lights dim and washed out and low to the ground.

      “You expecting someone?” I asked Taylor.

      She shook her head.

      “How ’bout you?” I asked Devan.

      “You’re an idiot,” she said.

      “You keep calling me that, and I might get a bit of a complex.” I turned to Taylor and nodded toward the house. “Maybe you better disappear for a little while. We don’t really know what to expect here, and if there’s any sort of crazy that’s related to Nik or someone he knows, I want you protected.”

      “They won’t do anything to me,” Taylor said.

      “Yeah, well we’ll just have to see about that. Besides, until I’m sure you’re telling me everything, maybe it’s best you stay hidden.”

      Taylor gave me a lingering stare before turning and hurrying into the house, disappearing just as the car slowed to a stop in front of the open garage. The driver-side door opened, and I shouldn’t have been surprised to see the kid we’d seen earlier at the diner get out, still dressed in the leather, but I was. He kept his door open, as if he wanted to be ready in case he had to jump in quickly. The girl sat in the front passenger seat and stayed in place, not willing to get out.

      “You Morris?” the kid asked.

      I glanced over to Devan before answering. “Oliver Morris. Yeah,” I said.

      The kid leaned toward the car and whispered something to the girl inside. I couldn’t hear what she said, but her voice got all high and agitated sounding.

      “Your father him?” the kid asked, looking back up from the open car door.

      Was that what this was going to be about? Now that we’d returned to Conlin, was I going to get idiots like this thinking to come find something about my father? I think I liked it better when I didn’t know about the Rooster, and I didn’t know about anyone else trying to make it through town, using the Rooster as some sort of way station to keep safe.

      “My father is the Elder, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said. I glanced over to the house, thankful that I’d sent Taylor inside. She didn’t need to be around when someone else came looking for my father. Already, her obsession with him had put others in danger.

      The kid nodded and then reached into his pocket.

      As he did, Devan took a few steps toward me. My hand immediately went to my pouch, grabbing a pinch of ink. Both of us were ready to throw down pretty quickly, mostly because we’d been through something like that before. This kid didn’t look like much of a threat, but then again, I’d seen some pretty terrifying monsters that didn’t look like much when I first came across them.

      The kid seemed oblivious to the fact that both Devan and I were ready to lay down the thunder. It was probably best. When he pulled his hand out of his pocket, he was holding a long, slender cylinder. The light from the garage reflected off the sides, and I recognized patterns worked into the metal of the cylinder.

      He held it out, pointing it toward me as if I should take it.

      I did so, but slowly. “What is it?” I asked.

      The kid glanced over to the car, lowering his head enough to see in the window. He said something softly and then pulled his head up and met my eyes. I noticed his were nearly black. Maybe it was shadows or the reflected light or something, but with everything that I’d seen during the day, I got a little jumpy and splashed a circle of ink around me.

      The kid took a step back, as if to jump back into the car. “I was hoping you could help with that,” he said.

      I began to feel like an idiot. This kid couldn’t be more than twenty, maybe a few years older, and here I was jumping as if he was someone I should fear. I could probably drop him with nothing more than a twist of a stunning charm.

      Devan began to relax, and I turned the long cylinder over in my hands. There was a solid weight to it, a comfort in the way it fit in my hand, almost like I’d been meant to hold it. Normally, I wouldn’t believe in superstitions, but when it came to magical devices, I was a little more open-minded.

      The patterns arranged on the cylinder were familiar. Not necessarily anything that I’d seen before, but certainly I’d seen something like them. I traced my fingers along the cylinder, running around the first pattern I touched, that of a triangle set inside an irregular hexagon. The hexagon had another series marked around it, this with a repeating spiral shape. This single pattern was incredibly complex. And I had no idea what it would do. There were at least a dozen more like it, each with the same level of complexity.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      The kid shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, does it?” he asked.

      I looked up from studying the cylinder and frowned at him. “What do you mean? Either you know who made these patterns or you don’t. Seems to me that you at least know where you found it.”

      The kid looked into the car as if hoping that the girl there would give him permission. “Just know that I found it. I can’t make it work”—there was a hint of irritation as he said that—“but it needs to be protected.”

      Devan took the cylinder from me and held it up to the light. “Look at this, Ollie,” she said, pointing to one of the patterns. “Seen something like this before?”

      I whistled softly to myself. “Damn. You’re right.”

      It wasn’t exactly the same, but it resembled the pattern that Taylor had used on my father’s statue, a pattern that he had made, one that was somehow tied to the sculptures in the park.

      How had this kid gotten ahold of something of my father’s?

      “Where did you find it?” I asked.

      I thought of seeing him in the Rooster. The kid could be from anywhere, but the fact that he’d known about the Rooster—and that Jakes had gone to him—meant that he knew about the Rooster. If that was the case, why hadn’t Jakes sent him to me in the first place? Devan and I had been sitting right there when Jakes first saw him.

      “Like I said,” he told me, “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Well, it kinda does,” I said. I considered all the places where the kid could have managed to snag something like this but couldn’t come up with all that many, at least none that would have made much sense. I’d not seen him around Conlin before, but that didn’t really mean anything. I’d been gone for too long to recognize many people in the town. But Jakes had recognized him, or at least had gone to him. And something of my father’s—at least, something with a pattern like my father’s—would be useful. And valuable.

      “Why bring it to me?” I asked.

      The kid glanced around, bending down to peer into the car and whisper something to the girl inside. He shook his head vigorously and then stood to face me again. He shrugged and waved a hand toward the cylinder. “They said you could keep it safe.”

      “They?” I asked.

      “The warden, and the other. The sheriff. They both suggested you.”

      I frowned and glanced at Devan, wondering who the warden might be. Not Jakes. The kid had mentioned him separately. Could he mean Tom? That seemed an awfully presumptuous title for him if so. I would have gone with something a little more unassuming, maybe something like the cook or the chef.

      And if they had suggested me, then why hadn’t he just come to me when we were in the diner?

      “Not Arcanus?” I asked, turning my attention back to the kid. I didn’t really know how much he knew about Arcanus, but it seemed reasonable to assume that he’d heard of it, especially if he came looking for the Elder.

      The kid glanced into the car again and shook his head. “Not there. Listen, if you’re not able to keep it safe—”

      I smiled, trying my best to look reassuring. “Yeah, I can keep it safe. I’ll put it with the other things he left for me.”

      The kid offered a relieved expression. “Thanks,” he said. Without saying anything else, he climbed into the car and closed the door. As I watched, he said something else to the girl, speaking animatedly, before putting the car in reverse and backing out of the drive.

      “That’s weird,” Devan said.

      “Yeah. Tell me, why wouldn’t Jakes have sent him our way while we were in the diner?”

      Devan shook her head. “Maybe he didn’t have it with him.”

      I wondered. The kid had been jumpy, so whatever he’d given me was valuable. If it really was something of the Elder’s, I understood why.

      Once the lights from the car disappeared from view, Taylor came back out of the house. I slipped the cylinder into my pocket. I’d need time to study it, and I didn’t want to do that with Taylor standing over my shoulder.

      She glanced from Devan and then back to me. “Who was that?”

      “Local kid. Wanted to bring me a house-warming present.” I smiled and took a deep breath. “I’m going to get a beer. Anyone else?”

      Devan gave a look that told me how stupid she thought I was for asking. She never drank anything with alcohol. I’m not sure how it would have interacted with her system. Taylor only shook her head, still studying Devan and me as if trying to understand what she might have missed.

      I started out of the garage and headed toward the house. As I did, a subtle energy slid over my skin. I turned back to the garage, wondering what Taylor might have been painting and froze.

      Darkness shifted across the night, obscuring the garage. It was like a cloud of black ink hovered in front of the garage. Power radiated from it.

      Without thinking too much—had I taken any time to think, I would have run the other way in terror—I raced toward the garage, already reaching for charms tucked into my pockets. I pulled them free, a practiced finger already making certain they were the ones I needed, and plunged into the cloud.

      I pinched one of the charms and ink puffed out in a wide ring. If I was wrong, then I’d have nothing more than a mess to clean up when this was over. If I was right… Well, gods help me… I was wrong.

      With the ink hanging in the air, I infused power into it. It shimmered into place in a flash.

      The cloud dissipated.

      Devan crouched against the bench, hands outstretched before her, one of the figurines clutched in her hand like some sort of security blanket. Taylor had her paintbrush out and waved it in the air like some sort of magic wand. Blue ink flickered from it, creating a neat pattern on the floor.

      In the middle of the garage was a man about Devan’s height. He had a solid build and shaggy brown hair. He wore a forest green shirt and loose wool pants. From his dress alone, I knew he had come from the other side of the Threshold. A silver ring on his thumb caught the light from the garage.

      One of the Nizashi.

      He glanced at me as I entered the garage and waved a hand toward me. Something like a fist punched me in the stomach, lifting me off my feet and tossing me back and into the night. I landed on my side and smacked my head against the hard ground, all the wind knocked out of me. Stars swirled around me like in the comics. It took me a moment to gather myself.

      It was the shout that really mobilized me.

      Devan.

      I wouldn’t let someone take her, not again. Adazi getting past me still stung, but at least then, I hadn’t been here to do anything. No way would I let it happen to her while I was standing right here.

      Somehow, I managed to roll to the side and push to my feet. My stomach and ribs hurt, aching from the old injury I’d gotten when we faced the hunters. My back screamed. Pain pulsed in my temple from where it had been hit.

      I ran forward, reaching for a different charm.

      When I found it, I pulled it from my pocket and aimed it forward. I would have one shot. If it hit, it would be more than enough to at least stun the Nizashi. I don’t know that it would kill him; that really wasn’t the intent of Devan’s charms. But I could slow him down. Give us a chance to secure him. Then we could ask questions, because I had lots of them.

      Taylor stood with her feet set firmly, a circle of blue ink cast around her. The Nizashi stared at her, fixing her with a heated gaze. Devan stood frozen in place, as if turned into one of my father’s statues. Whatever the Nizashi had done had kept her from moving. One hand clutched the figurine outstretched like it was some sort of shield. I noticed that it was the troll-like creature.

      “Hey, handsome,” I said.

      “Oliver!” Taylor shouted.

      I didn’t look over. The charm fired with a soft click. As it did, I infused the ink with as much will as I could draw. Normally, I could pull quite a bit of power, but the attack had left me woozy, and my head swam. I might not have the same amount of strength I usually could summon. But that didn’t mean I had nothing.

      The ink struck the Nizashi with an explosion of light. I waited for the light to fade, already expecting him to be down, to have fallen in a heap, but he stood staring at Taylor, pretty much as if he hadn’t even felt my attack.

      Well, damn.

      I splashed down a circle of ink as quickly as I could, barely paying any attention to what color I chose. Black. Figures. Most painters have an affinity for certain colors. Taylor clearly was drawn to blue. It’s the color of spirit and thought, not surprising, considering that she’s an artist. I can use all different colors, but I’m drawn to black. The color of destruction, sorrow, death.

      The Nizashi made a single movement, stepping slightly toward me, putting himself in between Taylor and me. It was a strange thing, until I realized that he blocked me from reaching Devan.

      “Any ideas?” I asked Taylor.

      “Don’t get killed?” she suggested.

      I grunted. That might be easier said than done.

      The Nizashi attacked. It happened so fast that I wasn’t even certain what happened. He stood there, mostly facing Taylor, when power exploded around me. It struck the protective barrier I had in place, leaving it shimmering and my insides burning. When a magical attack struck a barrier like I’d erected, I could feel it. The harder the attack, the more I felt. When Adazi attacked, I’d been forced to hold up against pretty much the strongest painter I’d ever faced in battle. There were better painters—stronger painters—but I’d never needed to create protections from their magic. This attack made what Adazi slung around feel like a mosquito bite.

      I screamed. I wouldn’t be able to hold the protection much longer, and the Nizashi knew it. From what little I knew of them, he might be able to sustain the attack on me much longer than I could resist him.

      My options were limited. I had full satchels of ink strapped to my belt, but that meant lowering the protection long enough to use them. I had two charms remaining, but they were mostly defensive charms. Devan hadn’t taken the time to create too many offensive charms. She’d do it, but it sort of went against the way her people’s magic worked. I think the only reason she did it was because she wasn’t the one using them. That, and because I asked nicely.

      Power built again, pulling my skin tight. I managed to look over and see Taylor making a quick motion with her brush. She flickered it in between lowering her defenses for a moment, long enough to let the ink escape. Each flick of her wrist sent a splatter of ink across the floor. The pattern she attempted might be enough to slow the Nizashi.

      She needed me to distract him.

      I looked past him at Devan. Had she moved? I couldn’t tell. It looked like she was still frozen in the same place she’d been when he first came across her, but maybe she’d shifted slightly.

      The garage was small enough that anything I did would likely lead to more damage. My father had set protective patterns throughout the garage, as well as the house, so I knew it would hold up under the attack, but I didn’t know if the things in the garage would hold up quite as well.

      I dove to the side.

      I think the suddenness of the movement surprised the Nizashi as much as anything. The power beating against my barrier suddenly ceased, the raging pain burning through me gone, and I rolled to a stop behind an old table saw that Devan had modified with some crazy jigs to help her work.

      The Nizashi shifted his attack to follow me. Power pressed toward me. I didn’t know what it was intended to do, but I could feel the pain starting to build again. Much longer, and I wouldn’t be able to hold out.

      I thumbed the trigger of one of the remaining charms and aimed it toward the Nizashi, encircling him with a splash of red ink. I pressed my will through the ink. The power cut off, suddenly stopped. If it held, we might be able to contain him more effectively, but I doubted it would hold. The angle had been wrong and the circle incomplete.

      All I needed was time enough for Taylor to finish her pattern. She lowered her barrier and quickly finished her pattern. As she did, the Nizashi broke free of my containment, faster than I’d expected. He turned on Taylor, now unprotected, and took a step toward her when she set off her pattern.

      The explosion struck the Nizashi in the chest, sending him flying back.

      I jumped at her, grabbing her around the waist and tackling her as we rolled away from him. I came to a stop and looked back, hoping her attack had destroyed him, but not really expecting it.

      The Nizashi was gone.

      “Where is he?” Taylor asked.

      I splashed a quick detection pattern, but didn’t sense anything. “I don’t think he’s here. Help me secure the garage so we can help Devan.”

      We made a quick pattern around the inside of the garage, both of us winding with our own circles. Mine was with bright red ink. Taylor used her usual indigo blue. When we finished, we infused them with power, two rings working together, and brought up the barrier. The Nizashi could attack, but it would be deflected and diffused, neither of us suffering quite the same as we had when our circles were separate.

      “Did you see what he did to her?” I asked Taylor.

      I touched Devan. Her skin was warm but stiff. She didn’t move.

      “No. He came through the garage door. I saw darkness and then he was here. Devan tried pushing him back, I think. Her skin glowed at least, so I know she did something.”

      I hadn’t felt it in the medallion I wore. Or maybe I had and didn’t realize what it was.

      “Then he turned on me. That’s when you showed back up.”

      I made my way around Devan. I started to touch her with ink-stained fingers when Taylor caught my wrist.

      “Let me,” she said.

      She went to work with her blue ink, starting with a spiraling pattern around Devan’s feet. She added a triangle around that. Then she slowly pressed power into it.

      After a moment, she released the power she was holding and breathed out softly. “She’s going to be fine.”

      “Fine? The Nizashi—”

      “Is holding her in place. She’s already fighting through whatever he did to her. Give her a few minutes, and she’ll be back to normal.”

      I started to relax. Devan would be fine. Whatever the Nizashi had done to her would fade. I didn’t even need Taylor to tell me. I could see it in the way Devan began to slowly lower her arms. I think she began to blink, too.

      “Can’t you make her a little more friendly when she comes around?” I asked. “Maybe nicer, too?”

      “I think she’s still aware of everything, Oliver.”

      “I hope so,” I said, touching her arm lightly. “At least like this, she won’t argue with me quite so much.”

      “I think she’d tell you that you were being stupid.”

      “No. She’d call me an idiot.”

      Something popped outside the garage, like a soft explosion.

      “Shit,” I hissed. “The Nizashi isn’t completely gone.”

      Taylor went to the edge of her circle and peered out through the garage and into the night. “We could close the door. The protections placed on the garage by the Elder should hold.”

      “They didn’t hold when Adazi attacked. The garage wasn’t completely sealed by him. I’m not sure it was meant to be any sort of bunker. More like a place for him to work. I think the protections he set into it kept him from blowing it up.” Sort of how they kept Devan from doing the same. Some of the things she did here were pretty violent. I’d learned to stay away when the door was down.

      “What are you thinking then? That we face him again?”

      I grunted and lifted Devan. It wasn’t easy, given the way she was stuck in place, and I could already imagine what she’d say to me when she unfroze, but this wasn’t a time to worry about hurting her feelings. I wanted her alive. “That worked out so well for us the last time.”

      “We’d be better prepared this time,” Taylor suggested.

      “Yeah. The Nizashi will be, too.” I made it to the edge of the circle. “Help me with the door.”

      Taylor glanced at the truck and then looked back at me. “You’re kidding. You think the truck is safer than staying in the garage?”

      For all I knew, it might actually be the safer option, but that wasn’t my plan. I figured we had two options. If the Nizashi didn’t chase us, then we could race as quickly as Big Red would take us toward Jakes’s house. If there was magic that would give the assassin pause, it was shifter magic. With a couple of shifters on our side, we should be able to at least hold him off. Maybe then, we could capture him.

      But there was still the issue of the other Nizashi. They came in threes. One was dead. One had attacked in the garage. Where was the third?

      I wasn’t completely certain we could reach Jakes’s house. But we could reach my house. It might not look like much, but all the protections painted into it by my father were enough to hold off even the most dangerous magical monster. And what I’d seen the Nizashi pull, they were seriously dangerous magically.

      “Help me get her in the truck,” I said.

      Taylor took another look outside then turned back to me, shaking her head as she did. “This is a bad idea.”

      “Yeah, probably,” I agreed.

      We stepped outside the circle at the same time.

      I felt the naked change of power as we did. We were exposed, left open to whatever the damn Nizashi might do. Nothing I had would do much more than slow him down. If we didn’t or couldn’t reach Jakes’s, at least in the house we could draw on my father’s power.

      Taylor grabbed the passenger-side door and yanked it open. “Go,” I urged.

      She climbed inside, and I tossed Devan in after her, then I ran around and jumped in the driver’s side, slamming the door behind me. The engine started up with a low rumble, too loud in the quiet night. If they didn’t know what we were planning before, they did now.

      I threw it into reverse and backed out, stomping on the gas. Immediately, an explosion of power hit the side of the truck, sending us skittering to the side. “Not getting to Jakes’s, then,” I muttered.

      Taylor’s eyes went wide. “Now you’ve got us trapped in a truck,” she said. “Nice.”

      “Not trapped.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the direction from where I’d felt the power. It came from near the house. I gunned the truck in that direction, weaving toward the house as I did. Another blast of power struck the front of the truck. I plowed through it, praying to the gods that Devan’s patterns protected us. We struck something solid that bounced off the truck.

      “Was that the Nizashi?” Taylor asked. There was an edge of panic to her voice.

      “I hope so.”

      I slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop right in front of the door to the house. Reaching over Taylor, I grabbed Devan under the arms—and thanking the gods that she was as light as she was—kicked open the door and ran into the house. Taylor followed and slammed the door closed behind us.

      I leaned on my arms, panting. Devan lay on the floor, sprawled awkwardly. “She’s going to be pissed at me when this is over,” I muttered.

      “I’d think she’d be happy to be alive,” Taylor said.

      “You don’t know Devan. She’ll be grumpy.”

      “You know that she can hear you.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      I lifted her one more time and pulled her to the middle of the living room. The first thing I’d done when we returned to Conlin had been to make a massive circle on the floor, carving it into the wood and filling it with ink. This was where I set Devan. If for some reason the house failed, the ring was still there.

      Our last line of defense would be getting into the basement, but I hated the idea of going down there. We’d be trapped without much of a way out. At least on this level, we could escape if the house started to fall around us. And I didn’t think the Nizashi had enough power to really do that kind of damage to the house, though I’d been wrong about that before. Jakes and Taylor had made nice work of destroying the house when she tried stealing my father’s book.

      Taylor stood at the window, peering out. “Where do you think he went?”

      “Maybe I killed him with the truck.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “You think so?”

      I shook my head. We wouldn’t get that lucky. Taylor turned back to the window, wiping her arm across it as if to remove fog. “Quit that,” I snapped. The fog had been placed on the windows intentionally by my father. It was part of the protections upon the house.

      “Sorry. Nervous, I guess.”

      “We should be safe—”

      Of course, as I said it, a thundering explosion hit the front of the house. The door shook. Windows rattled. Hell, I think the whole house moved on the foundation. But it held. Had the house not had everything my father placed upon it, I doubt we’d still be standing where we were.

      “Well, that answers that question,” I said.

      “What question?”

      “Whether the house could withstand a Nizashi attack.”

      Another thundering attack hit the house. The lights flickered for a moment.

      Taylor arched a brow at me. “You think the Elder planned for this kind of attack?”

      I had no idea what my father had planned for. He must have known something like this was possible given the care he’d put into the house. I let myself start to relax when another thundering explosion hit.

      This time I felt the house move.

      “Oh, shit,” I said. I went to the window and looked down. There, as I feared, the house had moved, if only slightly. A lip of the foundation was barely visible. The house itself might not fall, but the Nizashi didn’t really need the house to fall. He could clear it from the foundation—from the protections placed by the Elder—and then get up from underneath. Even going into the basement wouldn’t help.

      “Too bad you didn’t think of this, Dad,” I said.

      “What is it?”

      The next attack was stronger, hitting the house in seemingly the exact same location as the ones before it. Now that I understood what was happening, I could make out what he was doing. With each attack, he hit like a battering ram, twisting the house on the foundation.

      “Ollie?”

      I spun as another attack struck the house. It sent me toppling forward, and I sprawled out next to Devan. “Hey, Devan,” I said cheerily.

      “You’re an idiot.” She spoke slowly, as if her words were hard for her to get out.

      “I know. Nice friends your father has here.”

      “Yeah. You should see his enemies.”

      I’d seen some of his enemies, but not the kind that would make power like the Nizashi necessary. Hell, with power like this, why hadn’t he sent them after the Druist Mage? They could take him out, and then Devan wouldn’t need to worry about her betrothal to that monster.

      “What happened to you back there?”

      “Time bubble,” she said.

      “Time bubble?” Taylor asked, looking over at us.

      “The Nizashi closed me in a time bubble. I couldn’t move. It was his way of containing me.” Her words started to come more naturally, as if the effect of the Nizashi’s magic was finally wearing off.

      “So he could take you back to your father,” I said.

      “Something like that,” she said. “Help me up?”

      I took her hand and pulled her forward. We stumbled a minute as the next attack came, but Devan held me up as much as I held her. “In case you were wondering, he’s making a nice attempt at moving the house. He clearly thinks we need a little better scenery than we’ve got.”

      “Maybe waterfront?”

      “I doubt he’s that nice,” I said.

      Devan reached the door and started pulling it open.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked, grabbing her wrist.

      Had she wanted, she could have jerked away from me and simply barreled outside. Devan is strong, and she’s got a bit of a temper about anyone telling her she can’t do things. I think it stems from her father. The temper, that is.

      “I can handle this, Ollie.”

      “You’ve just come back from a little time nap, and now you want to run outside and face this guy? You really think that’s a smart move?”

      “There are no smart moves when it comes to the Nizashi,” Devan said. “But I’m not going out there. For what I’m going to do, I just need to get past your father’s protections. Trust me, Ollie.”

      I tipped my head toward her, studying her, and then let go of her wrist. There was no reason not to trust her. In so many ways, Devan was more capable than I was.

      She waited until the next attack struck. Then she pulled the door open slightly and leaned outside. She whispered something, but I couldn’t make out the words. For all I knew, it wasn’t even English. Then she jerked her head back in and sealed the door closed.

      The next explosion struck right where her head had been. Even Devan jumped a little.

      “Well, that was useful,” I said. “All you’ve done is make him mad.”

      “Give it a moment,” she said.

      “Give what a moment?”

      She stared out the window next to the door. I joined her. Darkness had fallen in full, but a shadow blurred across the lawn, moving at a lumbering steady pace, with a rhythmic sound.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      There was a loud smack, and then the next explosion missed the house. The shadow blurred again, sliding around the house.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      There came another smack. Another explosion followed, though this one weaker than the last. A few more shadow movements, each followed by the same sound. Each time the magical attack weakened as it struck. Most even missed the house.

      “What did you do?” I asked Devan.

      “Nothing but disorient him a little.”

      “You can do that?” Taylor asked.

      Devan shot her a look that would have withered a mummy. “What do you think I just did?” she snapped.

      We waited, each of us probably expecting the attack to resume. Moments stretched to minutes, still nothing more came.

      Finally, I opened the door with my last charm—the one shaped something like Agony—clutched in my hand, and peered out into the night.

      I don’t know what I expected. Maybe another attack. Maybe some remaining fire. Something. All I saw was Devan’s troll figurine sitting on the steps, almost as if he was looking up at me.
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      I made my way around the outside of the house the following morning. The sun was up, but the air still held most of that autumn bite to it, hinting at the coming winter. The trees around my house hadn’t changed yet, no colors to the oaks that would eventually turn brown, not giving off any of the bright colors of the maples found elsewhere in the park.

      The house had shifted on the foundation, but the effect was less than it had felt like the night before. About an inch of block showed on the front side of the house. There was no other obvious damage. I wondered how I would slide the house back to where it was supposed to be. It’s not like I could just push it. The Nizashi had taken nearly a dozen magical blows to move it as much as it had.

      A car came down the drive, appearing over the slight ridge leading to the street. Jakes stared through the windshield of his cruiser, his wide aviator lenses reflecting the light of the morning sun. He pulled to a stop in front of the garage and got out.

      “What happened here last night?” he asked. His eyes focused on the house, and he made a quick circuit around the perimeter.

      “Pretty standard night for me, really,” I answered. After a night’s rest, even one as fitful as last night had been, I was feeling a bit punky. “You know, magical throw down. Taylor showing off her Hermione skills. Devan caught in a time bubble. And me being my usual badass self.”

      The door popped open and Taylor came out. She nodded to Jakes before moving off toward the garage.

      “Hermione skills?” Jakes asked, watching her as she made her way to the garage. He gave her an appraising look, but I couldn’t tell if it was one interested in the way her tight pants hugged her butt or more like someone checking out a horse. With Jakes, it could go either way.

      “Yeah, you know. Like Harry Potter.” I made a waving motion with my hand, mimicking what I thought Taylor had done the night before with her paintbrush.

      “When did you have time to read on the other side?” he asked.

      “Read? Hell, I watched the movies. Devan won’t admit it, but she’s a sucker for that kind of thing. Bad guy gets it in the end and all.”

      “Hey, spoiler alert,” Devan said. She came from the far side of the house. I hadn’t known she was there. Dirt stained her hands, and I wondered what she’d been digging in.

      “It’s not like you were going to watch it, anyway,” I said. “And in what movie doesn’t the bad guy get it in the end?”

      She shrugged. “What if he hasn’t seen it?” she asked, motioning to Jakes.

      “Whatever,” I muttered and turned back to Jakes.

      He kept his eyes fixed on Devan as she went back into the garage. She carried something in her hands, but I couldn’t see what it was. “There was an attack here last night?”

      I nodded.

      “And it moved the Elder’s house?”

      “It’s my house now. But yeah. Moved the house.”

      “Care to tell me what happened?”

      “I would have called you last night for the party, but I think we handled it pretty well. I mean, we almost died and everything, but seeing as how we didn’t, I’d consider that a success.” I started across the lawn, stepping away from the house and the truck still parked in front of it. Jakes walked with me. “The body we found outside the Rooster. He’s one of the Nizashi.”

      I watched Jakes’s face as I said it. I might have heard of the Nizashi while working for the Trelking, but I didn’t know much about them. Not nearly what Devan knew. The expression on Jakes’s face told me that he knew more than I did.

      “And last night’s attack… It was the others?”

      “Only one.”

      “Where is the third?”

      That had troubled me, as well. “Don’t know. I don’t think he was here last night. Just his buddy.”

      “They were after her?” He continued to look toward Devan with a look similar to what he’d given Taylor.

      “That’s what it looked like. She was in the garage. Taylor was there, too. The first attack came when I had just left the garage.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Look, Jakes, the Nizashi went straight toward her. Had her in this time bubble. Had Taylor and I not been there, he would have dragged her back across the Threshold and to her father.”

      Jakes turned back to me. “It’s impressive that you managed to hold him off.”

      “Well, I am sort of awesome like that. Devan was frozen. Taylor used a pattern and attacked him, managing to keep him at a distance. When I got there, I think it only made him madder. I managed to distract him long enough for Taylor to finish her pattern. It bought us enough time to get back to the house.”

      Jakes nodded. “Where the Nizashi attacked again.”

      “I tried to come find you for help,” I said, nodding toward the truck parked in front of the house. “We didn’t quite make it. I think I hit him, though, so maybe you’ll have some evidence you can use.”

      “Do you think I need evidence, Morris?”

      “I wanted to do my part and report the crime to the police.”

      “I’ll let you know if he files a complaint.”

      I smiled. Jakes actually made a joke. “What if I file one first? I mean, he did attack us.”

      “You already said that no one was hurt.”

      “Just the house.”

      Jakes turned the corner at the far side of the house and stopped, looking at a patch of fresh dirt that had been smoothed out. I had no idea what Devan had been up to, but wasn’t about to tell Jakes that. It looked like she’d buried something here. When Jakes looked back at me, I only shrugged.

      Without saying a word, Jakes stood at the corner of the house and placed a hand on either side… and pushed.

      We had been inside when the Nizashi had attacked. He’d hit us with attacks powerful enough to move the house even with my father’s protections. In a single move, Jakes managed to push it back into place. By himself. I’m not saying he didn’t look like he strained a bit doing it, but watching him was impressive. Even Devan popped around the corner to watch.

      The house came to rest back where it had been before the attack. “Sometimes it’s all about strength,” he said with a straight face. “You should look into sealing that.”

      I could only shake my head. “Next time I need furniture moved, I know who I’m calling.”

      “I’ll be busy.”

      We finished the walk around the outside of the house. There was another patch of flat earth that looked to have been dug up and smoothed over. Jakes paused and sniffed at it like he had with the first one before moving on.

      When he stopped at the front of the house, he looked toward the garage. “What’s the plan with the artist?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were going to get her out of Conlin and return her to Arcanus. You should wait until we’ve finished this business with the Nizashi.”

      “Is that a request or an order? I mean, you said I wasn’t getting paid.”

      Jakes turned to face me. “Look, Morris. Whatever happened here puts your friend in danger. If one of the Nizashi has come for her, they aren’t going to rest until they’ve completed their mission. Had they wanted to kill Devan, she’d be dead.”

      I’d had some of the same thoughts. The Nizashi worked for the Trelking, so their mission wouldn’t be to kill Devan but to take her back to the Trelking. Even that didn’t make a whole hell of a lot of sense to me. The Trelking might send someone across the Threshold for Devan, but would he really send his assassins?

      “Yeah, I was thinking we’d hang around a little longer. You know, show Taylor some of the sights of Conlin.”

      “Careful with this, Morris. The Nizashi are dangerous. From what we know, two of them remain on this side. At least one of them was in town last night.”

      From his tone, I could tell there was more to his concern than what he was saying. “You respect them,” I realized.

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “They are powerful. From what I know of them, they are selective in their targets. The Trelking doesn’t send them often.”

      “You remember what he wants Devan to do, right?” I said.

      “That’s between her and the Trelking.”

      “Fine. Then don’t ask me to help if the Nizashi suddenly decide they want to start targeting shifters.”

      Jakes fixed me with a hard glare. “You should be more concerned with what killed the Nizashi, I think. There’s someone else out there strong enough to kill one of the most powerful creatures I know.”

      I sighed. “I couldn’t tell what it was,” I said. I didn’t hide the frustration about that. I patted my pocket, where I’d kept the cylinder since the kid left it with me. “Say, you sent someone out here with something of my father’s?”

      Jakes tensed slightly. “That’s the reason I came out here.”

      I grunted. “Then you know what he had?”

      He nodded slowly. “He wouldn’t speak of it much, even to Tom.”

      “You mean the warden?”

      Jakes tipped his head in a nod. “We all have our roles, Morris. Tom oversees the Rooster. He keeps the place safe.”

      “A fine job he’s doing.”

      Jakes crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t think this is too much of a coincidence? One of the Nizashi here? An item of your father’s. And now the attack here. You’re smarter than this, Morris. Put it together.”

      I patted my pocket, wondering what the cylinder was for. “Well, I’m starting to think that maybe I’m not,” I said. “So what did you come here to tell me?”

      “Not tell. Come with me.”

      He motioned to his cruiser. I glanced over at Devan, but she’d busied herself doing something in the garage and wasn’t interested in whatever Jakes planned with me. Jakes got into his car and waited.

      As I climbed in—getting into the front seat—I grinned at Jakes. “First time I’ve ever been in one of these,” I said.

      “From what I’ve seen around you, it’s probably not the last,” he said.

      Jakes backed out of my driveway and said nothing else as he made his way down the street and out of town. He stopped at an older sedan parked on the outskirts of town, pulled off to the side.

      I’d seen that car before. It was the one that kid and his girlfriend had driven to my house the night before. “Hey, that’s—”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      We got out and the smell hit me right away. It was nothing like the stink that had come from the burned Nizashi at the Rooster. This was worse, in some ways. As I reached the driver-side door, I barely glanced in. The kid lay crumpled against the steering wheel, his face frozen in surprise and a hole burned through his chest. The passenger-side seat was thrown back, and the girl lay sprawled across the back seat. I didn’t need to see an injury to know that she was dead.

      Residual power emanated from the car. I made a series of patterns around the entire car and almost dropped the satchel of ink I was holding.

      “Shit,” I breathed.

      Jakes frowned at me.

      “There’s the same pattern here as on the Nizashi we found.”

      “That’s not what killed these two,” Jakes said.

      “No,” I agreed. “One of them made the pattern.”

      I leaned toward the car and pulled open the door, ignoring the stink that was already coming from the kid’s body. With a quick series of patterns, I infused a hint of will and listened. The kid had once had power, more than I would have expected from him, but the power I detected didn’t come from him. It came from the girl.

      I looked away from the car and at Jakes. “She took out one of the Nizashi?” I asked.

      Jakes’s face remained unreadable.

      “I mean, the power is here, and there’s a little residual of the pattern she was making when she died.” Had she been faster, it might have worked. The pattern was powerful, maybe more than I could make, and certainly more complex than I could make. I stood and stepped back and away from the car. “But if it was her—”

      “The Nizashi killed them and then came to your house, Morris. Whatever these two gave you is the reason the Nizashi attacked last night.”
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      Jakes dropped me off back at the house. Neither of us spoke. My hand continued to touch the cylinder tucked into my pocket. Whatever it was had been reason the Nizashi attacked. And now, a stranger who had been powerful enough to take on one of them had been killed, leaving two Nizashi on this side of the Threshold and Devan still in danger.

      “Stay in Conlin until this is sorted out,” Jakes said before he left.

      I sighed as I watched him drive off, then made my way into the garage. It was time for me to get answers.

      “Hey, Devan,” I said.

      She looked up from the bench where she was reloading the charms I’d spent last night, filling them with ink for me. I smiled at her, so appreciative of the fact that I hadn’t even had to ask. What would I do without her? Not be quite as safe. I could work powerful patterns, but the charms gave me speed and surprise. No painter used anything similar. It gave me an advantage, especially when painters like Adazi appeared. Coming to Conlin was supposed to give us time to regroup, maybe learn a few things, but unfortunately, it seemed we weren’t going to achieve either of those, and we were going to need every advantage we could muster just to stay alive.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think we need to talk.”

      She set the charm down and turned to face me. “If you’re going to give me shit about Jakes again, I might just throw this damn charm at you.”

      “Not this time.” I stood next to her at the bench. “I need to know what you did last night. How did you manage to stop the Nizashi?”

      She held my gaze for a moment and then shook her head, flickering her eyes past me. “Not now, Ollie. Another time.”

      I saw Taylor watching us from across the yard. Why would Devan want to hide something from Taylor? “What is it?”

      “It’s not the time.”

      “When is the right time, Devan? We faced that Nizashi last night, and we know another one is still out there, too. When do you plan on telling me what you can do that can keep us safe.”

      Devan kept her gaze on Taylor. “She knows something.”

      “She’s an artist. I think she knows all sorts of things.” She threw the charm at me. Red ink splattered all over, staining everything. “Hey!”

      “Think about what happened, idiot. The Nizashi here. One of them is dead. Another comes to your garage. Where’s the third? What’s the common element?”

      “I thought it might be you, but it turns out it’s not.”

      She frowned at me, so I explained what Jakes had shown me.

      “If they return, they’ll take that thing and then they’ll take me back to my father,” Devan said. “And she knows something more about them. She might not know about the cylinder, but she knew who murdered the first Nizashi.”

      I was sort of getting that sense, too. “What do you want me to do? Force her to sit down and tell us everything that happened before she came here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even if she did, what does that change? We don’t even know what this thing is,” I said, pulling the cylinder from my pocket, “and we still have the other two Nizashi to worry about.”

      “If it’s something of your father’s, then we need to know why that couple brought it to you rather than to Arcanus,” Devan said. “How did they even know that you’d returned? And how did they know where to find you?”

      It all came back to why here? Why Conlin?

      “Maybe they weren’t here for me,” I said.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Why does everything have to be about me?” I asked.

      “Because it usually is,” she said.

      I turned away from her and made my way back into the house. I found Taylor in the kitchen, eating an apple. She glanced up as I entered, almost as if expecting me. I decided not to mince words. Not when it came to figuring out what the hell she might know. We’d almost died facing the Nizashi, and if she knew something about the reason they were here, about the thing this couple had given me, then we needed to know.

      “So what’s the real deal? What aren’t you telling me?”

      She took another bite of the apple and swallowed it before answering. “I told you about Nik?” I nodded. “About how he got big into modding?”

      “Yeah. Modding. Your hair?” I said, pointing toward the blue streaks in her hair. “That’s different from what I’ve seen other modders do. Is that the kind of thing Nik is doing now?”

      “That, and some other things,” she said.

      “What kind of other things?” I asked.

      She sighed and set her hands down on the table. “Nik has become something of a collector of magical items. I don’t know why,” she said quickly when I arched my brow at her. “And not only him, but those with him.”

      “Anything in particular he might be after?” Could the dead kid and the girl have been with Nik? It might explain why they’d come here, but not how they knew that I’d returned.

      “Oliver, it’s been months since I last saw Nik.”

      “Yeah, and in that time, you’ve come to Conlin, found a book that few knew existed, and nearly opened up a dangerous gateway to the other side of the Threshold. Could it be that is the reason you’re here, and not your father?”

      Her hands tensed, but nothing else about her moved. “I’ve told you the truth about him. And I didn’t even know about the Threshold before you told me.”

      “Nik didn’t say anything?”

      “I wasn’t so much a part of his planning committee, you know?” she said.

      “That’s the problem,” I told Taylor. “I don’t know. I think I need to, and I think you’re keeping something from me, but I don’t know what that might be.” I pulled a chair out from the table. “Know this: if there’s anything that might put Devan at risk, you’d best get it out now, because I’m not going to have a whole hell of a lot of patience for it.”

      She met my eyes for a moment and then turned away. “There’s nothing,” she said.

      “No? So you don’t know anything about one of Nik’s buddies who might be powerful enough to kill one of the Nizashi? I mean, you saw what we faced last night.”

      She sighed. “Modding changes a painter, Oliver. You haven’t been around them. You haven’t seen what they sacrifice for power, or the lengths they’ll go to get it.”

      The girl didn’t seem to have any mods, but then I hadn’t examined her all that thoroughly. When we’d left, another one of the local sheriffs had arrived and planned to move the bodies to the coroner’s office. I didn’t know what I found more worrisome—that the girl hadn’t been modded and had the kind of power needed to stop one of the Nizashi, or if she had.

      “What kinds of things was Nik collecting?” I asked. I didn’t want to tell Taylor about the cylinder, but what if she knew something about it, and how it could be used? What if the cylinder had been used to kill the first Nizashi?

      “Items of power,” she said. “Anything that might help a painter use more than what he can on his own.”

      “Sort of like things the Elder might have made?” I asked. “Did Nik send you?”

      Taylor shook her head. “It’s not like that, Oliver. That’s not the reason I came here.”

      “Right. Because you seem so eager to go back now that you’ve seen everything that the Elder left in Conlin.”

      “I can’t go back,” she said softly. “Don’t you know that the doorway in Arcanus would have been easier to use than trying to find one hidden by the Elder?”

      “That’s been my concern,” I admitted.

      “It’s the mods. The masters will know, and they won’t accept me back, not like this.” Taylor touched her hair, running her fingers through it. “For me, even this mod has made me faster and stronger. I thought… I thought…”

      “You thought you could reach him,” I said. Going after her father had been the reason for the mod, but Hard had disappeared behind a doorway that she had no way of knowing led across the Threshold, and no way of reaching now that the masters of Arcanus had sealed it off.

      “Nik said the mods could help, and they do, but there are tradeoffs.”

      “I haven’t seen any tradeoffs from you,” I said.

      She sniffed. “Because you haven’t looked. Most painters live a long time, but with what I’ve done, I’ve sacrificed some of that.”

      “How do you know? It’s not like you’ve lived out your life already. You won’t know until you’re older.”

      Taylor shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe there won’t be any real side effect. But Nik thought there would be. Given how much he’s worked with different mods, I think I’ll believe him.”

      “And his mods? What’s he done to himself?”

      “I don’t know what he did exactly. He keeps that to himself. There are others with him, though, others that are surprisingly strong. Not physically so much, but magically.”

      The image of the girl sprawled across the back seat of the car came to mind. “So that’s what you’re afraid of?”

      “I’ve seen what they can do, Oliver. They’re able to pull a hell of a lot more power than I can. It changes something about them, more than just their magic. I’ve changed. I’m different from who I was when I left Arcanus.”

      I understood what Taylor struggled with. I’d changed in my years away from Arcanus, too, to the point where I wondered what my father would think of me if he were ever to return. Would he think I’d abandoned too much of what he believed in, that core that Arcanus teaches, or would he understand that I only did what I needed to do to stay alive? My time with the Trelking had turned me into something different from the painters that Arcanus trained, giving me a preference for the arcane patterns that were forbidden in Arcanus.

      Taylor turned to stare out the window, putting her back to me. I could tell she did something with her hands. I doubted that she would make any pattern that might harm me, but what did I really know about her? The more I learned, the more I had reason to question. There was a reason Devan was nervous about her, and Devan usually had a good read on people.

      “Why would one of Nik’s modding buddies show up in Conlin?” I asked.

      She took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

      “Taylor?”

      She pushed her hair back behind her ears and said nothing.

      “Maybe because she told him.”

      I turned to see Devan standing in the doorway. She wore an angry expression and had her arms crossed over her chest. Her skin glowed with a soft yellow light.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s in everything that she’s done since she came here, Ollie. I’ve been trying to figure it out, and it took until I attempted detections of my own.”

      I thought of all the patches of dirt and wondered if that was what she’d been doing.

      “Her mods and her painting have a certain signature. And now it’s painted all over Conlin.”

      “That doesn’t mean she told anyone,” I said.

      Devan shot me a hard look. “No? We still don’t know why she left Nik. And now that she’s here, she’s practically shouting that she’s here with more painter power than has been seen outside of Arcanus in decades. It’s like a magical beacon, and her modded buddies know she’s here. And they’ve brought the Nizashi after us.”

      “Or it could be Adazi,” I said. “If your father learned he was here, and what he was after, he’d send the Nizashi after him, wouldn’t he?”

      “Maybe,” Devan said, but I could tell from her tone that she didn’t believe it.

      “We always knew the Trelking would find you, Devan. That was part of the reason we came here. We thought there might be something we could learn of my father’s that would help keep you safe.”

      “Yeah, and we thought we’d have a year or so. That’s been taken from us, Ollie. Her coming here made both of us a target.”

      Devan turned and stomped away from the kitchen, leaving Taylor staring after her.

      “She’s right, you know,” I said.

      Taylor pulled her eyes away from the hall and looked back at me. “He didn’t know where you went?”

      “Oh, he might have known. At least suspected. But finding us on this side of the Threshold isn’t easy. You have any idea how hard it was to get Devan through?”

      She shook her head.

      “You saw how much magic the Nizashi threw around last night? Well, imagine that doubled. Getting one of the Te’alan across the Threshold is no easy feat. It weakens them in some ways, shifts their magic.”

      “That thing last night was weakened?”

      I shrugged. “With the Nizashi, it’s hard to know. Their power is changed, making them stronger than the rest of the Te’alan.”

      “Which is?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think anyone other than the Trelking really knows. Like you, they’re modded in some way.”

      “Is the difficulty in crossing why the Trelking doesn’t come for Devan?”

      I glanced back toward the front of the house. I couldn’t tell if Devan had left the house completely or simply went to sulk in the living room. She’d hate it that we were talking about her, but I needed to know what Taylor knew to keep Devan safe. That meant sharing a little.

      “The Trelking doesn’t need to cross over. He’s got others he can send. And even if he did, I don’t know how much weaker he would be. His power is different from any of the other Te’alan.”

      “What was she like? Over there, I mean.”

      “You want to know what Devan’s power would be like on the other side of the Threshold?” I asked.

      “Well, you said it weakened.”

      “It does weaken it in some ways, but it also changes it. Devan is still pretty damn magical, even after crossing the Threshold, but as to what she was like on the other side?” I paused as I considered the answer. “It’s hard to say. It’s not like she lost a whole lot. She is the Trelking’s daughter, after all.”

      I went to the faded oak cabinet set along the wall near the fridge and pulled it open. Inside was my collection of inks. Most were in clear glass jars, the lids sealed tight to keep any moisture out. A few were already packaged in satchels so that I would only have to grab one if the need arose. There were other items stored here, as well. The charms Devan made for me, a collection that had grown during our time back in the house. It kept her from being too bored, plus I think she liked the challenge. A pair of figurines was stationed on the top shelf, both facing out. One looked something like a goat man, and the other was a man shape with a single thick horn jutting out of the center of his head. Unicorn man.

      “What does that mean?” Taylor asked.

      “It means she’s got a lot of reason to stay on this side. It means she’s plenty pissed that the Nizashi showed up. And it means she’s blaming you for it happening, even if the Nizashi came here for some other reason.”

      Taylor studied me for a moment, and I realized I might have said too much. I didn’t want her getting the idea into her head that I’d discovered the reason the Nizashi had come. Whatever the cylinder was, it was something of my father’s. That alone was reason to keep it from her.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally said.

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “What are you going to do?” Taylor asked.

      I glanced toward where Devan must be sitting. “I’m going to do what I promised her I’d do. I’m going to keep her safe.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I turned back to Taylor. “I don’t really know, but it probably means doing something stupid.”
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      I don’t know what I expected when I answered the knock at the door late in the day.

      I still hadn’t figured out what we were going to do next, and my attempts to pull power through the cylinder had failed. I could get the patterns to flash with color, but every time I tried more than that, I felt an enormous surge of energy. That kind of energy was dangerous, especially if you didn’t know what the patterns were meant to do. Each time I tried, Devan eyed me and shook her head. I finally gave up, realizing that whatever the damn thing was, I wasn’t meant to use it, at least not safely. I might destroy myself trying.

      When I heard the knock, I headed for the front door and pulled it open, thinking that maybe Jakes had come with an update on the couple that had died. It wasn’t Jakes. It wasn’t anyone I had expected to see again, but given what had happened the last few days, I probably should have.

      Nik had long blond hair and stood with his fist raised to knock again. A wide smile split his face. His eyes hadn’t changed, still the same compassionate expression he somehow managed while we were on the other side. It was what had bonded us. I never worried that Nik would try to double-cross me, not like so many who worked for the Trelking.

      The last time I saw him, I didn’t think Nik would survive getting away from the Trelking. That he’d survived—and somehow managed to cross the Threshold—was impressive. Now, here he was. In Conlin.

      I scanned him, looking for signs of the mods he’d used. From what Taylor had said about Nik, he had learned some pretty powerful mods. I couldn’t find anything, nothing like the blue ink worked through Taylor’s hair or the tattoos and piercings other modders used. Overall, he seemed no different from the last time I’d seen him.

      “Nik?”

      He turned toward where Taylor crossed the yard, likely coming from the park again. She wore a thin T-shirt borrowed from Devan, some strange swirl of color across the chest. Her blue-streaked hair was pinned behind her ears. She held her notebook in one hand and clutched a jar of ink in the other.

      “Taylor. You are here.”

      Taylor glanced past Nik and met my eyes. Her face flushed slightly. Had she expected him or had the couple that had died let him know where they were going? Or could it be that Nik had sent her here? I had too many questions, and no real answers.

      Nik hurried over to her and cupped her cheeks between his hands and kissed her lightly.

      I laughed to myself. Seems Taylor had undersold the relationship between her and Nick. It shouldn’t have surprised me; Nik always had a way with women, much more than I ever could manage. Devan might give me shit about my relationship past, but the truth was I never really had a past. Not while serving the Trelking. Anyone I might get involved with ran the risk of getting used to force me into performing whatever whim he had at the time. It had always been better for me to keep my distance. Safer for others, too.

      Devan glanced out from the garage where she was getting Big Red ready. The medallion she’d long ago given me, the one that somehow let me know when she worked with her magic, went slightly cold against my chest. When we first came to Conlin, she’d forced me to wear it, but I’d grown accustomed to it now. After what happened with Adazi when I had lost contact with her, I was thankful for the renewed connection.

      “Well, I see you two know each other,” I said. “Come in. No use standing around outside.”

      They followed me into the house, and we settled in the kitchen. “Need a beer?” I asked Nik.

      He looked at Taylor, and I could see the affection in his eyes. “I’d love one,” he said.

      I grabbed one of the local brews, Yellowridge Wheat, and popped the top off of it before handing it to Nik. I took one for myself and dropped into a chair at the table. “So. You’re not dead,” I said.

      Nik snorted. “Not dead. And thank you for that.”

      “How?”

      He glanced again at Taylor. “That’s a long story, and one that I’m afraid isn’t as interesting as you’d like.”

      I glanced from Taylor to Nik. She had a strange look on her face, and I couldn’t tell if she was excited to see him or simply surprised. Or maybe she was worried about what I would say, especially after our last conversation.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      I had the same question, especially with the dead Nizashi and the couple that had died, but I let Taylor lead.

      Nik smiled at her and his eyes flickered with a hint of uncertainty. “When I got back, you were gone. You know I didn’t want you to leave.”

      “You didn’t give me any reason to stay,” Taylor said. “And you were gone for nearly a month! Why would I stick around when you were gone like that?”

      Nik looked over at me before turning his attention back to Taylor. “You know I had something I had to do.”

      Taylor sat, shaking her head slightly. “That was the problem, Nik. I didn’t know what you had to do. You were gone all the time, and you knew what I was after.”

      He glanced at me.

      “He knows,” Taylor said.

      “You found it?”

      Taylor made a point of not looking at me. “I found it. There’s not much there. Some new patterns that are interesting. A few statues made by the Elder, but not much else.”

      He tried to hide the disappointment on his face, but failed.

      I looked over at Taylor, forcing her to meet my eyes. It was almost as if she made a point of not telling him about my father’s basement. Or the shed. Or anything else that had happened. Was there a reason for it, or did she simply not want to elaborate in front of me?

      Had Devan and I read her wrong?

      Nik shifted in his seat and took a long draw from the bottle before setting it down on the table, already finished. “I’m afraid it’s my fault that Taylor sought you out, Oliver. She came to me looking for knowledge. I told her there were a few things I could teach her”—Taylor flushed as he said it—“and that there was another who might know more. I didn’t know that you’d come back.”

      “Well, you know what he’s like,” I said. I didn’t need to clarify that I meant the Trelking. Nik and I had both served him, though Nik never managed to reach the same level of favor as I did.

      His face hardened for a moment, looking nothing like the Nik that I once knew, then it faded, leaving him with the relaxed smile back on his face. “I’m just glad to be back on this side of the Threshold.”

      “Me, too,” I said.

      Nik grunted. “How did you get away? I thought he kept you pretty well under surveillance. You were his favorite painter, the future mage come to learn from the Trelking.”

      I snorted and took a drink. Yellowridge was a craft brewery set up on the edge of town, and aimed to be a full-service brewery. Hell, they grew their own hops and everything. The beer wasn’t too bad, especially when you got it cold, and cheaper than most everything else in town.

      “I’m no mage,” I said. “Just a painter with a few other tricks.”

      Nik studied me for a moment. It seemed like power built, the skin on my arms tightening, but it faded, leaving me wondering if I had only imagined it. Besides, Nik never had much power. He was a tagger, like me, but hadn’t mastered enough of the arcane patterns to really make himself useful to the Trelking. As it was, he was just another of the Trelking’s underlings, assigned even more useless tasks than I would get. Maybe modding had changed him, but from what I could tell, it hadn’t changed him that much.

      Nik was lucky, though. He’d never gotten the real assignments working for the Trelking, not like I had. He never had to use his paintings and pray to the gods that he would return. Without Devan’s support, I might not have.

      “And I had help getting out,” I answered.

      He smirked at me. “What was her name?” he asked.

      For a moment, it felt like we were back on the other side, the two of us outsiders, painters with magical power but different from and weaker than any of the Te’alan. Nik and I had commiserated together, often staying up and drinking the Trelking’s ale until late in the evening. I’d learned a lot from him about what it meant to be on the other side of the Threshold, though had never really learned how he ended up there in the first place, just like I’d never really told him much about myself. Not until the end. When I’d freed him, something I had said had revealed that I was the Elder’s son. Even there, that carried power and a certain weight to it. It was probably why the Trelking was so patient with me—as patient as he could ever be considered—when teaching me what he knew of the arcane patterns.

      “That’s a long story,” I said.

      It wouldn’t do to go into everything about Devan, the reason we’d chosen to leave or the timing. It raised questions—too many questions. Like why wouldn’t Devan simply marry the Druist Mage and seal the peace bargain with the Trelking. Or why I had chosen then to separate from the Trelking, after a decade spent serving him, especially given what I knew of the Trelking and what I’d been asked to do. He had once nearly killed Nik, had nearly killed me several times, though each had been considered “training,” for whatever that was worth. But as long as the Threshold remained secured, Nik needed to know none of that. Even as a modder, he would never be powerful enough to face the magical power that threatened to cross through the Threshold were the Trelking removed.

      “Don’t I know it,” Nik said.

      “I hear you modded Taylor.”

      Nik glanced over at her and tipped his head. “She told you that, did she?”

      “I’m not sure she really wanted to, if that’s any consolation,” I said. Taylor gave me a forced smile, and I finished my beer before pushing back from the table and standing. “I’ll let you two talk,” I said. “Then maybe you and I can catch up, Nik.”

      “I’d like that, Oliver.”

      They sat in silence as I made my way to the garage to find Devan working in the shop. She held one of her charms over a grinding wheel, sending sparks flying as she did. The air held the charge of burning metal and powdered ink. She wore thick, plastic eye protection that looked too big on her face. When she realized I was standing there, she flipped off the grinding wheel and looked up at me.

      “I thought you were getting Big Red ready,” I said.

      “You’re going to like this one, Ollie. It’s like the charm you wanted me to make, only this will get you three shots. Even you can’t miss three times.”

      I took the charm when she offered it to me. Like most of the charms she made for me, it was a simple shape, but complex in design. This one had three flat sides, each with a tiny opening where the ink would come out when triggered. There was the faint marking on the surface of the charm, the pattern I’d use to power it. If this was like the single-shot charm, then she was right: it would be useful.

      “It’s almost done, so don’t go stuffing it into your pocket yet. I’m trying to get a few of the burrs off it so you don’t go cutting up your pretty hands when you use it.”

      “Aw, you think my hands are pretty?”

      Devan grabbed the charm and took it over to the bench where she started running a thick band of leather over the top of it. “You’re an idiot, Ollie, you know that?” I shrugged and offered her a wide smile. “So. Who’s here?”

      “Did you sense something?”

      “Not really. Was I supposed to?”

      I guess that answered whether or not Nik had used any of his magical ability around me. Not that he had much. For all the time that he’d spent working for the Trelking, in many ways he was weaker than I was. At least, he had been before he’d gotten into modding. I didn’t know what affect that had on Devan’s ability to sense magical ability.

      “Well, Taylor’s boyfriend showed up,” I said.

      Devan glanced over her shoulder at me. “That must have been awkward for you, the way you’ve been fawning all over her.”

      “I wouldn’t call it fawning. And there’s nothing between Taylor and me.”

      “She turn you down?” Devan asked, turning back to her work.

      I stared at Devan’s back, not sure what to say. Don’t get me wrong; Taylor was beautiful. With her olive skin and her dark hair streaked with blue, she had this exotic appearance, but I didn’t think there would ever be anything between us. With me, other things seemed to get in the way. With Taylor, there was a little bit of a trust issue.

      “So who’s her boyfriend? Anyone you know?”

      “Actually, it’s someone you know,” I said. She stiffened and stared straight ahead, waiting for me to continue. “Nik.”

      I leaned against Big Red and waited for Devan’s reaction, but she didn’t say anything.

      The door to the house opened, and Taylor led Nik out of the house and across the yard, making their way toward the park behind my house. Nik glanced over at me as they passed, nodding his head.

      I gave a half-hearted wave and turned back to Devan.

      She flipped the finished charm over to me and I caught it. “I even loaded it with ink. Careful with it, though. I used black.”

      “Thanks.”

      Devan leaned against the truck next to me. Her arm brushed mine, and we stood there, a part of me unwilling to break the connection our touch provided. Since I’d nearly lost her to Adazi, something had changed between us. I couldn’t exactly put words to it, and knowing Devan, she’d tell me that it was all my fault, but the idea of losing her again tore me apart in ways I hadn’t expected.

      “Why do you think he came?” Devan asked.

      I looked toward the park where they’d already disappeared from view. “I don’t really know. She seemed a little tense that he was here. There’s something between them, but I don’t quite know what it is.”

      “Think it’s about your father?”

      “It’s always about my father, isn’t it?” I said.

      Devan sniffed and glanced at the house. The house, the garage, the truck were all my father’s. Jakes’s house and shed were protected by my father. Hell, even the diner in town had protections over it placed there by my father.

      “Good point,” she said.

      “She said he was a collector,” I said. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? First the couple, then the Nizashi, and now Nik.”

      “Isn’t that what I told you?” she asked. “What if he sent her here?”

      I continued to look toward the park for a moment more, trying to decide if I should be surprised by the fact that the first place she took Nik was the park. I decided I shouldn’t be. As long as she didn’t show him what she’d learned about the statues, we wouldn’t have a problem. But if she did—or if Nik got it into his head that he wanted to understand the Elder’s statues—then we might. Those statues protected a gateway at the heart of the park, a crossing over the Threshold that had opened, letting hunters into Conlin, and killing a shifter.

      I sighed, turning back to the truck and wishing I had another beer.

      “Jakes ought to know he’s here,” Devan said. “Especially with the dead Nizashi and that couple. He might have questions for Nik.”

      “Nik couldn’t do that. You know the kind of magic he’s capable of.”

      “Just call it a hunch. First a body, and then that kid shows up with the cylinder? Something tells me that there’s more to his visit than looking up an ex-girlfriend. And if it has anything to do with your father, Jakes is actually a little more knowledgeable than you.”

      I hated that she was right. About both things, actually.

      I leaned out of the garage and saw Taylor at the edge of the lawn, standing with Nik. Her hands were planted on her hips, and the sunlight lit her face in such a way that I could see the tension pulling at her eyes. Stranger still, it looked like she was yelling at him.

      Yeah, there was more to him coming than simply looking for Taylor.
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      I sat in Big Red, my fingers running around the steering wheel and the patterns that Devan had placed there, when I began to feel a sense of déjà vu. We’d been here before, first when Taylor appeared, then when Adazi attacked. This time, it was the Nizashi, but the attack was no less deadly. More so, probably. With Adazi, I at least had some hope of countering his power. With the Nizashi, I wasn’t sure what they were really after.

      They would take Devan—that much was certain—but if Devan was all they were after, then they would have grabbed her when she was stuck in the time bubble, and there wouldn’t have been a whole hell of a lot I could do about it. The fact that they hadn’t, that the Nizashi had taken the time to continue to attack, meant that they wanted the cylinder, as well. What was it that it was important enough for the Nizashi to attack? Was there any way to keep it safe, to prevent even the Trelking from reaching it?

      I realized there might be.

      “Well, shit,” I said to myself.

      Devan glanced over at me. The truck was still in the garage, and the air stunk of the torch Devan had been using. The gods only know what she was doing with it. She stood next to the truck, running one hand along the fender. I couldn’t see what patterns she placed there, but I didn’t doubt that was why she spent so much time running her hands along the side of the truck. That, and the fact that she had a long, slender blade cupped in her palm. With it, she could make very delicate changes to the metal. I’d seen her do it with her figurines and with my charms.

      “What shit?”

      I looked over to the house. “Maybe I’ve been thinking about this wrong.”

      “Probably,” she agreed.

      I stepped out of the truck and looked at the charms lined up on the bench in various states of completion. They were between a pair of figurines on either end of the bench. One of these days, Devan would explain to me her fascination with them.

      “Why would the kid bring this to me?” I wondered.

      “It’s your father’s and he wanted to keep it safe.”

      “Yeah. Safe. Away from the Nizashi.”

      “Or away from Nik,” she said.

      I hadn’t considered that.

      “Taylor recognized the pattern that killed the Nizashi, Ollie. Whatever else, someone Nik knows was powerful enough to do that.”

      “Yeah, and if Nik learns that they failed, then we have another reason to get the cylinder someplace safe. Someplace Taylor can’t reach it.”

      “What are you thinking, Ollie?”

      I turned to face her. “What is this thing? Why would your father care about it?”

      “I don’t know. You haven’t been able to trigger the patterns?”

      “Not safely, and not without knowing the intent. Makes things like that dangerous.”

      “So what, you want to take them on? The Nizashi?”

      “You make it sound like it’s a bad idea.”

      “Well, it’s a terrible idea. And likely as not could get us both killed.”

      “Probably.”

      Devan laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh in a few days, really since we’d learned of the Nizashi. Not that I blamed her for being a little more somber, but it was nice to hear her more like herself.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Seems to me that if there’s something that painters are willing to kill for, and that your father is enough afraid of to send the Nizashi, we ought to understand why.”

      “Sure, if we don’t get killed.”

      “There’s that,” I agreed. “But we need to keep it safe.”

      “The house isn’t safe. We’ve seen that, Ollie.”

      I smiled. “The house isn’t safe, but there might be a place that is, but Taylor will need to be a part of it,” I said, nodding toward the house. “We’ll need an artist.”

      “I get the feeling that she’s not always been completely honest with us, Ollie. She shows up, looking for your father’s stuff, claiming she needs it to find her father, and now Nik? What else isn’t she sharing?”

      “A feeling or a Feeling?”

      “Does it matter? You’re smart enough to see that there’s a reason she’s not pushing too hard anymore to return to Arcanus.”

      “It’s the mods,” I said.

      “It’s more than that,” Devan said as she made her way around the front of the truck to stand next to me. She was nearly a foot shorter and thin, but power radiated from her. Maybe I was the only one able to feel it. I’d been around Devan using her power often enough to know what it felt like when she did, just as much as I could tell when she held it in reserve as she did now. Since the attack the night before, she’d been holding herself ready and on edge. I don’t think she wanted to be surprised by the Nizashi again.

      “You think she’s after something else?”

      Devan looked up at me and shrugged. “Why would that surprise you? The first thing she did when she came to Conlin was sneak into the basement and steal that book of your father’s. She tells us she wanted to open the gateway to find your friend—”

      “Hey. Not my friend.”

      “Whatever. But how do we know that was really her purpose?”

      “She helped us stop the hunters after she realized what she’d done. Then she helped me get to you. Without her, I don’t think I could have saved you from Adazi.”

      “Fine. Then what do you plan?” Devan asked.

      “First, we need to get this thing to safety,” I said, tapping the cylinder. “Then, I think it’s time to see if we can draw one of them out, don’t you?”

      “Them?”

      “The way I see it, we’ve got two Nizashi and a magical prison created by the Elder and the leader of the shifters. What better place?”

      “You don’t even know what half that stuff does there,” Devan said.

      “No, but it kept Adazi out. With all the protections on the shed, they won’t be able to reach it.”

      Devan rested her hands on the side of the truck. “You still need to draw them out. And stop them.”

      “Jakes would be there.”

      “I don’t like it. You’re going to put Jakes in the middle of us and the Nizashi?”

      “You don’t think he can handle it?”

      “Are you going to tell him what you intend, or are you just going to show up and crash at his house?”

      “I’ll tell him. I might wait until he’s there before I do,” I said.

      Devan only shook her head.

      

      We rolled up to Jakes’s as the evening began to darken. The house was set back from the road and ringed by a wooden fence. Power that separated painters from their power worked through the fence, but in the times that I’d visited, I’d learned that it didn’t stop my power. All I needed was for it to slow the Nizashi.

      I had left a message for Jakes before we left the garage, giving him the heads up that we were on our way to his place. I didn’t know if he would do anything to stop me. Since he first learned I had my father’s key, he’d never done anything other than give me a hard time when I tried using it. I think he still had that residual respect for my father that drove him. Or maybe it was something else. Hell, I didn’t know if my father had left instructions for him to help me. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      The three of us jumped the fence into the yard and started toward the shed in the back. At night, the shed looked pretty ordinary. Even in the daylight, it looked pretty ordinary. But on the inside, the shed was something else completely. My father had used his magical abilities to create a massive warehouse almost completely underground. Stored within it were items that he felt the need to lock up. One of the items was the orb that Adazi had wanted. In addition to the magically enhanced padlock my father had used on the door, I’d had Devan place additional protections around the shed. Without her by my side, even I wouldn’t be able to access certain areas inside.

      I slipped the over-sized gold key out of my pocket, and just like the first time I used it, I pressed it against the padlock and it shrunk to a normal size, fitting perfectly. I slipped the padlock off the latch, and slowly opened the door. Once inside, the air changed. It had a musty, stale odor. Though the shed looked rickety and worn, it was stout and airtight on the inside and sealed by the Elder. A long hall sloped down beneath the ground. From the outside, you’d never be able to tell this was all here.

      I entered first, waved them both inside, then closed and locked the door behind us. It was Taylor’s first time in the shed. When we came the first time, only Jakes and I had entered the shed. Every other time after that, only Devan had come in with me.

      The door began to thud loudly the moment I locked it.

      Devan cursed and turned quickly, already starting to glow. Taylor pulled her paintbrush from her pocket and held it up. Blue ink tipped the end of the brush, but somehow didn’t drip from it. Even I had grabbed one of my charms. “Hold it there, Hermione,” I said to Taylor as she began to work on a pattern.

      She glanced at me. “What?”

      I gave Devan my best annoyed look. “Doesn’t anyone watch movies anymore?” I asked.

      “Not the crap you watch,” Devan said.

      “Crap? The last few were really well done. I particularly liked how they developed—”

      “Are you really going to argue the merits of a movie right now?” Taylor asked. Her voice had gone up nearly an octave, and her eyes were wide.

      I noticed that she managed to set her feet apart, sliding them into a particular stance designed to draw more power. I still hadn’t asked where she’d learned that. I only learned from my time with the Te’alan. Maybe from Nik, I realized. He would have—or at least, he could have known about it, too.

      The door thudded again. There wasn’t the sense of power building, nothing that set my teeth and skin on edge. I looked at Devan and she shook her head.

      “I got nothing,” she said.

      “Good. Let’s say hi, then.”

      I pulled the door open. Jakes stood on the other side. He wore a plain white T-shirt and jeans and nothing more than simple tennis shoes. I wondered if he shaped them off as he changed or if they were shaped on.

      “Why are you looking at me like that, Morris?” he asked.

      “Only because I’m glad to see you,” I said. “Anything out there that’s not supposed to be?”

      “You’re here.”

      “I’m supposed to be here.”

      Jakes stared past me and made a point of looking at Taylor. “You brought it here?” I nodded. “And now you think it will slow the Nizashi?”

      “I hope so.”

      “And once they show up here searching for it?”

      Jakes might be big and strong, but he’s definitely not dumb. It only took him moments to figure out what we were up to. I resisted the urge to glance at Taylor, but I could feel her eyes burning on my back. I half expected her to fling her ink at me. Maybe knock me down with a quick blast. Normally, I’d think Devan would have my back, but she’d been kind of punky lately, so she might actually enjoy watching it.

      “Do you really think that’s the best strategy?” Jakes asked.

      I pulled Jakes to the side, moving him away from Taylor and Devan. “Listen. We need to draw them out somehow. That’s why I called you here. Between the four of us, don’t you think we can manage to stop the Nizashi?”

      Jakes paused and looked toward the door to the shed. “You were planning on my help with the Nizashi?”

      “I kind of figured you would be able to help. Why?”

      He shook his head. “We can’t get involved. Not with that. Doing so violates one of the dictums that we must abide by.”

      “Dictums? Like shifter laws?”

      “Something like that. Know that I cannot actively work against those working for the Trelking, if they are here for valid reasons.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense!”

      “Maybe in time, you’ll understand, Morris.”

      Jakes started away from the shed, leaving me standing there staring after him. With Jakes, there wasn’t really anything I could say that could convince him to stay. He didn’t so much as look over at Devan or Taylor as he left. The silence hanging over the emptiness of the shed was deafening.

      “What did you say to him?” Devan asked, breaking the silence.

      “Apparently, not what he needed to hear.”

      “So he’s not helping?” Taylor asked. “The shifter isn’t going to help with the Nizashi?” Her voice started to rise again.

      “Nope. We’re on our own. Time for you to start getting yourself ready.”

      “For what? We’ve seen what happens when just one of the Nizashi attacks. There are two remaining! When we thought the shifter might help, we had a chance, but without him…”

      Devan glared at Taylor and stepped away from her, leaving her standing by herself in the part of the shed leading down to the lower level, then turned to me. “He really won’t help?”

      “Said he can’t. That helping violates some shifter dictum.”

      She faced the door. Her skin glowed with a soft, yellow light. The medallion around my neck pressed against me with a surge of cold as she drew power through it. “Not shifter dictum. My father’s,” she spat.

      “Probably. Either way, there’s not a whole hell of a lot we can do about it.”

      Devan’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Ollie, I don’t want to go back.”

      “I’m not letting you.”

      She set her hand on my arm and squeezed. “You’re not? You really think you can keep the Nizashi from getting that thing? From taking me?”

      “I think I’m going to try,” I said.

      Devan shook her head and sighed. “Well…we’re fucked.”
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      The air changed suddenly, growing warmer and darker. We all knew what it meant even as it happened. I had hoped we’d get a little more time than this. Hell, I’d expected that we’d have time to place the cylinder down below and then have a chance to get out, but the Nizashi had another idea.

      Devan raced toward the front of the shed, and her skin began glowing brightly. I couldn’t see what she did, but felt the effect through the medallion.

      Taylor moved to the back of the shed, as if to go down below.

      “That’s probably not a great idea,” I said to her. “If they’re here, going below is only going to get us trapped down there.”

      “Or keep us safe.” Devan shrugged when I looked over at her. “It’s a place of the Elder. I’m not sure even the Nizashi can penetrate it.”

      “But it’s not some sort of bunker. How long will they attack? This place might keep them out, but it’ll keep us in, too,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m not saying I like it,” Devan said, “only that there’s not much else we can do. Are you really willing to go out, guns blazing?”

      “You know I’m no good with guns,” I said.

      Devan smiled. “You got pretty good with an arrow, though.”

      “Only because I had to. Your father demanded that I learn how to defend myself if the magic failed.”

      “Can you blame him? How often did the magic fail?” Devan shot back at me.

      The shed door rattled with more force than it had when Jakes showed up. It didn’t look like much, but the shed had just as many enchantments around it as my house did. When you added in the lower level of the shed, it was probably more secure than the house in some ways, just not as comfortable. Considering it served as something like a prison, I think that was the point.

      “It wasn’t that the magic failed. There are limits to what I can do, you know.”

      Devan smiled. “I know.”

      I pushed past her and pulled a pinch of red ink from my satchel, quickly painting a pattern around the edge of the door. A half-moon, angled away from the door, and tipped with a star. The pattern had some complexity to it, but not much. It would draw quite a bit of raw power from me. The more I drew, the more quickly I would become useless. Like I said, I’d gotten flabby and needed to get buff.

      I debated taking the time to make a more complicated pattern. The more complexity in the pattern, the less power I needed to fuel it. That was the reason painters like Taylor were so powerful. They didn’t need the same draw as someone like me because they could make much more delicate and intricate patterns. It made them stronger.

      A powerful blast hit the door. Dirt kicked up, spilling through the cracks of the door. I back up and Devan grabbed me, pulling me along with her.

      “Time to go below?” she asked.

      “Fine. But Taylor needs to add another barrier before we reach that level.”

      “You think she can add anything your father couldn’t do?”

      “I don’t think it would hurt,” I said, hurrying down the tunnel.

      When we entered the main room of the lower portion of the shed, I paused and looked around. The tables remained bare. When I first had come down here, there had been other items in various states of completion. Mostly sculptures, as if my father had been working on another set of statues. There was the cabinet that held the small figures I now knew to be magical creatures held in some sort of stasis prison, the frosted-glass doors locked. I suspected there were other protections built into the glass, though hadn’t really taken the time to determine whether that was true. The original crystal orb remained locked away, with only the gold key as the means to access it. Now that I understood the power of the orb, I made certain to keep the key on me at all times, ensuring no one else could get to it. I was afraid to even touch the crystal ball. There was a tremendous amount of power trapped within it, the full extent of which was still unknown.

      Taylor stood in the middle of the room, slowly spinning in place. Her eyes were wide and there was a naked hunger visible on her face. “This is a place of the Elder,” she said. “He made all of this. Everything that’s here.”

      I glanced at the walls. Other shelves had more mundane things. One had what appeared to be a wrench. Another shelf held a wig of all things. There was an old tin can holding nearly a dozen paintbrushes, the tips of the brushes twisted into fine points. I’d found some paint my father had mixed and made sure to put that inside a locked case, as well. My father might not consider paint to be all that valuable, but there was something about the fact that he had been the one to mix it. At some point, I might need to be able to use it.

      I stopped at the cabinet holding the figurines. The lock, a symbol of a pyramid surrounded by circles and stars, kept each shelf locked. I touched the gold key to the lock and it sprang open. I set the cylinder on the shelf next to one of the figures, before thinking better of it and moving it to the top of the cabinet. For some reason, I didn’t want to put it in the cabinet with the figurines, but I needed it well hidden. If we didn’t make it out of here, I didn’t want the Nizashi getting that cylinder, whatever it was.

      A series of sealed jars on the top of the shelf nearest Taylor drew her attention. She reached for them, and I grabbed her wrist, pulling her back and away from the shelving. “Don’t. This isn’t some sort of museum for you to check out.”

      “These are important, Oliver. If these really are all the Elder’s belongings, they need to be studied.”

      I snorted. “Like in Arcanus? The place you’re so eager to return to? You think they’ll know what to do with something like this?” I grabbed one of the figures off the unlocked shelf. It was shaped like a man carrying a pair of crossed swords, a sneer spread across his face. Had I thought my father actually carved it, I would have believed the level of detail to be amazing. Now that I knew what they were, I was a little disgusted even holding it.

      Devan reached and took the figure from me and set it back on the shelf with more delicacy than I would have. “Careful there, Ollie. You know what that is.”

      Taylor watched as Devan locked the figurine back into the cabinet. “That’s one of…those?”

      “Yeah, and if you thought the Arcanus masters would be upset about your mods, what would happen when they learned the Elder has kept a little magical prison in Conlin? Would they be thrilled with that?”

      A loud explosion rocked the shed, accentuating my words.

      Some of the rock from the walls of the open area crumbled slightly, but nothing more than that. A hint of smoke rose in the air, growing thicker as we waited.

      “Still think it’s better to be down here?” I asked Devan.

      “We can deal with a little smoke,” she said.

      “Well, you know what they say about smoke.”

      “They can’t burn down something the Elder protected,” Taylor said.

      “No, but they can burn around it.” Part of me expected the Nizashi to somehow draw the air out of here. If they knew how far underground we were, they might understand that there wasn’t much airflow designed into the lower level of the shed. I doubt my father thought that this place would ever get smoked out.

      “Damn, I really wish Jakes had been willing to help out,” I muttered. “We’re either going to roast down here or choke to death on the smoke. Either option isn’t all that appealing.”

      “Maybe you were right,” Devan said.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “I said maybe you were right. What, couldn’t you hear me?”

      “I heard you just fine, it was nice to hear you say it again.”

      “Idiot,” she muttered.

      The smoke billowing down toward us moved in a definite direction. Heat hung with it, but there was something else… almost like a charge to the air that burned as we breathed. “Shit, not just smoke. Looks like the Nizashi intend to poison us, as well,” I said.

      I realized what the Nizashi were doing. I kind of had to respect them for their creativity. They might not be able to reach us, but they recognized that we had to breathe, which meant that air had to get to us. If air could get to us, so could the smoke or whatever they charged it with.

      I hurried to the opening of the room leading up and into the upper part of the shed. With a pinch of brown ink, I crafted an edge, just enough to pull the air out and push it back up to the top of the shed. It wouldn’t hold for long—maybe long enough to keep us alive—and we’d have to worry about running out of clean air.

      “What are you doing?” Taylor asked.

      “What I need to do to keep us alive,” I said. “Can’t you feel it?”

      She frowned. “Feel what?”

      “It’s not only about making the air warmer. They’re adding something to it. Whatever they’re burning is caustic.” I paused, my hand still resting on the cement as I traced another symbol to add to the others, glancing over at Devan. “I can’t believe your boyfriend would let them do something like that to his lawn. I figured him for a protective sort of shifter.”

      Devan glared at me. “Maybe he hasn’t marked this part of the yard as his yet,” she snapped.

      I finished the pattern and stayed on my hands and knees. I pressed power through the pattern, staring at it as I did. With a flash, the air ignited, burning up and away from the lower part of the shed, leaving us unharmed. The air got hotter for a moment, but it passed quickly.

      “Can you find us another way out?” I asked Devan.

      She stopped and glared at me from where she had been looking around the shelving. “What do you think I’ve been doing? I’m not just standing here looking nice.”

      “I would never say that.”

      She made as if she might flip me off. It had the same meaning on the other side of the Threshold. Before she had the chance, the air thundered again, and smoke started billowing back down toward us. It hit the barrier from the pattern I’d made and stopped.

      “Well, I wasn’t sure that would work,” I said.

      “But you’ve basically trapped us here, making it so that the only way we can get out of this tomb is to go back through the poison cloud,” Taylor said.

      “I can’t find anything, Ollie,” Devan said.

      I turned and looked over my father’s little storehouse. I hadn’t really expected to find another way out, and I really had been stupid enough to think we might hunker down until the attack was over. Without Jakes and the shifters, there wasn’t much we could do. We’d either run out of air because I’d pulled too much away keeping the poison out of here, or my protection would fail and the heat and poison in the air would burn us to death. Neither was a great way to go.

      And if I did nothing, Devan wouldn’t survive this attack. I’d promised I’d keep her safe, and I was damn well not going to let that happen again.

      Devan watched me, concern in her eyes. “Don’t do anything stupid, Ollie,” she said.

      I looked up the ramp and shook my head. There wasn’t much else I could do. “Hey, keep her safe,” I said to Taylor.

      I grabbed a pair of charms out of my pockets, took a deep breath, and plunged forward, running past the protection I’d placed over the entrance to the storeroom.

      The cloud hit me with immediate pain. The heat made my skin burn, pulling the flesh of my cheeks tight and drawing the moisture from my mouth. The poison in the air burned my eyes. I held my breath as I ran, moving as quickly as I could.

      When I reached the upper level of the shed, I paused long enough to listen for anything that might be on the other side of the door. Energy and power hummed in the air, like a high-voltage line running just out of reach. Fear pulsed through me, nearly enough to keep me from going forward another step, but then my chest began to burn from the effort of holding my breath. If I didn’t go any further, Devan and Taylor would suffer. At least this way, I might buy them time. Hell, I might even get lucky and scare the Nizashi away. If not, well, I’d do all that I could first.

      I clutched the two charms tightly, one in each hand. In my left was the Agony charm. I figured it would give me a moment—maybe all I needed—to use the new one Devan had made me. It was the souped-up, three-chamber version, each filled with black ink. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need all of them. I hadn’t had the chance to try it out. Devan worked wonders, so I didn’t really doubt that it would fire, but it would have been nice to have had the chance to test it first.

      Before I passed out from holding my breath, I kicked the door open.

      The other side looked like something out of an action movie. Fire burned along the edge of the shed, reaching along the walls, but not quite burning it. As soon as the door opened, the flames tried reaching in toward me, but the pattern I’d placed before held.

      I jumped into the night, plunging through the flames.

      A shadow moved, and I turned toward it. A Nizashi moved quickly, enhanced by natural speed and the gift of whatever they had done twisting their power to make them nearly indestructible. He must have thought I needed him to stay in place in order for my pattern to work. Lucky for me, the Nizashi didn’t know quite how Devan’s charms worked.

      I triggered the Agony charm.

      I’d only used it once before, and that was on the night when I first met Taylor. I hadn’t known about Jakes or the shifters or anything about what they did in Conlin. I didn’t even know much about my father—still don’t, I suppose. When I had used it then, I’d needed time to reach the house and had prayed I could get an explosion of about one hundred feet. It had given me twice that. This time, I needed only about fifty.

      Powder exploded from the charm.

      Another shadow appeared, this one close. I couldn’t wait to press my will through the ink. I reached for as much power as I could and infused the powder.

      A fireball raced from me, filling the night, pressing a massive, concussive blast out and away from me. “Cool,” I said, wishing someone else had been around to see that. I mean, how often do you really get to blow shit up like that?

      The explosion caught at least one of the Nizashi. I heard it hit, slamming into him and sending him flying, landing with a loud thud somewhere out in the yard. I held the other charm out from me, waving it in a circle, ready to fire as soon as I could get the fix on where the other Nizashi might be. I’d seen him, so I knew he was nearby, but I couldn’t find him.

      The flames died down around me, leaving my eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness. I walked an ever-widening circle around where I’d come out of the shed, but still didn’t find the second assassin. Then, when I thought I should be coming upon the one I knew I’d hit, I heard a muffled cry behind me.

      I turned quickly. Devan stared at me with wide eyes. Taylor stood next to her, arms behind her back, the circle she’d made around them barely holding. A thin man, barely more than five-six, with close-shorn hair, stood next to Devan, but he looked at Taylor, anger hot in his eyes.

      “Hey,” I said.

      I pointed the charm at him and fired. As the ink left the charm, I pressed will and power into it, not daring to wait too long. The explosion from it pushed me back. I felt it as Taylor pressed power and will through the protection around them. When the attack hit the Nizashi, he simply deflected it away from him and into the shed.

      Well, shit. That was seriously impressive.

      I triggered it again. If it failed, I only had one more remaining. Without waiting, I triggered it a third time. If I ended up finding the third assassin lying somewhere in Jakes’s lawn, I’d have to come up with another way to immobilize him. For now, it was about surviving and keeping my friends safe.

      With a surge of power—very nearly the last I had remaining—the two shots exploded.

      Taylor’s protection fell. I should have thought about the effect my pattern would have on hers. Mine was force and power, more than her simple circle could withstand. The Nizashi seemed to catch the shots and tossed them harmlessly away. One went over his shoulder while the other went into the ground.

      That was about all I had. I could use the remaining charms to throw up protective patterns, but that wouldn’t help Devan. I could see in her eyes that she already knew.

      It left only one thing to do.

      I ran at the Nizashi.

      I don’t think he expected that. They were magical assassins, used to dealing with people like me, people possessing power and skill, but of the magical variety. I came at him with nothing more than my body, and I towered over him, a good seven inches and probably seventy pounds. Not all muscle, but it would do the job if I managed to collide with him.

      The Nizashi recovered quickly and slid to the side. I might have the height and weight, but he had the speed. I was all lumbering bull, but he was agile.

      I careened off his arm. At least I clipped him. It knocked him back, away from Devan and Taylor and into the shed.

      It’s not that I thought he could do much in the shed, but I didn’t really want him there around everything of my father’s. Reaching for one of my charms, I pressed it out and toward where he’d disappeared. Then came a soft click as it fired.

      I didn’t have much strength remaining. After using the fireball and the triple shooter, pulling anything of much power would be challenging. My body quivered at the thought of trying anything at all, but one look at Devan and Taylor squeezed together in Taylor’s protective circle, and I knew I had to try.

      The circle of ink from the charm surged with power. And light. Devan’s charms hadn’t done that before, but then I hadn’t tried this particular one. Each one was a little different. With Devan adding a few flourishes every so often, there was the potential for new and unexpected outcomes. There wasn’t anyone else I’d trust to make a charm for me, either.

      The circle from the charm caught the Nizashi. He stood in the middle of it with a line of gardening tools behind him. The contrast brought an amused smile to my lips. Maybe he’ll do Jakes the favor of cleaning up his lawn for him.

      Power built in rapid succession, each time slamming against the circle. The first time nearly knocked me to my knees. The second time did. By the third assault, I nearly collapsed to the ground the pain was so intense. It burned through me, leaving me feeling raw.

      Another attack, and I’d be useless. The Nizashi knew it.

      As the power built for his final assault, I staggered toward him, reaching for a shovel hanging nearby as I crossed into the circle of ink made by the charm. The Nizashi moved toward me, quick as a snake, but I swung with everything I had left. The shovel struck him along the arm, and sent him spinning around, pirouetting like he hung from a string. I didn’t give him the chance to recover, and swung again. This time, it hit him in the head, knocking him to the ground. A trail of blood ran from his head.

      A muffled cry caused me to jerk around. I stumbled out of the shed, still clutching the shovel. The other Nizashi was there, already pounding against the barrier Taylor was still able to sustain. The woman was tall and lanky, making her unlike any of the other Te’alan I’d ever seen. Devan stared at her with eyes wide with shock but had the presence of mind to stay tucked back, away from the edge of the circle where the Nizashi might reach her. Taylor wouldn’t have much strength remaining, not with the way the Nizashi’s attacks were assaulting her.

      I tried swinging the shovel, but I was pretty weak from everything I’d been through already. The Nizashi threw me to the side almost casually. She glanced at me, but with a sort of contempt you’d use when looking at a rat digging through your garbage.

      “Taylor, you’ve got to do something,” I shouted.

      I lunged forward and swung again, but this time, the Nizashi caught the shovel and threw it behind her, leaving me empty-handed and staring at her. I fumbled for a charm when her attack struck, throwing me back with enough force to knock the wind out of me. It seemed like I’d been through this before.

      The circle around Taylor and Devan held, but I didn’t think it would hold for much longer. Taylor’s face contorted under the strain of holding it, as each blow from the Nizashi inflicted immense pain. Devan couldn’t do much more than watch. She stared at the Nizashi, staying as close to Taylor as she could, her skin glowing softly with a yellow light. My medallion pulsed with biting cold. I wondered what else Devan might be doing.

      A steady thump, thump, thump echoed from along the fence.

      I crawled toward Devan and Taylor, ignoring the crazy sounds, wishing Jakes hadn’t left us alone to face this nightmare. Could he really let the Nizashi take Devan? Was he really that afraid of upsetting the Trelking?

      But I knew the answer. There weren’t many willing to go against the Trelking. It meant near certain death. Or, in my case, servitude that might as well be death. Since he promised me nine and ninety years serving him, I’d probably be dead before I finished the term he demanded, especially given the fact that I would likely die facing one of his many enemies during my service.

      The medallion began burning against my chest, like an ice cube stuck down my shirt, but this one sticking to my skin. The power Devan pulled now was enormous.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      I tried to see into the darkness at what was making the sound along the fence, but I couldn’t. Pain raced through my head, and my vision blurred from the strain.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      The Nizashi faltered a moment. Taylor’s circle surged with renewed power.

      Energy built rapidly. At first, I thought it was the Nizashi preparing for one more attack, but I wouldn’t detect it like that. This was sharp and dry and pulled on my skin…like a painter.

      Taylor?

      I crawled forward, worried she might try something stupid and lower the circle to attack the Nizashi. That was the only thing keeping them safe right now. As soon as she dropped her protections, the assassin had them.

      There was a flash of light, and the power faded.

      Taylor’s circle still held. I felt it.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      It was the same sound I’d heard when the Nizashi attacked the house and Devan had done some of her magic outside. I still hadn’t learned what magic she’d done, but it had stopped the Nizashi. The sound was coming closer, just on the other side of the fence. But now, there was something else, a sense I hadn’t expected. My vision began to clear from the blast, and I looked over to see someone standing next to Taylor and Devan.

      Taylor dropped her circle.

      “No!” I shouted, but it came out weakly. I wasn’t sure it came out of my mouth at all.

      He turned toward me. Not one of the Nizashi. Blond hair hung to his shoulders, which were muscular, but not like Jakes’s, simply fit like an athlete. The top few buttons of his shirt were undone in a somewhat yes-I-know-I’m-built kind of way.

      I fell forward as I tried to reach Devan, ignoring Taylor. The man came and stood over me, staring down with dark, piercing eyes.

      “Oh. Hey, Nik,” I said.
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      By the time the flames died down and Devan had pulled me to the side of the shed, Taylor and Nik had taken a survey of the grounds looking for the remaining Nizashi. Nik leaned into Taylor, occasionally resting his hand on her shoulder. His gaze went to the shed, as if curious what we would be after.

      “What are you thinking?” Devan asked.

      I stared straight ahead. My vision hadn’t quite cleared yet from the surge of light and fire coming over and over again. An edge of raw nerves ached inside me, as well, leaving me with the sense that I needed to shower or sleep or have a drink. None of which would make me feel any better. “Not thinking. Maybe that’s my problem.”

      “You’re a terrible liar, you know that?”

      I turned so that I could see her. “I thought the Nizashi was going to grab you. All I could think of was how I’d nearly lost you when Adazi took you.”

      Devan leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. “You really can be an idiot sometimes, you know that, Ollie?”

      “I know.”

      “What happens now?” she asked. There was more to the question than just the Nizashi.

      Silence built between us, but it was comfortable rather than awkward. Neither of us really wanted to answer. So we sat there, happy to be alive.

      Taylor and Nik reached us, and I looked up. Devan sighed softly. I don’t know if the others heard or not. “This one’s dead,” Nik said. He thumbed toward the body lying near where Taylor had made her circle. It hadn’t moved since the attack.

      “Yeah, I figured that.”

      “There’s one remaining, but he’ll be a tough sonofabitch to take down. He’s sort of the leader of this group.”

      “I had him,” I said. Had I known the guy I’d shoveled was the leader, I might have hit him a few more times.

      Nik arched a brow at me. “You out-magicked one of the Nizashi?”

      It told me plenty that Nik was surprised that I would manage to do so, but expected to be able to handle the Nizashi himself. “Nope. I out-shoveled.”

      Devan shook her head. “Idiot,” she muttered.

      Nik seemed to see Devan for the first time. “Hey, Devan. Haven’t seen you in nearly five years. Not since you threw me into prison.”

      I glanced over. I hadn’t heard that side of things. “Are we going to have a problem?” I whispered. I wasn’t in any position to get into a magical battle, not after what we’d just been through. Gods, I might need another week just to recover.

      “I didn’t throw him into prison,” Devan told me. Looking up at Nik, she gave him her best annoyed face, sneering at him. “And don’t go making shit up, Nik. You know I had nothing to do with what happened to you.”

      “You were there,” he said.

      “Yeah, and so were ten others. Did we all throw you into prison?”

      His face hardened, and I could see some of the man that he’d become in the five years since he’d crossed back over the Threshold. The man I saw before me looked nothing like the frightened painter I’d met, the man able to work with arcane patterns, but not with enough skill to make himself consistently useful to the Trelking. Whatever Nik had done—and whatever he had seen—had changed him. Maybe more than I had changed in that time. Of course, I didn’t really need to see his face to know that he’d changed. The fact that he made a run at the Nizashi without batting an eye let me know he was no longer a painter to fuck with.

      Had I been wrong? Had it not been the other painter who’d killed the first Nizashi?

      Then Nik’s face relaxed, like he’d flipped a switch, looking for all the world like the same man who had shown up at my house looking for Taylor.

      Nope. Not someone for us to fuck with.

      “No,” he said. “Only the Trelking.”

      Energy built for a moment. The medallion went cold, but Devan’s skin didn’t glow. Defensive power, then. I didn’t think Nik would do anything to Devan, but what did I really know about him anymore? He wasn’t the same guy as when we’d been friends. Seeing him like this made me think of what it would be like for my father when I saw him next. In the time since I last saw him—in the time since I was in Arcanus with him—I’d become at least a competent painter, and I was definitely skilled with arcane patterns.

      “Why are you here, Nik?” I asked. I managed to stand. My legs were shaky and weak, but I’d gotten used to that effect after slinging around too much magic. And I’d definitely used too much tonight. At least we were alive. Well, mostly. One more of the Nizashi was dead, now leaving only the guy I’d shoveled remaining. If Nik was right, he would be harder to take down, but hopefully, I’d brained him enough to give us time to regroup. We needed to do so before the Nizashi leader came at us again, or worse, returned to the other side to get reinforcements. If the Trelking learned that Devan was here, too, he might send more than a trio of Nizashi.

      I made my way to the shed and pulled the door closed, slipping the magical padlock back into place. With Nik here, I didn’t want to tempt him, or risk Taylor sneaking down into the shed to see what she could learn from the Elder.

      “Like I told you earlier, I came for Taylor.”

      I took a deep breath and shook my head. “No. Why are you here?”

      Nik’s eyes tightened for a moment. “Thought you could use some help,” he said.

      “So it’s got nothing to do with the Elder?”

      He shrugged. “You know I had to see those statues. If they were made by the Elder…” As he trailed off, he glanced back toward the shed again.

      “The Elder is an ass,” I said as Nik approached.

      He laughed and reached out to clasp my hand or to help hold me up. I didn’t know which, and Devan didn’t let me find out. She slipped my arm around her shoulders so that she could support me. I nudged her so that we turned away from Nik.

      “Where’s Jakes?” I whispered under my breath.

      “Why?”

      “You really think he left us completely alone? He didn’t want to get into it with your father—I think they had some sort of shifter truce to keep them safe—but as far as Jakes is concerned, there are now four dead people in his town. One of them in his yard. I’m not really interested in sticking around for a shifter battle.”

      “Might be cool to watch,” Devan said.

      “Besides, I’m getting a little uncomfortable with the fact that Nik shows up at the same time as the kid brings me that thing of my father’s,” I whispered. “Taylor called him a collector, and you know what’s down there.” I glanced quickly toward the shed. “There’s one other thing. How is Nik some sort of super painter?”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t make—”

      She didn’t get the chance to finish. There was a surge of power strong enough that I could feel it. Not painter power and not Nizashi, but different. That meant shifter power.

      Shit.

      “Um, maybe we need to get out of here,” I suggested to Devan.

      Nik noticed the change in power, as well. He made a quick circle, throwing down a series of inks, one of blue and green and black, the colors adding to each other and augmenting the pattern he created. It was more than a simple circle, I noticed. He added a different pattern along with it. Then he infused power into the circle, drawing it up around himself and Taylor.

      A lean, wolf-like shape slipped out of the shadows and prowled toward us. I didn’t need to have seen it shift to know it was one of the shifters. Not Jakes, though. He was larger than the wolf coming at us now. Maybe Kacey. She was on the smaller size. By that, I mean still terrifying. With shifters, regardless of the size of their shifted animal, the magical power behind them remained impressive.

      The wolf simply walked up to the circle around Nik and sniffed. Nik studied it without flinching. Taylor had her brush out, looking more like a storybook witch than ever. I would have laughed, but I’d seen how quickly she could paint with it. She really was something of a storybook witch.

      “What is this, Oliver?” Nik asked.

      The protection around him didn’t muffle his voice, only blocked out anything magical from attacking. So far, the shifter hadn’t attacked. I didn’t know how long that would last. Maybe the shifter had no intent of attacking. It hadn’t so much as glanced at me. That didn’t mean it wasn’t aware of me.

      “Well, you didn’t stick around long enough before for me to tell you that Conlin is sort of protected. My father had some friends here.”

      “This one of them?” he asked.

      “Don’t know. I’m not sure who it is.”

      There was a steady buildup of pressure, like a rapid drop in altitude pushing in on my ears. Power exploded from the shifter, smacking into Nik’s protection. Taylor jerked back. What did it say that Nik barely moved?

      His circle remained unharmed.

      He glared at the shifter. “It’ll take more than what you’ve got to drop me,” he said.

      “Uh, Nik, might want to be careful about taunting them,” I said.

      He flicked his eyes over to me. “Them?”

      I nodded into the yard. There, four more shifters prowled around the yard, staring at Nik. The largest one was clearly Jakes. In his shifted form, he looked massive, more like a horse in a wolf costume than any wolf I’d ever seen. There was another next to him, nearly as large.

      I only knew two shifters, Jakes and Kacey. There had been a third—Chase—but he’d died helping Adazi. That didn’t mean there weren’t other shifters in Conlin. I knew there were more, just not how many. The older Jakes and my father had created some sort of truce keeping them here. Or maybe the shifters had already been here and my father settled in Conlin knowing about them.

      “Hey, Jakes,” I said.

      With a flash of power, Jakes shifted back to his human form. He even managed to make it look like he wore jeans and a T-shirt. For that, I was thankful. Jakes strode through the yard and glanced at me.

      “Morris. You’ve made a mess of my father’s yard.”

      “You weren’t going to help.” That still stung. I thought Jakes was interested in helping me, but when it came down to it, he had refused to do anything that might disrupt the balance with the Trelking. Devan’s father was powerful, but he wasn’t even here. Crossing the Threshold would be more dangerous for him than any of the Te’alan.

      “Wasn’t I?” he asked.

      I cocked my head and studied him. Had I read it wrong? Or had Jakes just used me?

      “This wasn’t about the Nizashi,” I said.

      He nodded toward Nik. “I needed to know why they were here, and I think now I do. I wasn’t about to let them get to you.”

      “Really? Because it seems to me that they nearly killed us. Had Nik not shown up, I’m not sure we’d still be alive.”

      “Interesting that he did, don’t you think?” Jakes said.

      “That is…interesting,” I said. I didn’t want to tell Jakes that I had many of the same concerns.

      Jakes made a motion with his hand, and the other shifters all surrounded the circle where Nik stood with Taylor. Since showing himself, it was the first time I’d seen him rattled. For a moment, he looked like the same scared painter that I’d seen when I helped free him from prison. Then it passed.

      With a wave of his hand, the circle around him eased.

      He held his hands out, palms forward, and stepped away from the circle. “I know when I’m beat,” he said. “No need to attack me again. Christ, that last one had some power behind it. Good for you.” He reached toward one of the shifters as if he was going to pet it.

      “Don’t be stupid, Nik. They’ll either bite your hand off or drop you magically. Either way, you don’t want to piss off the shifters.”

      He ignored me. “Yeah, you’re a good puppy, aren’t you,” he said.

      One of the shifters snarled at him.

      “No need to be like that. I’ve got enough attention for all of you.”

      “Jesus, Nik,” Taylor said. “These are shifters you’re messing with.”

      Nik took another step, this time leaning forward. “You. You’re a good one, too, aren’t you?”

      As he said it, I expected the shifter to snap at him. The power from the shifter certainly started to build as if it might. Then something different happened.

      Nik whistled. A plume of red ink came from his mouth, circling in a tight spiral, making it look like someone blowing a smoke ring, only with more skill than anything I’d ever seen. With a flash of light and power, the spiral exploded.

      The shifter howled.

      There came another explosion and then another. With each, I realized what Nik had been doing when he leaned forward to speak to the shifters. He’d been blowing out patterns like the first one.

      Following the explosions, the shifters jumped back. One of them didn’t move. Had he been so stupid as to try to kill one of the shifters? There came another explosion, this one with a pattern that created a brilliant white light and seared away my night vision. I wondered what it would do to the shifters.

      I didn’t have to wonder for long. The shifters howled and raced toward the center of the yard.

      “Don’t do this, Nik!” I shouted.

      Jakes looked over at me. “I thought you said he was a weak painter.”

      “Yeah. I thought so, too.”

      Nik had changed. The skill required to make a pattern with his mouth was incredible. Had he made even a minor mistake, he could have blasted himself backward just as easily as he had sent the explosion at the shifters.

      Devan grabbed my arm and squeezed. “He’s gone.”

      Jakes shifted so that he could listen. He kept his nose tilted to the air and sniffed. A low howl came from the night.

      “Gone? As in dead?”

      She shook her head. “Not dead. Nik got away.”

      Jakes shifted into his wolf form in the space of a heartbeat and darted into the darkness. My night vision gradually began to return, but all I saw were the outlines of shapes and shadows. I leaned on Devan, knowing that her eyesight was better and would likely recover faster.

      A shape made its way toward us. It took me a moment to realize that it was Taylor.

      “What was that?” I asked as she approached.

      “I don’t know.”

      “He attacked the shifters. He might think he can handle the Nizashi, but an entire pack of shifters is something else entirely.” My strength was coming back to me. I wouldn’t have enough to face off against one of the Nizashi, but at least I wasn’t helpless.

      “I’m not sure Nik knew what he was doing. He can be a little arrogant.”

      “Arrogant? That’s more along the lines of what I’d consider destructive behavior. You don’t go attacking shifters when you’ve got assassins after you.”

      “He’s changed,” Devan said.

      “You think? He had potential before, but where’d he learn such skill? Tell me, Taylor, what did Nik learn that’s gotten him to where he can kill off the Nizashi and withstand an attack by a shifter?”
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      We sat at the Rooster. I didn’t know anywhere else to go, not with Taylor. I wished she didn’t know the secret to reaching my father’s basement. There might not be anything there that I felt strongly about, but having her know the access left me feeling unsettled. And worse, there might not be a damn thing I could do about it. Taylor’s skill was as much above mine as Nik’s appeared above hers. Devan might have something she could do, but even that wasn’t certain.

      No matter how much I thought I knew, I kept getting reminders that I’m dumber magically than I thought. One of these days, I might actually get it.

      Lights shone brightly around us. Tom worked in the back of the kitchen, frying up some eggs for Devan and heating the meatloaf for me. Taylor claimed she wasn’t hungry. We sat at one of the tables in the middle of the room. Not a booth—I didn’t want the confines of the booth to hold me in place—and the counter wouldn’t let me watch her. The blue in her hair seemed especially bright today.

      “Tell me what really brought you to Conlin,” I said.

      Taylor shook her head. “I’ve told you why I came. Hard needs—”

      “If your father really needed help, you wouldn’t have come to me. I might be good at a few things, but with what’s gone down between Hard and me, had you really wanted to help him, you would have used someone like Nik.”

      That was what had troubled me the most once I realized how powerful Nik had become. Taylor had the skill necessary to open gateways, so that wasn’t the reason she needed me. And if it were simply about power, well it seemed that she’d made friends in her time away from Arcanus who could serve her better than anything I could do. I tried to push aside the questions about how Nik had gotten so skilled in the time since I saw him last.

      It left only one real answer, but it was the one I didn’t like. It meant that Devan had been right and that I had let the pretty face distract me. Looking at Taylor sitting across from me, for the first time appearing uncertain, I wondered exactly how much I had missed.

      She stared at her hands before setting them on her lap. I didn’t know whether I should feel bad about how hard I was pushing her or not. “I couldn’t use Nik. He made it clear that he wouldn’t help.”

      “You asked him first,” I said.

      Taylor looked up and her eyes flashed with heat. It faded quickly. She looked around, almost as if searching for help, but the diner was otherwise empty. Given that it was nearly nine o’clock, I didn’t really expect anyone else at the Rooster. Maybe a few shifters, but they were probably all off getting debriefed by Jakes.

      At least Nik hadn’t killed any of them.

      “Will she be okay?” Taylor asked, almost as if sensing my thoughts.

      Maybe it was the way I kept looking toward the counter. The shifter he’d stunned had been Kacey, but she managed to come around after things started settling down. She had been a little fuzzy on what happened, but when she learned what Nik had done—how he’d attacked the shifters—she’d been pissed. When Jakes returned after losing track of Nik, it took him a few minutes to talk her down from trying to go looking for him. After what I’d seen from Nik, I wondered if the shifters could really do anything against him, anyway.

      “I think so. Shifters are pretty tough, so it might take more than a little smoke and light to hurt her.” I figured I’d throw the understatement out there in case Taylor knew a little bit more about what Nik had done. The explosions had been damn impressive work, but they really hadn’t packed much of a punch, not enough to kill something with shifter power. Probably not one of the Nizashi, either. Your average human, non-magical person would be another story. I imagined if anyone without any magical protections were hit by the power he had been throwing around, they might have found themselves as dead as the Nizashi we found outside the diner.

      “You think that was only smoke and light?” she asked.

      I glanced over at Devan. She stood in front of the jukebox, either giving me space to talk to Taylor or simply not wanting to be around her. Music drifted out, but nothing I recognized. Tom hadn’t asked her to, but Devan had tinkered with the jukebox when we’d first returned to Conlin. She figured out how it worked and repaired it, updating the music selection with a little magical boost.

      “Well, there was smoke and there was light, so I’m not exactly wrong.”

      Taylor shook her head. “I don’t know where Nik learned that trick, if that’s what you’re asking. He knew how to do it before I met him.”

      “That’s not really what I wanted to know. It’s more about where Nik learned what he did. He was across the Threshold for what, something like six years, and never learned to master the arcane patterns? He’s been back for five, and already, he’s got more power than an Arcanus artist. That kind of thing doesn’t happen.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Oliver. I didn’t know Nik then. When I met him, he was a modder. I could tell that he had more skill than the usual painters I’d met since leaving Arcanus, but not much more than that.”

      Tom circled out of the kitchen. A paper hat covered his gray hair, and his thick glasses looked smudged. The lines at the corners of his eyes gave him a weary look, one that I didn’t fully understand. I hadn’t taken the time to understand just what Tom did in Conlin besides run the Rooster, but the kid had referred to him as the warden. There was more to him than I knew.

      “Here you go,” he said, setting a plate in front of me. The meatloaf let off a little warm steam. He set down a plate of eggs next to mine and whistled for Devan. She turned and waved with a friendly smile before focusing on the jukebox again.

      “Where are the others?” Tom asked.

      “They’re back at Jakes’s house.”

      Tom’s eyes tightened slightly. “Nothing wrong, I hope?”

      “Nope. Just a painter with power enough to take down one of the Nizashi.”

      Tom’s mouth pinched slightly, and I realized that he knew what that meant. I hadn’t been certain, but Tom and the Elder were close. Tom likely knew much more about the magical world than anyone else in Conlin. They kept themselves hidden away, protecting their painting ability as if afraid to unleash it on the world.

      “They’re here?” he asked.

      “Yeah. That dead guy out back was one of them.”

      Tom wiped his hands across his apron slowly. “That was one of the Nizashi?”

      “Why?”

      “They were not to come here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The neon lights from the jukebox glowed a little more brightly. The machine whirred again, as if waiting for Devan to select a song. I wondered which one she’d choose to taunt me with this time. A new song began to play, yet another I didn’t recognize, and Devan made her way back from the jukebox.

      “The Elder. There was an agreement between the Trelking and the Elder. The Rooster was a place of peace. Even the Nizashi were not allowed here.”

      “Well, they didn’t necessarily come here, like inside. They were more around here.”

      Tom gave me a sharp look. In that moment, he reminded me of my father. It was strange, I hadn’t seen him in over ten years, and that one look brought back memories of when he’d get angry with me for throwing off his latest work, or goofing around while eating, or my terrible grades in school. Math is important, he’d say. Everything comes from math. I didn’t really understand until I began to see the patterns to it. Now I got it. Math was simply another pattern to be used. It was the same reason my father took to the piano. Music was patterns, too. I’d never learned to infuse will into sound, but I wondered if my father did.

      “Why would the Nizashi risk breaking the agreement with the Elder?” Tom asked.

      “Probably because the Elder has been gone for the better part of a decade?” I suggested. “Maybe because the Trelking is pretty pissed with the Elder’s son for running off with the daughter he intended to marry off to the Druist Mage. Or maybe because somebody led them here.”

      “You did this?” Tom asked me.

      “Not all of it. I’m responsible for what happened with Devan, but that’s it.”

      Tom looked at Taylor. “What do you know about this? How much of this did you have a hand in?”

      “Not her, Tom. There’s another painter. One who used to work for the Trelking, and now he’s back, running around Conlin, stirring up all sorts of shit. He even managed to get the shifters after him.”

      “How would he manage that?”

      “When you attack one of the shifters, you’re pretty much guaranteeing there will be a pack after you.”

      It still didn’t make a whole lot of sense why he would have done that. There wasn’t a real advantage to getting the shifters to come after him, unless it was one I couldn’t see. I looked over at Taylor, studying her. What was I missing? What reason would Nik have for wanting the shifters to come after him? Would it have something to do with why he was here?

      Taylor might know some of the answers, but I suspected there was another person who knew more than he let on. And now Jakes was busy with the shifters, probably out hunting for Nik, chasing him down…and maybe not guarding the other gates around Conlin.

      Could that be the reason? Could he be so stupid as to try to reach one of the gateways?

      But would it be stupidity? I’d seen the power that Nik managed. With the way he held off the Nizashi, he had strength. Crossing the Threshold now wouldn’t weaken him, not like it would the Nizashi.

      “What’s he trying to do?” I asked aloud. Tom looked at me strangely and shrugged. Taylor continued to stare at her hands. She knew more than she shared. “How much did you tell him about my father?”

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “Nothing. Then how did he know about the shed?”

      “Oliver, I didn’t tell him—”

      “You were pretty eager to show him the park,” I reminded her.

      Taylor glanced down. “He already knew about the park, and about the statues. How do you think I knew? Why do you think I came to Conlin?”

      “I guess I don’t really know, Taylor. If not for Hard, then what?”

      She shook her head. “I came searching for something that I’d lost,” she said softly. “I thought the Elder could help me find it.”

      Now I understood why Taylor had gone straight for the statues when she showed up, if not how she’d mastered the patterns so quickly. Maybe it was something more than her being an artist.

      “Why would he attack the shifters, then?” I asked, bringing it back to Nik. “He had no reason. The Nizashi was gone, and we’d already told him that we knew the shifters, that meant he wanted to attack them.” I looked at Taylor. “What did he tell you? You were in that circle with him. You know something, don’t you?”

      Taylor shook her head. “I haven’t seen Nik for months.”

      Devan barked out a laugh. When I looked over at her, she raised her hands. “Didn’t you hear what she said? Come on, that was funny!”

      Tom nodded to Devan and tapped the spot on the table in front of her plate. Then he turned back to the kitchen, leaving us.

      “You’re so childish,” I said as Tom disappeared.

      “Look at her. She’s the reason this all happened, just because she let him get all over her.”

      Taylor has a pretty dark complexion, so for me to see her blush means that it must have been a pretty bright shade.

      “Damn, Nik,” I said to myself. “Dude really has changed. First the magic, and now the ladies.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” she said.

      “So you weren’t with Nik?”

      “Not in the crass way you’re implying.”

      Devan started in on her eggs, sweeping the overly browned toast toward them and scooping them onto her fork. She chewed quickly and smiled. “What’s crass about it? You’re a woman. You’ve got needs. You found yourself a pretty little painter.” She took another bite and shrugged. “Can’t say that I blame you.”

      “You think Nik is pretty?” I asked.

      “Well, he ain’t ugly. Maybe it’s the hair,” she suggested.

      I touched my head. My brown hair was coarse, and I had to keep it cut pretty short or it would curl up like I’d gotten some seventies perm. Not necessarily a cool look, but then again, I could comb it out into a pretty awesome fro.

      “Like I said, it wasn’t like that. We got close.”

      Devan snorted.

      “Nik can be…passionate,” Taylor went on. “But I wasn’t after passion.”

      “You just wanted to get yours,” Devan said.

      I nudged her. “Come on. You’re being disgusting.”

      “Coming from you? I’m pretty sure you can’t say anything, Ollie. I’ve known you too long for you to start taking the innocent road. Remember that time when you first came to Te’alan and you met the—”

      “All right,” I snapped. This time, I think I might have flushed. And I shouldn’t have. When the healer had come to me, she’d seduced me, so that hadn’t really been my fault. I focused on Taylor. “If you weren’t after romance, then what were you doing with Nik?”

      “I wanted to learn. I told you how I’d left the monastery and went looking for other painters. He had power. That much was clear. And what he could do was so different from anything else I’d ever seen in Arcanus. It wasn’t his technical skill, though that was significant.”

      Devan smirked and I glared at her.

      “It was the creativity he showed. I wanted to learn that from him.”

      “So, what did you learn?” I took a bite of the meatloaf. It was warm, not hot, and tasted reheated rather than fresh. Maybe Tom didn’t like the fact that we’d shown up at his place so late.

      “Nik was secretive with what he knows. For good reason. I suspect I’m not the only painter who has gone to him looking for instruction. It wasn’t until I was nearly ready to leave that I managed to get anything useful out of him.”

      Devan finished the rest of her eggs and leaned back in the chair. “It’s about the Elder,” she said.

      Taylor lowered her eyes, but couldn’t hide the fact that Devan had hit on something. Devan was intuitive. Often frighteningly so. I should have listened to her when she first warned me about Taylor, but I was too focused on the other parts. Not the beautiful woman, though admittedly that had captured me, too, but the intrigue. If I were being completely honest, it was something I had missed.

      “That’s not why I’m here. I’ve told you why I came to Conlin.”

      “Yeah. You’ve told me it was for Hard. I’m getting the sense that it had nothing to do with Hard. Devan is right. The common theme here is the Elder. What is it you’re after?”

      Taylor looked from Devan to me before resting her head on her hands. “It was the book. You knew that, Oliver. That was why I’d come.”

      “Not Hard?”

      She looked back down at the table. “For all I know, he’s gone. When he went through that doorway in Arcanus and didn’t return, there was nothing I could do.”

      I noticed that she spoke pretty dispassionately about her father. Maybe their relationship was as bad as the one I had with my father. “That’s not what you were saying before. You said you wanted to find him, that you wanted to search through the gateways to get back to him. That was what you claimed when you came for my help.”

      “You wouldn’t have helped me otherwise.”

      “Why, because asking for my help finding the man who expelled me from Arcanus would work? I think I’ve been pretty damn accommodating with my willingness to help, Taylor. I might not like Hard, but I was willing to help you find him.” Devan touched my arm, and I turned to her. “What?”

      She had a funny smile on her face, one that I didn’t fully understand. “I think we’ve been going about this the wrong way, Ollie. What’s the common thing about everything Taylor has done?”

      “You’ve already said it. The Elder.”

      Devan turned and stared at Taylor. “Yeah. The Elder. Maybe she’s searching for him, too.”

      As soon as Devan said it, I wondered if it was true. Why would Taylor have gone searching for my father? If I believed anything about Taylor, it was that she studied in Arcanus. There wasn’t anyone there who believed my father still lived. I might be the only one who believes that he didn’t die the night he disappeared. Even Hard, the one who knew the most about the doors other than my father, had thought he was gone.

      “Ah, shit,” I said. “Is it true?”

      She looked from Devan to me. “I needed to find you first. You were always the key, but you were gone. There wasn’t any way of finding you. None in Arcanus knew where you would have gone.”

      And none would really have cared, but Taylor didn’t say that.

      “When I learned of Nik, I knew I was getting close. It was by accident, mostly. By the time I found him, I knew there was more than what Arcanus taught, but not quite how much. Nik was reluctant to open up and share what had happened to him, but I managed to get him to.”

      Devan smiled and I elbowed her.

      “He told me about this painter, one with arcane painting skills. I didn’t know he meant you. He spoke of the Trelking and the length of your service. I still don’t know what that means.”

      I focused on Devan. “It means that the price for my life was service. When you cross the Threshold, you either have to have enough strength with magic or you must serve. I hadn’t the strength. I was the token painter, able to use a different type of magic. Sort of a blunt wielder of power, nothing like the Te’alan, but that was what the Trelking wanted. What he needed, I think. I wasn’t the first painter to serve, and I won’t be the last. I had uses, but only if he trained me. The price of that training was service.”

      Devan shook her head slowly, mouthing the words, “I’m sorry,” as she did. I didn’t blame her for what happened. I’d never blamed Devan.

      “That was what Nik wanted to free you from?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he thought he owed me since I helped him escape. But if that was the case, why has he come to Conlin now that I have escaped? What’s he after?”

      “Probably the same thing as me. He wants to use the Elder’s power. That’s all Nik has ever wanted since I met him. I told you that he’s a collector.” I nodded. “Well, he’s a collector of power. I don’t know how he does it, but each time he finds something magical, he grows more skilled, more powerful. You’ve seen what he can do.”

      “About that. How was he able to withstand the shifter attack?” I suspected Kacey hadn’t really attacked, merely tested what Nik could do. At least I hoped that was the case. If Kacey had really attacked and Nik stood there like it was nothing, then I had a lot more to learn about what he was capable of than I realized.

      Taylor started to answer when the lights flickered.

      Devan tensed in her chair, turning to the door. “Um, Ollie?”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure. I think it’s the Nizashi.”

      “You’re not sure?” I asked. I stood from my chair. Taylor followed me to the door where I twisted the lock.

      “It’s the protections placed here by the Elder,” Devan explained. “You know they limit me a little.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know that. It’s nice to learn now.”

      “You can sense what your father put here. He limits painter power.”

      “Yeah. Painter power. I didn’t realize he can do the same to you.”

      “Well, you add that to what happened when I crossed the Threshold, and it gets twisted.” Devan tugged on her shirt, pulling it down. She reached into her pocket for one of her figurines and set it on the table. This one looked something like a troll, but without a club like the other one I’d seen.

      “Do you plan on throwing your toys at him?” I asked.

      She shot me a look. “I’m just trying to be ready for whatever might happen.”

      The lights flickered again, and this time, the ground rumbled softly for a moment. Was the Nizashi trying to shake us out of the Rooster? “Someone better warn Tom,” I said. I didn’t want him caught in the middle of whatever was coming. Tom had nothing to do with this other than giving us a place to meet.

      “I’ll go,” Taylor said.

      When she disappeared into the kitchen, Devan turned back to the door. “What did Nik mean when he said this one would be harder to take down?” I asked her.

      Devan peered out into the night. “They come in threes,” she started. “That’s the way my father wants it. Redundancy. But one of them always leads.”

      “Leads, but why is he so much more powerful than the others?” It wasn’t that the female Nizashi had been a slouch. She had nearly destroyed me. But the one I’d now faced twice could throw around so much more power.

      “The First, he’s called. I recognized him. There aren’t many of the Nizashi that I would, but E’shan has something of a reputation. He was given a token that amplifies his power. It’s part of the gift my father gives them, but E’shan is special.”

      “Like some sort of power ring?”

      “It’s not a ring, Ollie. Not everything is like what you see in the movies.”

      I turned and looked toward the kitchen, wondering if Tom and Taylor were okay. There was the sound of a pot clanging and shadows of people moving around. Maybe Tom was making Taylor something to eat, since she’d passed on food earlier. I thought about what she’d said about Nik, about how he was a collector of power.

      “What is it, Ollie? You’ve got that look on your face.”

      “What look is that?”

      “The one that you make when you’re trying to come up with an answer. You make it when you’re working through patterns you can’t quite master, too.”

      The ground rumbled again, but quickly faded. What was the Nizashi doing out there?

      “I’m just trying to figure out what’s really going on here. If I make it as simple as I can, I start to wonder if there’s something I’m missing. We’ve got assassins from the other side of the Threshold and a painter with more power than he should actually possess. Why are they connected?”

      “The Nizashi are after something. We thought it was me or the cylinder, but now, I’m not so sure. Nik came here for Taylor. Isn’t that what we’ve learned?”

      I shook my head, straining to see into the darkness. I didn’t like how little I really knew about what was going on. I liked even less what I started to suspect. “Is it? As for the Nizashi, we’re still in the dark as to whether they’re really after the cylinder. As for Nik, that’s what he told us, but we know there’s more. And we know that Taylor’s not being completely honest with us.”

      Devan touched the door, and her skin glowed for a moment before fading. The medallion resting on my chest went cold as she did. “I can’t sense him.”

      “Because he’s gone?”

      “I don’t know if he’s gone or if I just can’t sense him. I’ve told you it’s not quite as easy as you seem to think for me.”

      “We need to find the Nizashi,” I said.

      “Find him? I think he’s found us just fine.”

      There was movement outside. That could be shadows or my imagination, or it could be the Nizashi. “I’m not sure we’ve got this right, Devan. We’ve been assuming that the Nizashi came after something here and to take you back. But what if it’s more than that? I’m not sure that Nik knew about the cylinder, so why was he here?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it was Taylor.”

      “What if it’s not. What if Nik chased the Nizashi?”

      Devan laughed and then died off. “Wait. You’re serious? No one does that. It’s a death sentence.”

      “Not for some collector of power. That’s what he’s after, right? He wants more power. That’s what Taylor said, and after what I saw, I believe her. We’ve been wondering why he came to Conlin, but maybe we’ve already known the reason. The Nizashi need to cross the Threshold to return and there are ways to do that here.”

      “Ollie, you don’t understand. The Nizashi would have been sent here with a purpose. They’re not scouts or spies or anything like that, they’re assassins. And if there was a target—”

      “We don’t know the target, though. For all we know, they’ve already completed their mission and Nik followed them here knowing this was their only way back across. What if he’s after whatever your father gave the Nizashi to increase their power? Would it work for him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. But it’s bonded to the Nizashi. For Nik to use it, he’d have to connect himself to it. Doing that might even bind him to the Trelking.” She shook her head. “I don’t know everything about how it works.”

      I stared out the window, feeling a growing sense of unease rolling through me. If the Nizashi had something of the Trelking’s that gave them power, I had to keep Nik from obtaining it. I’d seen how he handled the other Nizashi, and now the shifters. Whatever he’d learned in the time since he crossed the Threshold had made him powerful, more than simply modding could explain.

      None of that was what had my stomach unsettled. I wished it was only the reheated meatloaf, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Somehow, I was going to have to protect the Nizashi from Nik.
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      Devan grabbed my wrist as I reached for the door. Light from inside the diner spilled out, creating a soft halo of light just beyond the door. “You can’t do this, Ollie.”

      “I don’t think I have much of a choice. If that’s the reason Nik came to Conlin, if he came here after the Nizashi, then I need to keep him from getting anything else that will make him even more powerful. Besides, maybe it will put me in your father’s good graces.”

      “Even if that were possible,” she said, and I choked back a laugh, “not what I mean, but why does it matter if Nik gets it? It’s not like the Nizashi are innocent here.”

      The door rattled. I started to suspect what was happening. Nik must be outside, attacking E’shan. “Not innocent, but I’m not sure he should acquire anything of the Trelking’s.”

      She looked as if she wanted to say something else but clamped her mouth shut. “I’ll keep Tom in the kitchen. And I won’t let Taylor out to help.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And Ollie? Don’t get killed.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, then pulled the door open, the bells over it jingling, and stepped outside.

      The Rooster sat on a mostly empty lot near the edge of town. Other than my truck, the lot was empty. Lights flashed in the distance, blooming like the flash of a muzzle. Had Nik taken to more traditional means of stopping E’shan? I knew a shovel worked pretty well, but you had to get close enough to reach him. I suspected the Nizashi had other protections that kept them from something so mundane as a bullet wound, but I could be wrong about that. Mostly, I doubted that Nik would be able to get close enough to make the gun useful. With painting, there wasn’t the same need for proximity. If he set his pattern right, he wouldn’t have to worry about how close to E’shan he could get.

      Standing on the Rooster’s lot, there wasn’t much I could do with my patterns. The protections surrounding the Rooster kept me from doing anything more than the most basic of magic.

      There was another flash, this time closer.

      It was times like this that I wished I had Devan’s ability to sense when painters were near. That had uses, much more than I ever realized until I was in situations like this.

      Night had fallen completely, leaving me surrounded by the dark. When I worked for the Trelking, I hated the dark. The Te’alan had better eyesight than I did, and there wasn’t much I could do that would get me to their level of visual prowess. That made me vulnerable at night. In the daytime, they might have better acuity than I did, but there were tricks I could use to compensate for what I didn’t have. Most of the time, I stayed far enough away from my targets that I didn’t need to worry about their eyesight or strength or speed. It had kept me alive.

      Another explosion bloomed in the night, this one coming from behind the Rooster. The cool air had taken on a hint of bitter stink from the magic being used. It took a moment for it to register why. The modding. Both Nik and E’shan were essentially modded, using their magic in a different way from anything I could ever do.

      I wasn’t going to get anywhere staying near the edge of the parking lot. If I was going to help E’shan, then I needed to find where he’d gone. That meant putting myself at risk with Nik. As soon as Nik realized what I was doing, I suspected he’d shift his attack to me, at least long enough to slow me down. I was the easy one for him.

      It still felt strange thinking that Nik could overpower me.

      I reached the edge of the lot where the patterns began to fade. Here, the protections of the Elder eased so that if I stepped past, it would be easier to summon my magic. There was still no sign of the Nizashi or Nik, just the occasional blooms of light, still far enough away that I didn’t think they were coming for me yet.

      Was there anything I could do if they did? I’d seen what Nik could do with the shifters. I’d seen how easily he’d managed the Nizashi. The one remaining might be more powerful, but that didn’t mean Nik couldn’t take him on, and even win.

      There was one thing I could do that Nik never had managed to master. Maybe he still hadn’t. With an arcane pattern, I could modify what was already in place, maybe even the patterns that my father had set around here. It would be difficult, but not impossible.

      With a pinch of red ink, I stepped across the edge of the lot and added an inverted swirl. Were someone to look at the pattern, it would appear as if intended to draw the eye outward and inward, an arcane pattern that would focus power. I hurried across the parking lot, reaching what would be essentially a point on a triangle and set down another arcane pattern, this one a series of irregular squares. On the opposite side of the lot, I made another pattern. Joined together, they should give me enough strength to try what I intended.

      As I finished, I heard a sound behind me.

      Standing on the other side of the protections placed by my father was the Nizashi. Dark eyes stared out at me from the darkness. He had a welt where my shovel had hit him. Some dried blood remained caked around it. I should feel bad for beaning him, but knowing what I had at the time, there really hadn’t been any other options. Unlike Devan, his skin didn’t glow as he drew power. I suspected that from the modification made by the Trelking, the power added to him.

      I grabbed a charm from my pocket and pulled it out, quickly depressing the trigger. A circle of black ink surrounded me, and I infused power and will into it. I might need to help the Nizashi, but that didn’t mean I’d be foolish enough to let him attack me first. No, I was a different kind of fool.

      As I filled my circle, I pressed power through the arcane marks around the lot. Like when making my circle of protection, adding magic to these was more difficult here, but not impossible. I squeezed through them, solidifying the connection, and felt it take hold. If it worked as planned, I would be able to invert the energy draining from the Rooster and use it to augment anything I might need to do. It might not give me much more than a single shot, but with Nik, hopefully that would be all I’d need.

      “So this is awkward,” I said.

      The Nizashi stalked forward, just to the edge of my father’s protections, close enough for me to smell the stench of sweat and blood lingering on him. I wondered how long he’d been on this side of the Threshold. The Te’alan didn’t like staying here, mostly because it changed their power in unpredictable ways, but from what I’d seen of the Nizashi, it hadn’t really made too much of a difference. They remained plenty powerful, even after crossing over.

      “Where is it?” he asked.

      “Not sure what you mean, but the way I understand it, you’re not supposed to be here. This place was protected.”

      The Nizashi hesitated. “The Elder is gone. The protection no longer matters.”

      “Yeah, it matters,” I said. “And he’s gone? As in gone?”

      The Nizashi only stared at me. “You do not have it.”

      “You want the cylinder? What is it?”

      “A dangerous tool created by the Elder. It holds power that cannot be brought across the Threshold.”

      “Dangerous to who?” I asked. I’d made the mistake of trying to activate the patterns. I’d felt the surge of power coming from the damn thing. What would have happened had I completed the patterns?

      E’shan didn’t answer the question as he took a small step, as if testing the magic around the Rooster. “She is here?”

      I frowned, reaching for another charm. The Agony charm had been reloaded with ink and would help here, but I hoped I didn’t need to use it. That would create a massive blast radius, maybe enough to damage part of the Rooster, though honestly, I didn’t know if anything I could do would damage it. Maybe it was more like my house, protections woven around it so tightly that it would take an attack by something of unimaginable power to do anything to it. And here, the protections placed by the Elder diminished power so maybe it wouldn’t even work, but I probably shouldn’t take that risk.

      “There are lots of people here, you might need to be a little more specific.” Being an ass to him probably wasn’t in my best interest, but I needed to figure out what he wanted, and maybe encourage him to return across the Threshold.

      “De’avan. She is here.”

      I had no intention of handing Devan over to the Nizashi. “She’s not going back with you. I promised her my protection.”

      “Your protection? That of the Painter? The Trelking speaks highly of you, Sorcerer, but you cannot keep her from one of the Nizashi.”

      “Do I need to get a shovel to prove it?” I asked.

      The Nizashi stood unmoving.

      “Why do you want her? She doesn’t intend to return, and whether you think you can take her back or not, she is the daughter of the Trelking.”

      “I care not whether she returns, only that she opens the gate and sends a warning if I fail.”

      “Why would you need her to open the gate? And what kind of warning?”

      “The way is closed. De’avan can open it. She must warn the Trelking.”

      “Of what?”

      A bloom of light struck the Nizashi. He staggered slightly and turned to look out into the darkness. I wondered what he saw with his impressive sight. Could he see Nik out there? Now that he was close, I could sense him. I knew that he was there. I needed him to come a little closer, at least close enough for me to restrain.

      The Nizashi waved a hand, and a wall of power pressed out from him. In the night, I could see it. The ability to pull on that much power was impressive. Even more impressive was the fact that Nik simply walked through it.

      “E’shan,” he said as he approached.

      “Collector,” the Nizashi said. “You are foolish to seek death like this.”

      Nik set his feet, the pattern allowing him to draw more power. It was different from the pattern I used, and probably more potent because of it. “I don’t seek death, but it will come to you. For that, I am sorry, but I needed to draw you here so that I could acquire the last piece.”

      “You aren’t the reason we came here.”

      “No? You didn’t come to Conlin in pursuit of my young friends because they were in possession of some harmless trinket of the Elder’s that I had stolen? Word wasn’t sent across the Threshold that the device was dangerous to the Trelking? Did you not, indeed, kill said young couple in your attempt to retrieve the cylinder? And that whole house-moving thing… Very impressive. But to no avail.” Nik smiled at E’shan. It was a terrifying thing to see him so comfortable in front of one of the Nizashi. “I thought my people might slow you down more than they did, but at least they managed to reduce your number by one.”

      Questions suddenly raced through my mind. Nik had sent the couple? And the cylinder was harmless? I thought the Nizashi said that it was dangerous. And I’d felt the power the cylinder generated. Whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t harmless.

      The Nizashi seemed to hesitate. “Even if you were to defeat me, you won’t be able to destroy him. He is too powerful.”

      Nik made a flicker of a movement, and the Nizashi was thrown backward, back out into the night. “You underestimate what I’ve acquired. And you overestimate the power of your master.”

      “Wait,” I said, my mouth coming unfrozen, but shock still coursing through me. “You’re doing this so that you can attack the Trelking?”

      Nik didn’t look over at me as he answered. “You were there, Oliver. You know what he did. All I seek is justice.”

      “Listen, I’m down with justice, too, but what you’re talking about has more implications than you realize. The Trelking is bad, but there are others who are worse, much worse. He’s the only thing that stands between them and the Threshold.”

      Nik turned then and gave me a patronizing smile. “Is that what the Trelking told you? You served him well for many years, Oliver, but there are things you never understood. You got too close. I think that’s what he wanted, why he used Devan to get to you.”

      He made another motion with his hand, and light and flame exploded toward the Nizashi as he started to stand. Gods, Nik had grown powerful in the time since he escaped the prison, barely alive. He might actually have enough strength to take down the shifters. Could he really have enough strength to kill the Trelking?

      On the other side, it was all about how much power you could pull and whether you could tap into the deeper source. Someone like the Trelking was tied into it much more strongly than anyone else. That was how he had led for so long.

      “Devan wasn’t used to get to me.”

      “Really? She was the one who first met you when you crossed the Threshold. You think that was an accident? With the Trelking, there are no accidents.”

      “She wanted to get away from him, and she trusted me to help her. That’s why she came here with me.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, Oliver. Everything that happens when you’re connected to him is the Trelking’s wish. You should have learned that by now.”

      The Nizashi threw himself with a summoning of great power and speared toward Nik. Nik simply swept his hand in a circle around him—nothing more than that—and the Nizashi bounced off.

      “You’ll have to try a little hard than that, E’shan. The others managed more of a fight before I destroyed them.”

      “You think I have done all that I can against you, Collector? That there’s nothing more I can do against one such as yourself? I have faced far more powerful threats than you in my service.”

      “You lack creativity, E’shan. That has always been the downfall of the Te’alan. You are practical when you could be capable of such power if you were only so inclined.”

      Nik cupped his hands together. His power built rapidly and sharply, grating on my senses. Whatever he intended would happen now.

      If he sought the token given to the Nizashi, I didn’t know how powerful it would make him. It might even give him the necessary strength to face the Trelking, or maybe not. But I didn’t want to take that risk, not knowing what I did of the others beyond the Threshold. Creatures like Adazi and the Druist Mage, powerful beings who had shown something other than the indifference shown me by the Trelking. I had little doubt that these others would attempt to push into our world, to unleash forms of darkness that we simply weren’t equipped to handle. Hell, I’d lived on the other side for nearly a decade, and I wasn’t equipped to handle half of what existed there.

      Given my options, I drew upon the power stored by my father’s protections, using the arcane patterns I’d placed around them, and used it to send a blast toward Nik.

      “I’m sorry,” I said as I unleashed the energy.

      I don’t know if he expected it or simply felt what I was drawing. He turned and looked at me, his face twisted in a surprised frown.

      Nik’s power all but exploded from him with a concussive blast striking the Nizashi at the same time that my attack hit him. Nik was thrown into the air, spiraling away from me.

      I ran to the Nizashi. I knew Nik’s attack would kill him, but he wheezed upon my approach, blood trickling down the side of his mouth. “He will not have what he seeks,” the Nizashi said. “The Trelking must be warned. Tell De’avan.”

      Then Nik’s pattern completed and E’shan started to burn.

      I did the only thing I could think of: I made a quick circle around him with the black ink that I had in hand and infused it with power. As I did, the flames slowly died, quenching to nothing more than a smoldering blaze.

      Something like a freight train hit me, colliding into my side and slamming me back toward the parking lot.

      I let out a grunt as I landed and looked up, trying to get my bearings. It hurt to take a breath and I wheezed, much like the Nizashi as he died. I groped for the charm in my pocket, afraid I might have lost it in the attack.

      “Nik,” I managed to spit out his name, but not much more than that. I tried rolling on my side, but it hurt to do it. “Don’t do it. You can’t—”

      I felt him as he loomed over me. “I thought given what you’d been through that you might be more understanding, Oliver.”

      My vision started to clear, at least enough so that I could see him holding what looked like a circular object in his fist. The Trelking’s token. Maybe it really was a ring. “You can’t kill the Trelking,” I said. “Anything that follows will be worse.”

      “You were isolated too long if you believe that. I’m sorry I have to do this, but I can’t risk you coming after me or warning him that I might be coming. At least this way, you’ll get to see your father again. Sorry about him, by the way.”

      He cupped his hands together, the same as he’d done with the Nizashi. I couldn’t wait for him to complete whatever painting he would do. I triggered the charm. Ink sprayed out from the Agony charm. I pressed all the strength I had remaining into the pattern. After what we’d been through earlier in the day and everything that I had done since finding the Nizashi, I didn’t have much left.

      The explosion was less than I would have liked, once again diminished thanks to my father’s protections. Hopefully it would also prevent Nik from doing anything too powerful, though I’d seen evidence to the contrary. Nik was thrown back, knocked only a dozen feet or so, not enough to keep me safe, only to delay what was now inevitable.

      I started laughing. My father would be the reason I’d die. Here, in one of his places of protection, I’d fall to a man I once thought of as a friend.

      Then the howling started. One after another, each sounding closer. Shifters.

      Thank the gods that Jakes finally found Nik.

      The sound distracted Nik enough that when he pressed out with his pattern, any power he attempted was weakened. It hit me, pushing on my face like some invisible hammer. My skin burned hot and painful for countless moments. Then it faded.

      I managed to push to my knees and looked around. The lot was empty. Nik was gone.

      The Nizashi might be dead, all three now defeated, but now I had something worse. Now I had an old friend with enough power to threaten the Trelking, and I had to somehow stop him.
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      Devan kept her arm behind me for balance, even though I was only sitting in the middle of the parking lot, not trying to stand. When she reached me, she ran her hands over my cheeks and arms, poking painfully at my skin.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “Nik has some new skills,” I said. “What took you so long?”

      “Someone tried to keep me locked in the diner.”

      “Taylor?”

      Devan waved her hand dismissively. “You think Taylor could have kept me locked in?”

      “Then who?” She flicked her eyes toward the Rooster sign sitting in front of the diner. “Not Tom,” I said.

      “Yeah, and he’s craftier than I would have expected. He thought he was keeping me safe.”

      “What happened to Taylor?” I tried moving, but my skin burned every time I changed positions. Instead, I sat where I was. The cool air played along my exposed arms, suddenly more biting than it had seemed before.

      “Tom again. Knocked her out. He must have overheard what we were talking about and thought that he would take care of the problem for us.”

      “I thought the Rooster was some sort of safe haven. What’s he doing getting involved?”

      “You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Then how did you get out of the Rooster?”

      “He didn’t want to hurt me. I think he only wanted to keep me from getting out here and getting myself killed.”

      “Nice of him to worry about me,” I grunted.

      “Yeah, well you seem pretty good at not ending up dead, so maybe he knew you could handle yourself.”

      Maybe that was it, or maybe there was something more that I didn’t see. I was beginning to think that there might be more connections than I knew. Tom knew my father. My father had known Jakes’s father. Jakes was concerned enough about upsetting the Trelking that he refused to intervene when the Nizashi attacked, even though our lives might be in danger. And Tom tried keeping Devan safe.

      How did this all tie together?

      I’d have to solve that riddle later. Right now, I needed to figure out what Nik was up to.

      “He took the token off of E’shan,” I said.

      “E’shan’s dead?” Devan spoke without any emotion in her voice, as if she had no sympathy for the loss of one of her father’s men. Given what I knew of them, maybe they didn’t deserve any.

      “Yeah, Nik took him out. E’shan called him the Collector. Does that mean anything to you?”

      “Well, it fits with what Taylor has been telling us about him.”

      “Yeah, but it sounded more like a title.” I stretched, and the pain in my back and neck flared again. “Nik also said that you were set up to find me. That your father used you to bind me closer to him.”

      “And you believed him?”

      One of the shifters howled again, this time close by. “Not particularly. That only would have worked if you wanted to help your father. Help me stand?” I said.

      She lifted me easily, hoisting me to my feet as if I weighed no more than a heavy cat. “I did help him, though,” Devan said. I arched a brow at her and frowned. “It might not have been intentional, but you can’t deny that you were bound more tightly to him because of our friendship.”

      “I wouldn’t change that.” I started to slip, and I grabbed around her shoulders to keep my balance. I ended up holding onto both of her shoulders, looking down and into her eyes. She looked up at me with an earnest expression. We stood like that, staring at each other for a while, neither of us saying anything. Since nearly losing her to Adazi, something had changed between us, at least for me.

      “Even though it meant you spent nearly ten years over there?” she asked.

      “What’s ten years when I owe him nine and ninety?”

      She smiled. For another moment, we stood there, but the sound of Jakes clearing his throat behind us made me turn.

      “What happened here, Morris?”

      “Why does this have to be my fault?”

      Jakes managed to keep a straight face. To his credit, he always seemed to manage keeping a straight face. “Where is the Nizashi?”

      I pointed to the patch of grass near the edge of the parking lot where the body still smoldered. My circle kept the stink contained, about the only thing I had managed to do right so far tonight. “Nik got him.”

      “And the painter?”

      “He’s gone.” Jakes nodded. “Jakes, you should know that he was after, and acquired, something of the Trelking’s. It’s an item that increased the magical ability of the Nizashi and made the one they called E’shan more powerful. A token of sorts.”

      “He’s taken the cerys?”

      Devan was the one to answer with a brief nod.

      “Wait, what is the cerys?” I asked. “And how does Jakes know about it?”

      “They are what my father calls the tokens,” Devan started. “He makes them and they tap into something deeper, some part of him. That’s what makes the Nizashi so fearsome. With the cerys, they can draw on an ability almost like the Trelking.”

      “What’s it mean that Nik now has one?”

      “He might be able to use it. I…I don’t know, Ollie.”

      “Will it make him strong enough to kill the Trelking?” I asked. “That’s what he’s after.”

      Devan shook her head. “Not to kill him. You’ve met my father. He’d be incredibly powerful even here, but on the other side? Regardless of what Nik might have collected, there’s nothing he could do that would end up killing my father.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true.” We turned to where Jakes paced slowly. “He could poison it somehow. This would affect the Trelking. It would be enough to weaken him, but to do so would mean having access to crossing the Threshold, and we have all the gateways covered.”

      I thought about what I’d seen from Nik, how easily he manipulated magic. “I’m not sure you’ve got them as well covered as you think, Jakes.”

      “He managed to surprise Kacey the first time. It will not happen again.”

      I looked down at Devan and wondered if Jakes could really guarantee that. I’d seen what Nik was capable of doing, and if this cerys somehow made him even more powerful, then I didn’t like the fact that he might end up hurting friends of mine.

      “Ollie, he can’t cross the Threshold without a trigger,” Devan said.

      There was that. Reaching a gateway wasn’t enough. I knew of two around Conlin, each needed to be triggered in the right way. From what I’d seen of Nik, he still didn’t use arcane patterns. Maybe he didn’t have the skill needed to open either of them. That didn’t mean he couldn’t get help, but seeing how he’d just nearly killed me, I didn’t think help was what he had in mind. Devan could open them, but she wouldn’t do it even if forced.

      “Oh, shit,” I said. I looked at Jakes. “He spoke to Taylor. She showed him the patterns in the park. He’s going to try and open the gateway in the park.”

      Jakes tensed. The last time that gateway had opened, invisible nightmare creatures from hell had come through. We call them hunters, and they feed on painters. Does Nik know about them? Will he care? If his plan is to reach across the Threshold, he might only need a moment with the gateway open, barely enough time for the hunters to make a push at coming through. And then?

      “We need to get to the park,” I said.

      “You’re in no shape to go there,” Devan said. “Even if you were, there’s not anything you can do to stop him. And, yeah, I know how strange it is that I’m saying that about Nik.”

      “We can’t let him open that gateway,” I said, “and we can’t let him attack your father. The Trelking isn’t the nicest of guys, but he’s better than some of the alternatives.”

      “You won’t do this alone, Morris,” Jakes said.

      “Good, because I’m not feeling like I could. I’ll meet you there. I just need to make one stop.”

      Jakes stared at me with his blank expression before shifting quickly and darting away.

      “You know, that’ll never get easier to watch,” I said. “Though I’m sure you liked it just fine.”

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie.”

      “I know.”

      “Where do we need to go?”

      I started toward my truck. Each step was painful and slow, but I managed to drag myself along. Devan kept her arm around me, supporting me more than I wanted to admit. The medallion chilled against my chest, and I glanced over to see her skin glowing softly.

      “What are you worried about?” I asked.

      “Not worried, just not sure whether we’re going to have trouble with your artist friend.”

      I studied the front door of the Rooster, the way the glass filtered some of the light from inside. There was no movement through it. “So now she’s my friend?”

      “Right now, if Tom’s doing what he’s supposed to, she’s your sleepy friend.”

      “You said he knocked her out.”

      “Yeah, pot to the head, cartoon style. It was pretty awesome.”

      “A pot is nothing. I shoveled a guy tonight.”

      

      The lock on the shed looked so puny compared to what was inside, but I doubted anything short of a magical nuclear attack would manage to get it open without the gold key. At least I still had it. After all the shit we’d been through tonight, I wasn’t sure whether I would have managed to hang onto it.

      Devan lit the way once we were inside. “Are you sure we should be here instead of the park? I thought you were so worried about Nik getting through the gateway.”

      “I am, but I’ve got to think Jakes can hold him off for a little while.” I wasn’t sure how long it would last, but the shifters knew not to underestimate Nik now. That they had in the first place was my fault.

      “What’s down here that can help? You’re not going for the orb—”

      “Gods, no. That’d be stupid.”

      She looked over at me. “So what you’ve got in mind isn’t stupid?”

      I gave her my best smile. “We need a way to slow him down. I left the cylinder safely hidden here before we were attacked.”

      “How do you know what it will do?”

      “I don’t, but something the Nizashi said makes me think it’s more dangerous than Nik realizes.”

      My strength was slowly returning. Maybe by the time we reached the park again, I’d be strong enough to use the damn device. Or maybe Nik would already have overpowered the shifters and thrown open the gate.

      At the bottom of the ramp leading toward the lower level of the shed, the air still held some of the bitter, poisonous stench from when the Nizashi first attacked. “They were willing to risk you like that?” I wondered.

      “Maybe they were willing to risk anything to get the cylinder back.”

      “And that would have gotten them on your father’s good side.”

      I stopped at the first shelf. The tiny figurines that stood as if staring at me made me uncomfortable, especially knowing what they were. The orb held them frozen in place, their magic contained. From what Devan had said, they were held like that to contain their magic. Were they killed, their magic would pass on to another. In this way, my father had contained them, kept them from doing any more harm.

      “Where did you put it?” Devan asked.

      I pointed toward the long shelf at the end of the wall nearest where the orb was hidden. It should have been there, but it wasn’t.

      “Where is it?” Devan asked.

      “Considering there were only the three of us down here, I’m guessing it’s back at the Rooster,” I said.

      “Why would Taylor take it? What would she do with it?”

      There was only one reason I could think she would have taken it. Maybe it was the same reason E’shan had come for us at the Rooster rather than trying to get Nik. They wanted the cylinder, and they knew Taylor had taken it. “You don’t think that she wants to use it against Nik?”

      “Something tells me she doesn’t care about Nik. She does care about your father. Don’t know why, but she wants to find him nearly as badly as you.”

      “Yeah. And how far will she go to do it?”

      “Oh,” Devan said. Then, “Tom…”

      “Yeah, he’s probably in trouble. I think we better get ourselves to the park.”
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      Energy practically sizzled around the park as we arrived. I whipped the truck up to the curb outside the park, staring at the wall surrounding it for a moment as I collected myself. Devan sat stiffly next to me.

      “Why do we keep ending up here?” she asked.

      “The Elder. It’s not only the park, but it’s all the crap he made.”

      “Like the cylinder,” she said. I nodded, and she let out a long sigh. “I know that when we returned to Conlin, we did it mostly for some quiet, but I think when this is all over, it’s time to seriously start figuring out your father.”

      I gripped the steering wheel of the truck. “I thought we have been trying to figure him out.”

      Devan reached across the truck and grabbed my arm. “Have we? I mean, you’ve been searching for things that he might have had something to do with, but I don’t think you’ve really been trying all that hard. Think of the shed behind Sam’s house. You went there, what, something like two times. That’s a place of the Elder. Just like your house is a place of the Elder. It seems like he’s been leaving you clues, but you’ve just not wanted to look into them.”

      I pulled my eyes away from the park. The energy crackling around us could wait. If we survived this, what Devan suggested was a pretty big shift from what we’d been doing. “I didn’t know if you’d be willing to help me look,” I said.

      “Why? Because my father is such a dipshit?”

      I laughed softly. “That’s part of it.”

      “Ollie, I know you need to understand where you came from. I get that. And part of that is understanding what kind of man your father was. I still think he was a jackass. Leaving you like that? Who does that?”

      “The Elder,” I said.

      “But it’s more than that. If he had an agreement with the shifters, and they had some agreement with my father, isn’t it time that we start to understand why?”

      “Yeah, maybe it is. After,” I said.

      I climbed out of the truck and paused long enough to reach behind my seat and pull out the one thing I’d brought back with me when we crossed the Threshold: the ivory bow the Trelking had given me. It was smooth and wrapped with a leather grip and strung with the fibers of the sharsin plant. A small quiver of arrows was tucked behind the seat, as well, and I grabbed it, too. I snapped it onto the belt Devan had made me, unsurprised to learn there was a place for the quiver.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Hey, Ollie?” When I turned to her as we made our way around the front of the truck, she eyed me up and down. “You’re finally starting to look a bit like a badass.”

      “Not Robin Hood?”

      “Maybe a little?”

      I laughed as we made our way into the park.

      The lanterns circling Agony glowed with a soft hum. We hurried through the park, moving past the sculpture. I didn’t bother to give it a second look. The damn thing sometimes seemed like it wanted to follow me. Devan motioned where we needed to go. Her skin glowed brightly as she pulled on her power. I realized then that I found it kind of sexy.

      “What?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Not now. After.”

      “We might not make it to after.”

      There was that. “Trust me. After.”

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie.”

      There was no doubting that anymore. “We need to find Taylor,” I said. “If she’s got the cylinder, then we need to get to her first.”

      “You really think she’ll be here?”

      “If there’s a gateway opening, I think she’ll be here.”

      “And you think you can use the cylinder to stop Nik?”

      “The Nizashi seemed to think it was powerful enough.”

      “What if she doesn’t have it?” Devan asked.

      “We might be fucked.”

      “Great.”

      “Look for Jakes,” I said. “He needs to know that we might have some way to stop Nik.”

      “You don’t think the shifters are going to be able to stop him?”

      There was a low, pained howl that suddenly split the night. It came from the front corner of the park, near where the obelisk stood. I didn’t know if Nik had the ability to form the patterns needed to use the gateway in the park, but given what I’d seen of him, I didn’t want to risk that he didn’t. Already, I’d underestimated him too much. First the Nizashi, then the easy way he’d stunned the shifters.

      “Guess not,” I said.

      We raced off through the trees, heading toward the corner where we’d heard the shifter. If Nik had killed one of them, I’m not sure there was anything that would stop him. He seemed to have no limits to his power, nothing that slowed him.

      I found the shifter lying on the ground near where the obelisk had been. The statue was missing, nothing more than a gash in the ground remaining. Blood poured from the shifter’s side, leaving the fur damp and dark with blood. Devan ran over to it and placed her hands on the shifter’s sides. The light glowing from her increased. As it did, the shifter breathed easier.

      “Were you able to do anything?” I asked.

      “Slowed the bleeding,” she said. “It should be enough to give her time to heal. They have quite a bit of magic on their own. I just tried to give her time to use it.”

      “Her? Kacey?”

      She shook her head, but didn’t explain any further.

      I scanned the area around where the obelisk had been. It looked as if it had been ripped from the ground, leaving the earth heaping and heaving around it. Had Nik used the same pattern Taylor had used earlier to loosen it? Once I would have thought that unlikely. Taylor was a skilled artist, capable of using patterns that even I couldn’t manage. I’d spent a decade studying some of the most complex arcane patterns, but that didn’t make me the equal of someone with her skill. More than that, Taylor had needed my father’s book.

      “Where are they?” I asked Devan.

      She pointed to the far corner of the park. The Child sculpture was there.

      “Do you think he’s already got the other statues?” I asked.

      “I don’t know how that would even be possible.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t, either, until I saw Taylor manage to make the obelisk wobble. Think of what might happen were he to go after Agony.”

      I said it as a joke, but Devan’s eyes widened. “Go after him. I’ll be right back.”

      She didn’t wait for me to agree, running off back toward the front of the park.

      “Well, that’s weird,” I said, looking down toward the shifter, but she was gone, too. I shook my head and hurried through the park, using the memories of my youth to find my way in the dark. There wasn’t even much moonlight for me to find my way. It made it even more eerier.

      The medallion went cold, and I wondered what Devan was doing. I didn’t have much time to consider. As I reached the Child, a sculpture shaped something like a child with a blank face looking out and away from the park, there was a flurry of activity.

      Two shifters stood on either side of the statue, facing Nik with teeth bared. They blocked him from reaching the statue, holding him at bay with teeth and snarls and not a little magic. What they used was enough for me to feel. It hung in the air, like moisture after a rain, thick and heady. Nik stood unfazed.

      Damn, but he’d changed.

      Nik glanced over at me and smiled. The bastard stared down two shifters and actually smiled. It made me want to punch him. “I’m surprised you’re still upright, Oliver.”

      “Well, you know, I didn’t want to miss the party. Figured I needed to come.” I took a step toward him, and he glared at me, waving his hand in a complicated swirl. The shifters were thrown backward before catching themselves and starting toward him again.

      “Seems you’ve changed since we last saw each other,” Nik went on. “Back then, you would have been pretty content to have the Trelking destroyed.”

      “Things change, Nik.”

      He smiled wider. “Don’t you know it.”

      He started to make another motion with his hands. The shifters didn’t give him a chance to finish and darted toward him, snapping and sending a burst of magical energy toward him. Nik waved it off. He simply waved it off. The shifters fell to the ground. Neither moved.

      I drew an arrow and nocked it.

      Nik gave me an amused smile. “An arrow, Oliver? That’s what this has come to?”

      I loosed the arrow.

      Nik grabbed it before it could plunge into his stomach. “You’re a fool if you think an arrow can stop me,” he said.

      This time, I smiled. Then I infused the arrowhead with power.

      The explosion knocked Nik backward, throwing him off his feet and toward the sculpture. When the Trelking decided that I should learn to shoot an arrow, I had begun adding patterns to the arrowheads. Now I was glad that I did.

      Nik rolled to the side. The explosion hadn’t done much more than stun him. I had hoped for more, but after what I’d seen him do, I guess I didn’t really expect much different.

      He gripped the sculpture with one hand. With the other, he made a flicker of movement, spraying ink along the ground next to the sculpture. When he infused it with power, the sculpture separated from the ground with a soft tearing sound.

      “Don’t do this,” I yelled after him.

      I loosed another arrow. It missed but hit the ground next to him. I pressed my will through the pattern on the arrowhead and another explosion radiated from it. This time, Nik was ready for it. He whipped his finger in a tight circle, and the energy from the explosion bounced off a pattern I hadn’t even seen him make.

      The control he had was greater than that of any other painter I’d ever seen. Part of me wanted nothing more than to study with him, soak up what he’d learned, but the other part wanted to take him down. The idea of losing to Nik galled me.

      He clenched a fist and opened it, cupping his palm toward his face. I’d seen him do something similar twice before. I jumped to the side and rolled behind a tree at the same time as he sent his attack. I barely had time to hide before the force of it struck the trunk of the stout oak, sending it swaying.

      I peeked around the tree, but Nik was gone. The statue, too.

      Shit. How many of the sculptures did he have?

      I glanced at the shifters. Neither was large enough to be Jakes, and neither moved. At least they still breathed, their chests rising slowly, but they would be no help. Were there other shifters or were we on our own? I didn’t like the odds if that was the case.

      And where was Devan? The medallion practically burned it was so cold.

      I grabbed the two arrows I’d fired—the magic I used to trigger the pattern didn’t destroy the arrow itself—and stuffed one of them back into the quiver. The other I held nocked and ready. The next time I saw Nik, I would be ready.

      The only problem was that I didn’t know where Nik had gone. Well, that wasn’t really the only problem. There was the little issue of needing to be able to stop him when I did find him. So far, nothing I had managed had any hope of even slowing him.

      We’d taken too long to get to the park. I knew that now. In that time, Nik had reached at least two of the statues. And if he had gotten the other two before we arrived, I knew where he’d be.

      I went sprinting toward the center of the park.

      As I did, there came another low howl, this time deeper and throatier than the others. I shivered from the sound.

      I came to a skidding stop near where the gate had appeared the last time. The four statues that had been set throughout the park now were placed at four perfect points of a square around where the gate would appear. They were set into the ground, as if my father had set them here originally, rather than scattered around the park.

      Nik stood there, casually looking around as if he weren’t being attacked by magical creatures of such power that it would make anyone else cower in fear. A shifter lay unmoving on the ground, head bent at an awkward angle. I couldn’t tell, but I would be surprised if whoever it was still lived. Jakes had shifted back into his human form, and Devan stood next to him. She clutched one of her figurines, and her skin glowed a bright yellow.

      “This is interesting,” Nik said as I approached.

      “You’re outnumbered here, Nik,” I said. “Let’s just stop whatever you think you’re going to do and relax. I’m sure Jakes here will even give you a bit of a reprieve for what you did.” The look on Jakes’s face told me that he would do no such thing.

      “I think you’re mistaken if you think you can stop me, Morris. You see, I discovered something when I left the Trelking. A teacher willing to show me things no other could, one willing to help me defeat the Trelking.”

      My heart started fluttering. I had thought that when he escaped the Trelking, he had crossed the Threshold and returned here, to safety, but what if I’d been wrong? What if he hadn’t? I never knew how Nik managed to cross the Threshold. That was the question I should have been asking. For him to have succeeded in returning would have required more help and power than he would have had access to at the time.

      Then I knew who had the skill needed to teach Nik what I’d seen from him.

      “You went to the Druist, didn’t you?” I asked.

      Nik smiled. “What choice did I have? I was helpless, condemned by the Trelking, left to rot. He taught me how I could add to my strength, taught me his secrets of modifying the power I could draw.”

      At least I knew where Nik had learned so much about modding. The Druist would have taught him how to do it safely. That would be the reason Taylor hadn’t been changed any more than she had.

      “You shouldn’t have opposed me, Oliver. You’re the reason I survived so I had no intention of harming you, but…” He shrugged. “Once I do this, I’ll be free of him, too. This is the task he assigned me.”

      “You’ll never be free of him, Nik. And if you do this, you’ll never be free of others with power chasing you.” I glanced at Jakes. Even if he were to round up the other shifters in Conlin, would they have enough power to catch Nik? Would anyone on this side of the Threshold have the power needed to catch him? A mage apprentice, trained by the Druist. Hell, I was starting to wonder how many on the other side would have enough power to stop him. “Is that what you want? Is that the life you want to lead?”

      Nik swung his gaze from me to Devan. “You ask that when you brought her across the Threshold? You should thank me, Oliver. I don’t intend to take her to the Druist. And by doing this, I’ll free you from worrying about the Trelking sending his assassins after you again.”

      He made a motion with his hand, and Jakes grunted. Devan glared at him, skin glowing slightly brighter. Somewhere in the distance, there came the sound of thump, thump, thump. I’d heard it before, but right now, I couldn’t remember where.

      “They weren’t after Devan,” Taylor said.

      Nik frowned as Taylor stepped out from between two trees and leveled the long, silver cylinder at Nik. The patterns carved into the cylinder glowed with a blue light. With a flick of her wrist, a circle of blue surrounded Taylor.

      Nik hesitated. It was the first time since he’d arrived that he seemed uncertain. Then it faded. “You think the Trelking cared about getting his daughter back?” he asked. “The Druist allowed me to search for items of the Elder. Taylor hasn’t been of much use in that regard, but then again, Arcanus never did understand power.” He spread his arms wide. “When I heard you’d returned, and brought De’avan… Well, I knew that he would send the Nizashi. Their connection to the Trelking creates a weakness, and one that I intend to exploit.”

      With a flick of his wrist, he sent another blast at Jakes. Clearly, he considered Jakes the biggest threat. This time, Jakes had learned. He brought his hands together and caught the magical attack Nik used. In the same motion, Jakes tossed it up and into the air. He didn’t do anything else, but he didn’t really need to.

      “You could be useful,” Nik said. He made two swirling motions with his wrist, each time sending the attack toward Jakes. Jakes managed to deflect each one.

      As he did, I shot an arrow at Nik. Like before, he caught it, but this time, he pushed it into the air on a surge of fire. He gave me a dismissive leer.

      “Taylor—” I urged.

      Taylor pulled power through the cylinder, and it made a strange humming sound, high-pitched and painful. Jakes dropped to his knees in pain and didn’t get back up.

      She tried to release the energy. I felt it as she did, as it failed. She looked over at me. “It’s not working, Oliver. It’s attuned to the Elder. That’s why I wanted to bring it here, to see if there might be an answer about how to activate it, and find out why I could never use it before…”

      “Wait…you had the cylinder? And wanted to bring it here?” Taylor nodded.

      “But someone stole it from me. When I saw it in the shed—”

      “Enough!” Nik roared. He cupped his hands toward Taylor. His power built sharply, cutting through the air.

      “Taylor, get down!”

      She reacted too slowly. The only thing that saved her was the circle she’d created before. Even protected as she was, Nik’s attack knocked her back, and she went sliding behind a tree, unconscious.

      Jakes was still addled by the awful humming the cylinder had made when Taylor tried triggering it. I saw it resting near her circle, still lying within the protection. It was useless to me, anyway, especially if it was attuned to my father.

      “Now, are you going to let me finish this? I don’t really want to hurt you or De’avan, Oliver. You were good to me, as good as anyone can be over there.”

      The obelisk rotated and started to glow. Nik hadn’t even touched it.

      “Listen, Nik. This is a mistake. You don’t know what will come through if you open this gate.”

      “You think I haven’t learned how to control them? When you learn from the Druist, you learn to control everything under his command.”

      I had to figure out a way to plead for a different reason. “If you do this—if you destroy the Trelking—there’s no telling what will happen.”

      He fixed me with a hard expression. His eyes carried none of the friendliness I’d seen in them before. “I know exactly what will happen. I will finally be free.” The claw statue turned, patterns marking the sides started glowing. “Don’t worry. You’ll soon be free, too.”

      I couldn’t deny that there was a part of me that longed for that freedom. If the Trelking ever managed to reach me, I would suffer. Probably more than the nine and ninety years he promised. It would be worse than that, much worse than I could imagine. And then there was what would happen to Devan. She would be forced to serve at his whim, too. Already, she was betrothed to the Druist, and the gods only know what more she’d be asked to do.

      But the Trelking possessed an unfathomable power, enough to hold off some of the worst things imaginable on the other side of the Threshold. Were he gone, what more would happen? The hunters coming through this gateway were bad enough, but what else might come through?

      I looked over to Devan. Her skin pulsed with color. Yellow and faint green. I’d never seen it do that before.

      The steady thump, thump, thump came from near the front of the park.

      Nik tipped his head. “De’avan. Is that you?”

      He cupped his hands together. I nocked an arrow and fired, forcing him to turn and face me rather than hitting Devan. He managed to slap the arrow out of the air, but his attack was forced out and into the trees.

      “You’re giving me a reason to reconsider my plans for you,” Nik said to me.

      He spiraled his hands, but as he did, I reached for one of my charms. There were only a few left, and this one wouldn’t do much more than fire a single shot at him, but it might slow him. I triggered it and black ink went flying. With a quick infusion of power, it exploded.

      I don’t know what I really expected, but not for Nik to simply stand unfazed by my attack. He must have made a pretty potent circle of protection around himself for that to hold up to my attack.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Oliver.”

      He started with a complicated movement of his hands. I noticed then that the tips of his fingers had been stained red and black, a combination of the colors I was drawn to. Whatever pattern he created would be powerful, more powerful than anything I could do to stop it.

      The only hope I had was using one of my arcane patterns. I traced it around me, adding to the circle I’d created, using black and splashing in brown. If I could split my focus, I might be able to create two separate patterns. That might be enough to keep me safe, but for how long? I wouldn’t have the strength to withstand him attacking me indefinitely.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      This time, Nik turned.

      I looked up and blinked, unable to believe what I was seeing. Two massive creatures stomped toward us. They looked to be made of stone or metal and had thick, blunted features, wide-set eyes, and massive, muscular arms and legs. Both carried long clubs pointed at the end. Trolls.

      I started laughing, unable to contain it.

      This had been what Devan had been hiding from me, the secret to how she scared off the Nizashi when they attacked the house.

      Nik glanced at me. “Is this your work, Oliver? You brought them here?”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t even know how.”

      They both converged on Nik, moving with that steady and rhythmic thump, thump, thump. As they did, I realized that I might be the only one to hear it. The sound seemed to come from the medallion, but beat in time with my heart. I laughed again, suddenly understanding Devan’s preoccupation with her figurines.

      Nik attacked the trolls. He used a combination of patterns made with ink on the ground, as well as complicated twistings of his hands. Seeing him in action, I fully understood how he had modded and trained himself into something more than a painter. He was a mage, much like the Druist Mage. Maybe not as powerful, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get to that level. And if Nik could learn, did that mean that I might be able to learn?

      More than anything else, that spurred me to action. I didn’t fear the Trelking, not as Nik did, but I did fear the Druist Mage, especially now that I’d come across two of his men. Both Adazi and Nik had nearly killed me. Both had nearly led to Devan being forced back across the Threshold.

      And eventually, I needed to know how to stop the Druist Mage.

      “Don’t kill him,” I yelled.

      The trolls ignored me as they swung their clubs at Nik, but the request wasn’t really for them. It was for Devan. I understood that she controlled the trolls somehow. Knowing how many different creatures she’d carved into figurines, I wondered if she had a veritable army at her disposal.

      Nik spun in place, looking almost like a dancer. As he did, he reached into his pocket and withdrew the Trelking’s token. I felt the power he started to draw, pulling on it through the token.

      “Devan!” I shouted. “He’s going to use the cerys.”

      The trolls surged forward, moving faster than I would have expected possible. Their clubs were up and smashed down, narrowly missing Nik. He flicked ink toward them. The pattern created a tight spiral that landed on the chest of one of the trolls. The pattern exploded, sending chunks of stone and metal outward. The troll barely paused, but neither did Nik. He created another pattern and then another, each one landing on the trolls, each one exploding shortly after.

      The trolls chased him, reaching the circle that surrounded him. They couldn’t press through it, but battered at the invisible wall. Each blow seemed like a physical assault on Nik, and he cowered down. Their attack served to interrupt him from whatever he intended to do with the token, but it wouldn’t last. The trolls might eventually break through the barrier, but would it be too late?

      I took a chance and lunged toward Nik. His attention was turned away from me, still focused on attacking the trolls. Both were missing most of their chests and one had lost an arm. Pretty soon, they would be useless.

      My momentum sent me colliding with Nik. His barrier hadn’t been attuned to keep painters out, at least not those holding a charm powered with an arcane pattern that fired as I crossed. I knocked him to the ground. He reached for me, but I swung the bow around and crashed it into his head. It dazed him, so I struck him again. This time, it knocked him out.

      “Damn,” I said, rolling away.

      Devan grabbed me and pulled me to my feet. “What is it?”

      I looked over to Jakes. He hadn’t moved since Taylor attempted to use the cylinder. “Jakes was right. Sometimes you just have to outmuscle a guy.”

      Devan gave me one of her annoyed expressions. “You’re an idiot.”

      “I know,” I said. Then I leaned toward her and kissed her.
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      We grabbed the cylinder, and I brought it over to where Nik lay unmoving. The lights from the park had dimmed, as if whatever power he pulled drew on the patterns there, as well. I didn’t want to wait too long or he might start waking up. I didn’t think I’d get a second chance at knocking him out. I think we’d been lucky the first time.

      I pointed the cylinder at him, and Devan touched my arm. She still had a flush from when I’d kissed her, and her skin glowed a soft yellow. “Are you sure this is safe? Taylor tried using it, but it didn’t work for her.”

      “She said it was attuned to the Elder, but that’s true with pretty much everything else we’ve found. And it started to work the one time I tried using it.”

      “But you said there was a powerful draw from it.”

      “Uh, yeah, what’s your point?”

      “Idiot,” she said.

      Nik started moving, rolling over to face me.

      I pressed power through the cylinder, pointing it at Nik. The patterns carved on it began glowing with a bright light. There was no sound of the humming, nothing like what I’d heard when Taylor had tried using it. A surge of light came from the end and lanced toward Nik.

      He reached a hand out toward me but not in time. The light from the cylinder struck him, and enveloped him.

      Light seemed to race around him, spiraling around his arms and working across his chest and down his legs. His eyes went wide, and he tried kicking, but the light held him frozen in place. Then it started constricting, pulling tight around him, drawing him inward.

      “Shit. Am I going to kill him?” I asked.

      I started toward him, but Devan held me back. “You can’t touch him when this is happening. Let it finish.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve seen something like it before.”

      “Your father?” I asked, thinking of the figurines Adazi had been after and the prison my father had beneath the shed. Devan nodded.

      The light continued to constrict, pulling inward. As it did, Nik began to shrink in upon himself. Any question of whether he felt it happening was answered by the wide-eyed look on his face.

      “I’m sorry, Nik,” I said.

      The transformation finished with a soft pop. The light shrunk to little more than a ball, and when it cleared, all that remained was a tiny statue standing about three inches high in the shape of a little Nik.

      I picked it up carefully off the ground. Frozen as he was, one hand stretched out toward me as if to use some pattern he prepared, his eyes wide and looking frightened, he didn’t seem nearly as impressive as he had only moments before. I handed him to Devan.

      She held her hands out and shook her head. “I’m not touching him.”

      “Why? Will it doing anything to free him?”

      “No. It’s just gross.”

      I laughed and stuffed him into my pocket and placed the silver cylinder in the other. It was kind of gross, but if it kept him from hurting someone else, then it was worth it. I finally let myself relax and looked over to the trolls. They were scattered, half broken, and stood otherwise motionless.

      “That’s what you’ve been doing with your figurines?”

      She whispered something softly, her skin glowed again, and the trolls began shrinking down into nothing. Devan went over to them and picked them up off the ground before pocketing them. “Sometimes, you need protection, Ollie. You get a little careless.”

      “I get a little careless? Don’t you think you could have told me what they were?”

      “Would it have mattered?”

      “Well, yeah. How many of those do you have? I know I’ve seen nearly a dozen different ones. We could’ve sent your little army after Nik, and none of this would have been necessary.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” she said.

      “How does it work?”

      “Not like that.”

      She wrapped her arms around the obelisk and picked it up. I suspected the statue was incredibly heavy, but Devan lifted it as if it were nothing. “I’ll move these back into place. You’ll have to trigger the pattern to seal them.” I nodded. “Will you check on the others?”

      Devan turned and made her way to the front of the park. There was something that bothered her, but I couldn’t tell what it might be. Her skin glowed softly as she walked, slowly fading into the night.

      I stopped in front of Jakes and crouched down. He didn’t move. Using a pinch of green ink, I made a series of overlapping circles around him. When completed, I pressed energy into them, letting the healing pattern wash over him. I didn’t have as much strength as some did with this pattern, but it should work to bring Jakes back, drawing on the magic running through him to heal.

      Jakes took a long breath and looked over at me. “Is it finished?”

      I patted my pocket. “Little Nik won’t be bothering anyone for a while.”

      Jakes grunted and pushed away from the ground. His eyes strayed over to the other shifter lying nearby, the one with the neck bent awkwardly. “Is there anything you can do for her?”

      I could hear how difficult it was for Jakes to ask. “Look at her, Jakes. I’m not sure there’s anything anyone could do.” He glowered at me, and I raised my hands in a placating way. “Fine. I’ll try.”

      I made a similar circle around the shifter. I suspected it was Kacey, but couldn’t be sure. When it sealed closed, I pressed power into it, but nothing happened. I glanced back at Jakes and was about to tell him that I couldn’t help, when I decided to add an arcane pattern to it, turning every other one of the interlocked circles in such a way that it would appear to float. Arcane and traditional patterns, woven together. I still didn’t expect it to work, but tried anyway.

      The draw from me was enormous. My legs quivered as I tried to remain standing while powering it. Then the shifter gasped. Its head snapped back into place and it took a deep breath.

      Jakes dragged himself across the ground and lifted the shifter’s head into his lap and began stroking the fur. He didn’t look up as he said, “Thanks, Morris.”

      I swallowed back the smart-ass comment that came to mind. There was no point in saying anything more, not after what we’d all been through. I didn’t know for certain, but hopefully none of the shifters had been seriously hurt.

      “What…what happened?”

      I turned and saw Taylor weaving away from the tree. Her eyes had a glazed-over look, and she tottered as she walked, but she was alive.

      “What happened to Nik?”

      “He’s gone,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      “You should have told me this was part of the reason you’d come.” I waved the cylinder at her.

      Her eyes caught on the cylinder and widened slightly. “I thought it was lost.”

      “Where did you find it?” With something of my father’s, I had a pretty good idea, especially now that I knew Nik had stolen it from Taylor in the first place.

      “Arcanus. It’s the reason I came looking for help from the Elder.”

      The cylinder hadn’t been in Arcanus after he’d disappeared, before I crossed the Threshold the first time. At least, I didn’t think that it had been. It was one more reason for me to think he had been alive after the masters of Arcanus thought him dead. But why would he have left it in Arcanus? And how would he have taken it there without anyone knowing?

      “Did you know what it did?” I asked.

      She took a wavering step forward. “No. It’s something of the Elder’s, and where I found it told me it was important, but I’ve never been able to activate it. Then it was missing…”

      “Did you know Nik took it?”

      “Nik couldn’t activate it, either. He tried, and he got farther with it than I did, but it didn’t do anything.”

      That meant Nik hadn’t known what it could do. Maybe the Druist Mage didn’t know, either. It was a slight advantage, but we had to use every one that we had.

      But why had he brought it to Conlin? Had it only been about the Nizashi, or had he thought the answer to using it might be here? Nik hadn’t been all that surprised to find me, and the couple had come looking for me specifically.

      I patted the pocket where I’d stuffed little Nik. More questions to be answered later.

      “Thanks for not telling him everything you’ve learned here.” I didn’t know why she hid from him what she’d learned of the Elder—not yet—but I would find out. The fact that she’d shielded my father’s collection from Nik had saved us even more, I think. “Hey, what did you do to Tom? I thought he gave you the old frying pan to the head?”

      Taylor touched a hand to her head and winced. “He did. I stunned him.”

      I nodded. At least she hadn’t done anything more stupid than that. I could only imagine what Jakes would do to her had Taylor attacked Tom with a little more force. “Why don’t you sit down and rest, Taylor.”

      She nodded and dropped to the ground.

      Devan returned for another of the statues. She lifted it and started away, moving toward the opposite corner of the park. I followed her and took the end of the child statue.

      “This isn’t going to end, you know,” she said as we set the statue back into the ground.

      I had been having the same thought. “I know.”

      “You know what he said.”

      By he, she meant her father. The Trelking had told me that before I finished serving him, I would kill the Druist Mage. It had been part of the reason we had run. There was nothing I could do against a power like that.

      “I would have done more, Ollie, you know that I would, but I’m not allowed. There’s only so much I can do. But I can’t stand the idea of losing…of losing—”

      I took her hands and pulled her toward me, wrapping her in a hug. We’d known each other ten years, and in that time, I’d never considered her as anything more than a friend. Even thinking about it now felt strange and fantastic, but I had to admit the fear was real, too. I didn’t want to lose her, either.

      She looked up at me and started to say something more. I stopped her with another kiss. My lips tingled as we did, and I felt the medallion go cold while her skin glowed.

      “I can’t lose you, either.” I took a deep breath and looked toward the center of the park. “We came to Conlin looking for answers to what happened to my father. If both the Nizashi and Nik say he’s gone, maybe it’s time I start believing it. And after this attack, now we have even more reason to see the Druist Mage dead.”

      Devan let out a long sigh and squeezed me a little too hard. I grunted.

      “You’re an idiot, you know that, Ollie?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You think you can use Nik?” she asked.

      I didn’t know if I could, or if I wanted to try, but if it would help me find a way to stop the Druist Mage, I might have no other choice.

      

      Book 4 of the Painter Mage: Stolen Compass

      

      My name is Oliver Morris, and I’m a painter. I can use color and shapes and patterns and infuse them with power. And somehow, the Trelking claims I’m destined to kill the Druist Mage.

      After defeating my old friend Nik, I now have a teacher, but first I have to figure out how to animate him and then I can try to convince him to teach me how to defeat his master.

      As if that wasn’t impossible enough, the Trelking himself crosses the Threshold and demands that I recover a dangerous shardstone box, one that had been protected by my father. If I don’t, I know what steps the Trelking will take, especially now that he knows about Devan and I. But what can be so important for the Trelking to risk making the crossing?

      Something else has crossed the Threshold while the Trelking held it open that places the city in incredible danger. Now I have to protect Conlin from magical attack once again. Only this time, I suspect the Trelking is the one attacking the city.
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      Chapter 1

      The air held the bitter stink of burned ink that came from the painting I had attempted. It was a controlled painting, but one without much energy. I didn’t dare draw too much through the orb, not until I knew if it would work for me. Even then, I wasn’t certain it was a good idea.

      Every attempt I made to use the patterns etched into the smooth orb fizzled out, leaving me with nothing more than fatigue and my head swimming from the effort. Oh, and failure. Always failure.

      I sighed and pushed back from the simple wooden table I’d dragged down into the lower level of the shed. There wasn’t much room for it, so I’d shoved it against the back wall, almost forcing me to stare at the orb while I sat at it. Like pretty much everything else in the lower level of the shed, the orb was a creation of my father’s, created with painter magic so that the patterns were trapped beneath the surface, leaving the rest of it smooth and cool. Every attempt to power it by pushing my will through the patterns failed. Not only was I getting tired, I was feeling annoyed.

      “Why won’t this thing work for me?” I said, setting it carefully back on its little wooden pedestal. I might be annoyed, but I wasn’t about to damage it. If I did, I might not know enough to replace it, and then, any hope of using its power would be gone.

      “Probably because you’re not the Elder.”

      I twisted in my seat toward where Devan sat along the wall. She hadn’t moved from her spot since we’d come down here, determined to keep me out of trouble and unwilling to leave me to study the orb alone. Not that I blamed her. Attempting to use the orb’s power—or anything of my father’s, really—always carried danger.

      She pushed some strands of dark hair away from her eyes. In the time that we’d been on this side of the Threshold, her hair had grown longer. She still had some of that pixie look to her. As one of the Te’alan—creatures much like fairies or elves—she’d always have that, but now she had more exotic features that mixed in, as well. In the last week, we’d discovered that we were a bit more than friends. Okay, maybe I’d discovered. I suspected Devan had known all along, which was why she so often called me an idiot.

      “I made this thing work once before,” I said, running my hand over the orb. There was no doubting the power that hummed within it. There was also a faint glow to it, as if the orb trapped power inside that could only be released by the Elder.

      “Not that one, Ollie. You said it yourself. The orb you used with Adazi had an arcane pattern that you’d placed on it. That was why you were able to use it.”

      “You’re saying I keyed it to myself?”

      Devan clutched one of her small figurines in her hand and turned it side to side, making the little troll figure almost dance. “Why are you so hell bent on getting the orb to work?”

      I glanced at the miniature statue sitting on the desk. It looked like Nik, down to the furrowed brow and the way his hand pressed out from him, like he was trying to stop a car barreling down on him. Considering what it was, it should look like him. I’d used another device of my father’s on Nik, shrinking him into this statue and trapping his magic. This way, he couldn’t do any more harm, but nor could he teach me what he’d learned from the Druist Mage. If I was to have any hope of challenging the Druist Mage, I would need what Nik had learned.

      “You know why I need it. You don’t want to get drawn into the crap on the other side of the Threshold, either, so why are you giving me a hard time?”

      Devan shot me a look that told me, once again, that I really was an idiot. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that we all nearly died stopping Nik the last time. What about the shifters that had been practically useless against his power?” She jabbed a finger in my direction. “Really, Ollie, if you release Nik—”

      “I’m not going to release him. I’m just going to unfreeze him a little.”

      She snorted. “A little. Like you know how to do that.”

      I picked up the statue of Nik and held it up to the light. Could he feel me touching him? The idea made me kind of want to bash him on the desk a few times for what he’d done, but his imprisonment was more than enough torture for him now. His power was trapped. Hell, he was trapped. I didn’t know if he would age or change stuck in this form, but he couldn’t hurt us. The problem was, he couldn’t help, either.

      “I figured the orb could help.” I’d been studying it the last three days straight. Devan had come with me each time, sitting with her little figurines, prepared for the possibility that I might unleash Nik back into the world. At least with her miniature army, she could protect us, probably more than anything I could do. She still hadn’t shared what it was she did to bring her figurines to life, but I suspected it was similar to what I had with the statues my father made, the prison that he’d created, but Devan didn’t elaborate for me.

      “I’ve told you that using the orb is risky. What if you bring him all the way back, rather than only partially like you intend? Before you try, you need to be able to control the power of your father’s orb, so you can access Nik in such a way that he’s not fully released.”

      That was the challenge. And maybe that was the reason it didn’t work for me. I wasn’t trying to fully power the orb, only partly. In some ways, that took even more strength because I couldn’t simply blast through the patterns etched into the glass.

      “That’s why you’re here,” I said.

      Devan glared at me. I didn’t expect anything different. “I’m here to make certain you don’t go doing anything too stupid.”

      “Other than releasing Nik?”

      She shrugged. “That, or other things.”

      I smirked at her and turned back to the orb. It was a creation of the Elder, but then again, so was I. I had managed to figure out some of his patterns, and part of me assumed that—because I was his son, I was meant to. Like it was my destiny. He had given me the golden key that granted access to this place, after all.

      Placing my hands on either side of the orb, I focused on the series of patterns that were barely visible in the layers beneath the glass. If I stared long enough, I could make out the patterns well enough to know what they were, if not what they were intended to do. That was a trick of my father’s, a master painter of such skill that I’ve never known anyone to rival. There were other magical beings out there capable of throwing around more power than my father, but he had a unique skill, one that I needed to master, or Devan and I would end up dead. It was why I was willing to risk releasing Nik back into the world, however briefly that might be. If Nik could teach me some of the tricks he’d learned from the Druist Mage, I might actually come up with a way to keep us alive.

      The orb started glowing as I pressed my will through the pentagram. I split my focus, a trick few painters ever managed, and pushed through the intersecting stars, as well. Then I added the triangles, focusing on the isosceles triangle pointing toward my feet. There was a complete series of patterns stretching around the other side of the orb, but if I used them, I would end up fully powering the orb. With all the little miniature prisoners stationed throughout the lower level of the darkened shed, I was pretty certain I didn’t want to do that.

      Power surged for a moment and then fizzled out. The energy it took from me was more than the patterns should have taken, probably more than it would have taken even a few months ago when I was flexing my magical muscles on a daily basis. Lately, I’d needed to do it in bursts, taking days to recover in between.

      I let the power ebb away and stood up from the table. It didn’t seem to matter which of the patterns I used, I couldn’t figure out a way to partially power the orb. I suspected that if I were to charge them all, the orb would work, but then again, I had never even tried that. And didn’t want to, at least not down in the shed where there was the risk of accidentally freeing one of the prisoners.

      “Didn’t work?” Devan asked.

      I shook my head and wiped an arm across my face. Taking Nik carefully, I carried him over to the shelf—the cells of this prison—and set him gently next to what looked like some sort of samurai warrior. The man had long hair tied up in a knot atop his head and carried a sword slung over his shoulder. His eyes were slightly widened, making me think he’d been surprised when the Elder had captured him. I wished he had kept some sort of record as to why these creatures were trapped here. So far, I’d found nothing.

      “What if they’re not all bad guys?” I asked, turning to Devan.

      She looked up from her figurine. Unlike the little statues here—my father’s little prisoners, I’d seen Devan carving the one in her hand, using fine metal rods to shape the troll’s features. She did it with an almost loving way, but had methodical movements. I had wondered why she remained so intent on making the figurines until I learned what they really were. Then I had been thankful. If not for her little figurines, Nik might have defeated us.

      Devan tucked the figurine into her pocket and wiped her hands on her jeans. They were faded and had rips across the knees, no longer the style, but I suspected she’d picked them up at the thrift store, sort of like the T-shirt she wore with an inverted pyramid on it. Any lettering that had once been on the shirt was long since gone.

      “I’ve told you about those my father holds.”

      “Yeah. That’s the reason the Druist will be your hubby.”

      She glared at me. “Don’t say it like you don’t care.”

      I flopped on the ground to sit beside her. I took her hand and squeezed. Her skin felt warm and tingled where I touched. Even in the musty space of the lower level of the shed, she smelled like grasses and flowers, sort of like I remembered spring in Conlin smelling.

      “You know I do. How did the Druist take them, anyway?”

      Devan shook her head. “My father never spoke of it. Something happened, and they were gone.”

      I glanced to where Nik sat on the shelf. He had gone to the Druist Mage, but there wouldn’t have been any way for Nik to have reached her father’s warded rooms. I had been the one to seal part of the room, and Nik hadn’t had the same skill with arcane patterns back then as he displayed recently. He wouldn’t have been able to get through.

      “Not Nik,” Devan agreed. “As far as I can tell, it happened years ago. My betrothal to the Mage has been out there for a while.”

      I squeezed her hand. It bothered Devan that her father would use her like he did. That was the reason for the betrothal. She was meant as a trade: Devan for the Trelking’s little toys. Only, they weren’t really little toys, they were prisoners, much like the ones my father kept trapped here.

      “What if the ones here are not what we think?” I asked. “I mean, we assume they’re the same as what your father keeps, but what if they’re not?”

      “Adazi wanted one of them badly enough to make a play for it here. I think that tells us all we need to know about what kinds of beings we’re dealing with,” she said.

      I studied the figurines along the shelf. The samurai was the only one that looked anything like someone we’d find on this side of the Threshold, well, other than Nik. There was one that looked like a stack of rocks with arms. Another looked something like a roach. I didn’t want to imagine what it might be like when fully animated. What kind of power had it had? There was another with long pincers for arms, but a somewhat humanoid head. If all of them were really alive, only held in some sort of magical suspended animation, then I didn’t really want to see any of them out of their current state.

      “I’m really going to need to work with him,” I said softly.

      Devan turned toward me. Her skin took on the soft glow that it did when she pulled on her magic. The medallion I wore around my neck went cool at the same time, her way of telling me when she used her power, as if the light coming out of her flesh wasn’t enough.

      “I know you do.”

      “It’s the only thing I can think of that will help. We’ve been in Conlin for what? Three months now? And what have I learned?”

      Devan punched me in the shoulder. “You’re an idiot, you know that, Ollie?”

      “You keep telling me that.”

      “What have you learned? Let’s see, only that you can reproduce patterns made by the Elder. That you can create devices of power just like the Elder. That there are shifters living in Conlin. And you’ve stopped a shifter painter and mage apprentice. So it’s not exactly like you’ve been sitting back on your ass since we’ve been here.”

      I laughed. Hearing her say it like that did make it sound a little more impressive. “We came here to learn from my father’s work, to learn what it would take to keep you alive, but doesn’t it seem like the more we learn, the deeper we’re getting into something more than simply the Elder?”

      Devan’s face clouded slightly and she nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about that. What are the chances that Conlin is the center of all this activity? Given everything we’ve come across, how likely do you think it is that my father actually wanted us to get here?”

      That had been my fear, as well, but hearing it from Devan made the concern that much more real. Her father was one of the Te’alan, beings of great power, but her father was more than that. He was the Trelking. With power and magic greater than anything I could imagine, he also possessed the gift of prescience, the ability to see potential futures. Nothing was fully set, at least he had claimed that nothing was ever really set when I once asked him, but there were pathways that he preferred to nudge the future to follow. I’d never fully shaken the idea that the Trelking knew about what we planned, and that it fit somehow into his plans.

      “So what now?” I asked.

      Devan leaned against me. In the ten years that we’d known each other, it felt both strange and fantastic to have her this close to me. More than that, it felt right. I’d never allowed myself to view her as anything more than a friend. Partly because I knew what her father would do to me if he learned that I did. Better to die a different way than to face the full wrath of the Trelking. Partly, it was fear of ruining our friendship. Devan had been the first person I met when I crossed the Threshold ten years ago. Now that we were on this side, it had taken nearly losing her twice for me to realize what an idiot I’d actually been. Devan had known all along.

      “You already know what you need to do,” she said.

      “That means working with her again.”

      “I thought you liked her. You pretty much fell over yourself the first time she showed up.”

      Taylor was probably at my house, though with the barriers Devan and I had placed on reaching the basement, at least she couldn’t go shuffling through my father’s stuff anymore. It didn’t keep her out of the park. There wasn’t much I could do that would.

      “That was before I knew she’d been lying to us from the beginning. Now that I know what she’s done, I’m not so sure I can trust her to help me anymore.”

      “Don’t make it about helping you, make it about something she wants.”

      “You think we can trust her then?” I asked. I’d be surprised if Devan did, considering what we’d been through with Taylor so far.

      She nearly destroyed my house the first time she came to Conlin. The force of the blast from whatever painting she’d used—and I still hadn’t figured out what she did—nearly peeled the paint off the house. Off my father’s house. That by itself was pretty hard to do. And I figured I could blame her for the Nizashi attack on the house, too. Had Nik not come to Conlin, would they have ever attacked the house? Even with the additional protections Devan and I had placed around the house after the last attack, it wasn’t going to be quite the same, not as it would have been had the Nizashi not attacked. At some point, the damn place was inevitably going to come crashing down. Either that, or it’d be my fault that magical power like that was unleashed in the city. Already, I was feeling uncomfortable with how much shit I’d brought upon the city. Most of it was my father’s fault, but the longer we stayed here, the more blame I’d have to shoulder.

      “No. We probably won’t be able to trust her. Not with anything that matters. But she’s an artist. We might be able to use her, sort of like she used us.”

      “I don’t know that I like using anyone, Devan. Not like that. Seems a little to close to what your father would do.”

      “No. My father would force you to work for him. What we’ll need to do is give her a choice.”

      I couldn’t create the orb without her help. I knew my limits and that was a part of them. But I wasn’t sure I could use Taylor like Devan intended. Regardless of what she said, it did feel too much like what the Trelking had done with me. Oh, he’d offered to teach, to provide me with instructors able to show me the arcane patterns. With their help, I’d learned more than I ever would have learned had I stayed in Arcanus, but there was a hidden price. When dealing with men like her father, there was always a price.

      I turned to mini-Nik, considering my options. If I didn’t manage to make the orb work enough that I could partially unlock him, then my options were either not having his expertise, or freeing him completely and trying to convince him that he wanted to help. Neither of those options was any good. That left using Taylor.

      “All right. We’ll see if she can help. I can’t promise I won’t like it, though.”

      Devan shot me a look. “You’ve drooled over her enough don’t you think? And I don’t think even your power would be enough to withstand the beating you’d face.”

      I glanced down at where she had tucked her figurine. Nope. There wasn’t much I would be able to do against what Devan could throw at me; sort of like how there wasn’t much I could do if we ever were forced to face the Druist Mage.

      It was why I had to convince Nik to help.

      

      Chapter 2

      When we came up from the lower level of the shed, we found Jakes waiting for us. He lounged against a tree near the edge of his lot—his, since his father had died—appearing to casually watch the shed for when we’d come out. The sun had begun to set, now filtering through the clouds with streaks of orange and red, mixing with the subtle change of the leaves. Soon enough, it would be fall. I hadn’t been in Conlin for autumn in a long time.

      “Morris. You manage to destroy anything while you were down there?” Jakes asked.

      I smiled. With a man as massive as Jakes, you didn’t want to do anything threatening. He was probably six-seven and built like a linebacker. As usual, he wore tight jeans and a plain gray T-shirt, nearly bulging out of it. He had short blond hair and piercing eyes that fixed me with a depth you wouldn’t normally expect from a man who looked like him.

      Then again, Jakes wasn’t really a man. He was a shifter, able to transform into a wolf-like creature, a being of immense magical power. Which was why it had shocked me that Nik nearly managed to defeat all the shifters. That was another reason I needed to learn from Nik. If he was able to stop shifters, that was the kind of shit I needed to be learning.

      “Well, you know me, Jakes. I wanted to see what else my father was keeping down there. He left so many little toys that it was hard to choose only one.”

      Jakes offered me a tight smile. The shed sat on his father’s land, at the back of his yard. The only way it could be opened was with a key my father had left me. I suspected there were things of Jakes in the shed, but he’d never tried claiming them. Besides, it wasn’t like your typical garden shed, anyway. Oh, it held a few typical items. The shovel I’d used to knock out one of the Nizashi—if only temporarily—was certainly nothing more than a shovel. But there was no mower or snow blower or anything like that. Instead, it had a special access that led beneath the ground, to a hidden section where my father had worked and created his special prison for the little statues.

      “I’m not going to stop you from using the shed,” he started, making it clear that he could stop me if he chose, “but you need to be careful. What the Elder stored here is nothing like what you have at your house. I’m not sure my father even knew everything your father kept here. Know this: there is power beneath the ground here.”

      I waited for Jakes to go on, but he didn’t. I turned to Devan and she shook her head slightly. She didn’t know what he meant. Or she wasn’t going to tell me. Probably that, I decided. She could be pretty damn obstinate when it came to protecting me from myself. We might have crossed the Threshold to keep her safe, but she made a point of proving that she kept me safe nearly as often as I’d kept her safe. So far, she’d probably saved my life more than I’d saved hers.

      “Thanks, I think,” I said.

      “You were using the orb,” Jakes said.

      “Not using it. I don’t really know how to use it.” I hesitated, debating how much to tell him. Considering that what I intended would be done in the shed on Jakes’s land, I decided I’d better be honest. Besides, I didn’t want to piss off the only shifter friend I had. “All I want is to release a little of the power of the orb. I need to free up Nik enough to talk to him.”

      At the mention of Nik’s name, Jakes’s eyes narrowed. Given how many of the shifters had nearly died because of Nik, I expected outrage or anger or any number of emotions. Instead, he only nodded.

      “You could learn much from him, but you’d have to keep him controlled. Doing that will be dangerous. I will help.”

      I frowned, shooting a glance to Devan. “You’ll help?”

      Jakes crossed his arms over his chest. “You think I want revenge? None of the shifters died during his attack. And he’s proven to be a powerful mage. Having him trapped could prove useful.”

      Jakes was more practical than I would have been considering what had nearly happened to him and the other shifters. As far as I knew, Kacey and the others were fine now, but they’d damn near died. Nik hadn’t shown any sign of remorse. All he’d wanted was to take out Devan’s father.

      “Yeah, well I’m having a little trouble with the orb. It’s not working like I need it to. I think I could trigger it to power up completely, but that would free Nik, and I don’t want to do that.”

      “You thinking about creating another?”

      He’d been there when we’d made the first. Jakes had been a necessary component to it. I figured I didn’t need him this time, knowing Devan could help, but it wouldn’t hurt to have him on board with the whole thing. “I need one tied to me. Like the one I made for Adazi.”

      Had we not shattered it, I wouldn’t need to go through all this. But there hadn’t been a whole lot of choice, not if we wanted to survive that day. That was about the only time I’d really done anything heroic to save Devan.

      “This will help you free the mage?”

      “I don’t know about freeing him, but I hope it lets me control the power of the orb enough to use him.”

      “You will need her help. Does she know what you plan?”

      “Not yet. I’m going to need something to sweeten the deal. We can’t really trust her, you know?”

      “Nor should you. She has brought dark powers to Conlin. Considering what this place is, anything she brings only adds to the danger.”

      “And what exactly is this place?” I asked Jakes. That was another question I still needed answered, but so far I just kept having more questions.

      There was power in Conlin that didn’t exist in other places. There were doors here, crossings that would allow me to reach beyond the Threshold. Such crossings were rare anywhere else, but around Conlin? There were at least three crossings that I knew about, and that didn’t count the doorway that was thankfully still buried in the park. That door led somewhere different than the others did, and would take us to an even darker place, possibly a place beyond the protection of the Trelking. As bad as he might be, there were places on the other side of the Threshold where there were worse.

      “This is a place of power, Morris. Why else would the Elder have chosen this as his home? There is focus here. From the energy of the land to the thinness of the Threshold. That is why we watch over it.”

      “How long have you watched?” I asked. Since learning what the shifters did, how they acted as some sort of magical watchdog, I hadn’t really understood their role. My father had tasked them with it, I was certain of it, but what if he hadn’t? What if they had been here before the Elder?

      “We have watched the gateways since the task was first handed to us.”

      “By my father?”

      Jakes tilted his head in a quiet assent.

      “Who watched them before you?”

      “You assume there were guardians before, but don’t wonder if there was a reason for guardians to come.”

      I laughed softly and glanced over at Devan. “You’re speaking in riddles, Jakes. It makes you sound something like the Trelking.”

      “For you to make that comparison makes me wonder how well you knew the Trelking.”

      How well did Jakes know the Trelking? I’d gathered that he had more than a passing familiarity, but not much more than that. I knew that he’d hesitated getting involved with the Nizashi, fearing to upset the Trelking. But more than that?

      I grabbed Devan’s hand and pulled her toward me. She didn’t resist, and I noticed the way she fixed her eyes on Jakes. Not in a leering, hungry sort of way, at least I hoped that wasn’t the way she was looking at him. This was more an appraising sort of consideration. Her power flared slightly, making the medallion go cold against my chest, but her skin didn’t glow and there was nothing else that would give it away. I wondered why.

      “I think I know him pretty well,” I said. “I worked for him for the last ten years. And if I fail to protect Devan, he intends to ship her off to the Druist Mage, so I think I know what we’re dealing with.”

      Jakes looked from me to Devan. The corners of his eyes tightened, making me wonder what it was he was thinking. Jakes had a quick mind, but he was careful, too. He hadn’t wanted to help Devan for a very specific reason—he hadn’t wanted to upset her father. There was history between the Trelking and the shifters that I needed to learn about.

      “Then there are other things you will need to know, Morris.”

      “What kinds of things?” Devan asked.

      I could tell from the tone of her voice that she feared what Jakes might have to share. It made me wonder if there were things that Devan had discovered but not shared. She complained about Taylor keeping things from us, but she did the same, especially if she thought it might help keep me alive. Most of the time, she was right.

      “Conlin is a place of the Elder, but it’s more than that. If you intend to protect it, then you will need to understand.”

      A smile spread on my face, and I put my hands out toward Jakes. “Whoa there, big guy. Who said anything about protecting Conlin? I promised Devan that I’d do what I can to keep her safe. The city is your responsibility.”

      “The gateways are my responsibility. The city had been the responsibility of the Elder.”

      There was something more to the way he said it that gave me pause. Not that the city was the responsibility of the Elder, but that it had been. “You think he’s gone now, too?”

      “I’m sorry, Morris. I didn’t think so at first, but with what we’ve encountered, I find it hard to believe the Elder would not have returned. If not for the gateway reopening, then certainly for the Nizashi.”

      Not Adazi. That meant Jakes figured I could take care of Adazi, though I’m not entirely sure that was true. I’d barely managed to keep myself alive when Adazi attacked. As much as we hated to admit it, without Taylor’s help, we might never have stopped him.

      And if my father was gone—if he was really gone—then what did that mean for me? I’d never believed he was gone. Even with all the evidence telling me otherwise, I’d always believed that he would eventually return. I mean, he’s the Elder. The kind of magic he could use, and that I’d learned he could use over the last few months, was more than anything I was capable of doing. But what if he’d gone up against a power that he couldn’t out muscle, someone like the Druist Mage?

      And here I thought I didn’t have anything more I wanted to ask the Trelking. All of a sudden, I wondered what he might have known. Considering the Trelking’s usual motivations, he wouldn’t simply share that information with me. No, he’d expect something for it.

      “I don’t think I’m the right man for the job, Jakes. If you ask me, you shifters can do a hell of a lot better job keeping the city safe than anything I can do. Besides, me being here only puts Conlin in more danger.”

      “There are things my kind cannot do,” Jakes said.

      He didn’t elaborate, but didn’t really need to. It was the same way with Devan. Her magic just didn’t work the same as mine. It might be purer, she might have deeper stores of power than anything I could work, but she couldn’t use it to create the same violence and devastation that I managed. That was one of the gifts of being a painter, part of the reason the Trelking had valued me. There was magic I could use, mostly broad magic, wielding it something like a club against those he needed me to. The subtler stuff came later.

      “And your being here might place Conlin in the crosshairs, but no more than when the Elder lived among us. You have potential, Morris. I’ve seen what you can do. In some ways, you might be better equipped to protect this place than the Elder. You have a certain fearlessness that he did not.”

      I didn’t quite know what to say. It was the kind of compliment that I wasn’t accustomed to receiving, and certainly not from a creature of such power like Jakes. “I’ll do what I can,” I said, trying not to commit.

      Jakes took it differently. He nodded at me, as if I’d just pledged to defend Conlin against all sorts of magical attacks. “Excellent. I will—” He cut off and his head tipped to the side. Without saying a word, he shifted into his massive wolf shape and loped off, bounding through the yard and into the nearby woods.

      I watched him until he disappeared. “That was weird,” I said.

      “Yeah. You’re not fearless. You’re just sort of stupid. How many times have you jumped in without really knowing what you’re doing?” Devan said.

      I studied the woods behind Jakes’s house. Conlin wasn’t densely populated, but the trees behind his yard led to someone else’s yard, not a park or forest like they did near my house. He hadn’t worried at all that someone might see him in his wolf form. Now, that might only be because he supposedly had the power to make himself invisible to others, but I wasn’t sure he could. Using magic like that would take a lot of power, probably more than what Jakes would want to use just to remain unseen. I still didn’t know how many people in town knew about the shifters.

      “What is it?” Devan asked.

      “Not sure. It seems to me that Jakes taking off like that can’t be a good thing.”

      “Well, he is the sheriff.”

      “What do you think?” I asked, staring into the woods. “You think my father’s really gone?”

      Devan patted my arm. “I think the Elder planned his departure. But he’s been gone a long time, even by my standards. Seeing some of the things he was into, it’s possible something went wrong, even for him.”

      Considering everything that we’d seen since returning to Conlin, there was any number of terrifying things that could have been the end of my father. Had the hunters managed to catch him? They were dark, nightmarish creatures that fed on painter power. From what Jakes had said, my father had been the reason the hunters were restricted from reaching us here. Could it have been one of the beings he went after to imprison? It was possible, but we were in possession of the cylinder that was used in their capture. Had he been after one of those creatures, he would have taken that with him, possibly even the orb. Leaving them behind told me that he probably wasn’t after something like that.

      There were others of great power, those I was more familiar with like the Trelking and the Druist Mage, but I hadn’t heard anything in my time on the other side of the Threshold that would make me think that he had tangled with either of them.

      Even if he hadn’t, I was now mixed up with them. And if I didn’t manage to learn more than I had up to this point, then we might end up as disappeared as my father.

      “Yeah, well I’m not letting that happen to us. We’re going to figure out what we need to know to stay alive. Even if it means forcing Taylor to help us.”

      

      Chapter 3

      Taylor sat on a wooden chair outside the garage, nothing but a soft light glowing overhead for her to see by. A large sketchpad lay open on her lap, and she made quick motions with the pencil. I resisted the urge to go and look over her shoulder to see what she was drawing. Anything that she would draw would be much more impressive than my best drawing. As an artist, she made a tagger like me look like a child working with crayons.

      I pulled Big Red, the faded F150 that my father had left in the garage and Devan had managed to get up and running, probably rumbling along better than my father had ever seen it, into the garage. A series of patterns pressed into the steering wheel and the gearshift helped Big Red, but I think more of the magic came from things I couldn’t really see. It had survived much more than it ever should have and still ran just fine, almost as if it liked the craziness I brought it into. There wasn’t anything else fancy about the truck. No modern conveniences, only an old cassette deck that I hadn’t managed to tell if it worked since I had no cassettes, and a radio with the type of dial you had to turn to find the right station. It suited me just fine.

      When I climbed out of the truck, Taylor looked up. She made a point of meeting my eyes and then turning to look at Devan. She seemed to know without me having to say that she had to convince Devan more than she ever had to convince me. She set the pencil down and closed the notebook resting on her lap.

      “Oliver,” she said.

      At least she didn’t use my first name. My father had named me Escher, probably thinking it some kind of joke. My mother gave me my middle name, one that I could use. I believed I would have even taken on one of the ridiculous names the Arcanus masters used if I had to be called Escher all the time.

      “Yeah,” I said. I glanced over at the house. There were no lights on inside, leaving it looking dark, but I didn’t need any lighting to feel the patterns worked around the house and into the foundation. I had placed other patterns layered around the front of the house, too, making it as protected as I could. I suspected Taylor had added some of her own, as well, but had never seen her use them.

      “You’ve been gone most of the day. Studying the Elder’s shed?” she asked.

      I heard the distant note of longing in her voice as she mentioned the Elder. If nothing else, Taylor wanted to learn my father’s secrets. That had been part of the reason she’d come to Conlin. Maybe the entire reason; I still didn’t know. She claimed she searched for answers about Hard, her father—one of the Arcanus masters, but she hadn’t seemed all that motivated to go chasing after him. Not that I blamed her. If Hard had crossed the Threshold, he was just as likely dead. Without finding protection, as I had found the Trelking to keep me safe, painters on that side of the Threshold rarely lasted very long.

      “Mostly sitting at the Rooster and eating lunch,” I lied.

      Devan shot me an annoyed look. She might not be too fond of Taylor, but she felt I should still treat her with respect.

      Taylor glanced at Devan and something passed between them. Woman talk, I suspected.

      “What have you been up to?” I suspected she spent most of the day as she had before, drawing the sculptures my father had left scattered throughout the park. There was power in the patterns used on them, and power in the way they were placed around the park. The one I still had no idea about was Agony, the massive sculpture at the center of the park, shaped like some sort of demon man. Patterns of power were etched onto it, as well, only I hadn’t managed to understand them like I had the others.

      “Mostly drawing. Thinking about my sister and whether I should return.”

      I hadn’t known she had a sister, but it would be more reason for her to return to Arcanus. So far, she hadn’t asked.

      “I think I found something,” she said.

      “In the park?”

      Taylor shook her head. “Not the park. Well, sort of the park. I was coming back from the park, when I saw it. I spent the day trying to get Agony of the Chase just right, and then I saw it.”

      If anyone could recreate that sculpture, it would be Taylor. I certainly had never come close. Anything I made ended up looking like a caricature, almost as if the sculpture refused to allow itself to be drawn.

      I turned toward the back of my lawn where it abutted the park. With the growing dark, it was nothing more than shadows for me. Even the lights I knew to be in the center of the park weren’t visible from here. “What did you see, Taylor?” I asked.

      She stood and opened her notebook. On the page she’d turned to, there was a drawing of what my house must look like from the air. Somehow, she’d managed to visualize and draw it even though I doubted she’d ever seen it from that angle. At least, I didn’t think that Taylor had suddenly learned to fly. The house wasn’t at the center of the drawing, but at the top of the page. The detail she’d used to draw the house was impressive, even managing to create the right perspective and sense of depth with respect to where the garage was on the property.

      The trees were laid out around the house, and she’d gone through what I at first assumed was the unnecessary trouble of marking exactly where each tree could be found. The trees in my yard were easiest to tell, but even those on the edge of the property as it began to blend into the park were well marked. It took me a moment to realize what I was seeing. Devan saw it much faster.

      “Holy shit, Ollie.”

      I nodded, too dumbfounded to do anything else. Looking at it like this, I could see the way the trees created a steady spiral. There was no questioning the pattern. It was simple, but on this scale, it would be incredibly powerful, especially using something living like the trees. What wasn’t clear was what the trees spiraled around. With that particular pattern, it mattered.

      “How did you see this?” Devan asked.

      Taylor shrugged. There wasn’t anything smug about it. She was an artist and her ability to capture patterns was impressive. But I had some skill with patterns, too. Maybe not quite like an artist, but I wasn’t completely helpless. The time I’d spent training and learning among the Te’alan had given me a sense of perspective and nurtured my talent with the arcane patterns.

      “I hadn’t noticed it before today, but when I was making my way through the park, I noticed that the trees seemed to be a specific distance from each other. That told me they were planted rather than cropping up naturally, and with everything else I’ve seen in this town relating to the Elder, I wondered if there might not be a pattern to them, too. I’ll admit, I wasn’t really expecting this,” she said, tapping the edge of the page, careful not to smudge her drawing. “But I should have known. When I used the trees for my…” She trailed off and looked at me, a horrified expression crossing her face.

      “Yeah, when you used the trees to try and capture the shifters,” I said. I still didn’t know the pattern she’d used for that, but wasn’t sure I really cared. In order to make it work, the location of the trees would have needed to be pretty exact. Now that I saw how my father had placed the trees—and there was no doubting that it had been my father—I understood how she had managed it. The worst part was that I should have recognized it, too.

      “Anyway, it wouldn’t have worked the way it did without the proper locations. I thought I had only gotten lucky. Now I wonder if maybe it was intentional.”

      I laughed and glanced at Devan. “You think the Elder wanted you to attempt to blow up his house?”

      “No, but he clearly had some purpose for the trees. I haven’t even learned the focus here, but there has to be one. Give me another few days, and I think we can work it out.”

      Taylor didn’t know Conlin all that well. She’d been here a few weeks now, but there wasn’t much on the other side of the wall surrounding the park. The spiral basically ended where the park ended. We might find a few other trees, but nothing that would complete the pattern. That didn’t mean it hadn’t existed, only that whatever it had once been was no longer.

      The greatest realization was simply the age of the pattern. Painters aged differently than others, living longer, but the trees throughout the park were massive. Most had to be over fifty years old. And if my father had planted them, he had done it long enough ago that they had the chance to reach this size.

      Maybe this would be the carrot I could offer Taylor. I would help her learn about the pattern in the trees if she would help me recreate the orb, only this time, tagged with a pattern that would key it to me. I’d help her find what she could of this pattern in the trees, not just because she wanted to learn about the Elder, but because doing it would help me as much as it would help her.

      “It’s not going to be trees,” I told her.

      “What do you mean?”

      I pointed to the pad, where the trees spiraled out. The pattern continued outward, the page she showed me only a part of something much larger. “There aren’t enough trees in Conlin to complete the pattern, but I’ll help you discover the rest. Knowing my father, it will take a different perspective.” Sort of like Taylor somehow managing to draw the trees of the park as if she simply soared above them.

      I looked over to Devan. Would one of her little figurines be able to help? Could she carve one in the shape of an eagle and have it soar above the city? That wouldn’t require any real offensive magic, the kind she always hesitated using.

      “That would be great, Oliver,” Taylor said.

      “I need your help with something, too,” I told her. She waited, almost as if expecting me to ask her to do something horrible. Partly, I was.

      “All right,” she started.

      “I need to make another orb, sort of like the one we made for—”

      Taylor started shaking her head before I had the chance to finish. “I was with you when the other orb was destroyed, Oliver. I know how much power they contain. I’m not sure even the Elder is aware of what the orbs are capable of.”

      I was pretty certain my father understood exactly what the orb did. There was a reason he’d created it, probably the same reason he’d left it in the lower level of the shed for me to find. And it was the reason I needed to use it. If I could understand even a little of the power that Nik had begun to master, we might be able to stay safe. And wasn’t that what my father would want?

      “This isn’t Adazi we’re talking about.”

      “No, it’s you. You’re skilled, Oliver, I’ll give you that. In a lot of ways, you’re more skilled than me, but the power you’re talking about using is something else entirely. I don’t think anyone should be using that.”

      I didn’t want to tell her my plan with Nik, but she probably already knew, especially given the reason Adazi had wanted the orb. “You understand why we’re here?” I asked Taylor. “What brought me from the other side?”

      Taylor glanced over to Devan. Devan stood quietly watching us, not offering much in the way of argument. “I understand that her father is someone pretty powerful. I understand that you’re here because she’s running from someone. And I understand that you’re afraid that if you don’t learn enough that you’ll be in danger. I was there when he was free,” she said. We all knew which he she meant. Her old boyfriend. The painter who had once served the Trelking in the same way that I had, only he’d been cast aside when I showed more promise. Nik. “None of us are strong enough to stop him. We got lucky the last time. What if he gets free again?”

      I patted my pocket. I’d taken to carrying the cylinder with me. It would be helpful to have a weapon like that if we were faced with some dangerous magic. Or if Taylor got out of line. “Then we give him the freezo again. Zap him. But if I can release him enough to teach me, there’s a lot that I could learn.”

      “And then what? Why would he teach you?” Taylor asked.

      I found it strange that Taylor seemed so rigid with this. After all, she had nearly opened the doorway that let hunters across the Threshold, all because she was searching for Hard. At least, that’s what she claimed. I’m not sure what to believe with her.

      “I’d have to give him a reason.”

      Devan eyed me, waiting. I suspected she worried about the same thing. There was really only one reason that Nik would have to help me: the hope of freedom. I could offer that, but in order for it to be believable, I might have to do something I really didn’t want to do.

      “Exactly,” Taylor said. “There are other ways to power.”

      Devan snorted. “Like modding yourself?” she asked.

      Taylor touched her hair, smoothing it down. “I did what I had to in order to stay alive.”

      “Ollie is doing the same,” Devan said.

      “No, Ollie is risking everyone else to keep you safe,” Taylor said. She stuffed the notebook under her arm and started toward the house. When she reached the middle of the yard, she turned. “All the power you’ll need is here, Oliver. I think that’s the reason the Elder left everything he did for you. You might not believe it, but it’s here. Between his books, the statues, even the key, everything you need you can learn from him.”

      She turned away before I had a chance to argue.

      “She’s wrong,” Devan said.

      “Of course she’s wrong,” I snapped, grabbing the chair Taylor had been sitting in and dragging it back into the garage.

      “Not in the way you’re thinking,” Devan said.

      “And just what way is that?”

      Devan followed me into the garage. Inside was where she worked. The long bench along the back wall held her tools, each neatly organized. Once, they had been my father’s tools, but Devan had co-opted them as soon as she’d discovered the garage. A small stack of lump metal rested in the corner. She used that to make the charms for me and to make her exquisitely detailed figurines. A wide-based torch rested near the bench. I’d seen her use it to heat the metal as she worked, treating it like she was some sort of metal smith. Toward the front of the garage was a stack of old lumber, much of it rotted. Some scraps looked fine. An ancient table saw blocked off the stall at the front of the garage.

      “Taylor said the Elder left you everything you needed. We’ve been searching for answers since coming here, but we’ve been asking the wrong questions.”

      “I haven’t really been asking any questions,” I said. “Lately, it’s been more about staying alive than anything else. At least now I know the shifters won’t kill me, but there are plenty of creatures out there that want one or both of us dead.”

      “You’re an idiot, Ollie, you know that?”

      I set the chair down and turned to her, pulling her against me. I was over a foot taller than she was, so Devan made a point of standing on her toes as I drew her close. Like all of the Te’alan, she was strong—she’d be able to kick my ass if it came down to it—but she let herself be held. I tingled as I touched her. The first time I felt it, I figured it was her magic, but maybe it was all about the way I felt about her.

      Leaning toward her, I kissed her. When she kissed back, the medallion went cold, telling me that she used her magic. Probably making her skin glow softly. The more I saw her do it, the more I realized it was pretty sexy when she did.

      “Why am I an idiot this time?” I asked.

      She tapped me on the chest with her palms. “What have we found in Conlin?”

      “You mean with respects to the Elder?” Devan nodded. “Besides the house, the shed, the welcome signs on the outside of town, the sculptures scattered all over the park, now there’s a pattern in the damn trees.”

      “Yeah.”

      I tipped my head, trying and failing to come up with what Devan had already seen. “What’s your point?”

      “Only that Jakes has already told us that there’s more to Conlin than we realized. Your father protected this place. There’s a reason for that. Now that he’s gone and Jakes wants you to protect it, don’t you think there’s got to be a reason? Don’t you think we should learn what that reason is?”

      I looked out of the garage and stared at the house. Damn, but she was right. Conlin had meaning. Not the kind of meaning that I’d always given it, a place where I’d first grown up, where I’d learned to walk and ride a bike, or where I first started learning the patterns from my father. It had that kind of sentimental meaning, but that was for me. Conlin had meaning for others, too. The shifters were here. Tom Brindle was here, a tagger who had learned from my father, who my father had been willing to teach when he so rarely had offered. There were probably others with magical power in Conlin, only I hadn’t really learned all about the city yet to know. If I took Jakes up on his suggestion to protect the city, then maybe I’d learn.

      But the meaning was more than even that. There was power here. Not just my father’s power. There was enough evidence of that scattered all over the city. The house, the shed, hell, even Jakes’s back yard with the way the fence wrapped around it shutting down painter power. But the doorways around the city spoke of a deeper power, a connection across the Threshold. My father would have known about that. It would have been the why to the question around choosing Conlin.

      “I’m in over my head here,” I told Devan. “We’ve got your father and the Druist Mage on the other side wanting us to return. We’ve got Nizashi and shifter painters coming here to attack, risking the Threshold. And then we’ve got all the crazy shit on this side of the Threshold.”

      “And you don’t think you can keep me safe if we stay here.”

      My heart hammered a bit in my chest. After nearly losing her the last few times, I couldn’t stomach the thought of it happening. I’d do whatever I could to keep her safe.

      “Then make it about keeping Conlin safe. That will keep me safe, too,” she said.

      I hugged her again. “De’avan,” I said, using her formal name, “you’ve got to stop making sense.”

      We stood like that for a moment until lights coming down the driveway interrupted us.

      “Expecting someone?” I asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Think she was?” I hooked my thumb in the direction of where Taylor had disappeared into the house. A bright halogen light glowed through the window, the painted patterns placed on the glass by my father giving the light a muddy appearance.

      “Don’t know. She really doesn’t know anyone in town,” Devan said. She managed to make it sound like that bothered her.

      “Well, anyone she’s met, she’s either lied to or somehow nearly gotten killed.”

      “There is that.”

      “It doesn’t make her a bad person, though. I mean, look at her—”

      Devan punched me in the chest—hard—but I still managed to laugh.

      The car slowed to a stop. Part of me thought that it might be Jakes, but he’d run off so quickly, the next time we saw him, he’d probably just come up in wolf form and shift. Lights flicked off and the door popped open with a soft squeal. The light in the garage made it hard to recognize the car.

      Devan didn’t seem to have any trouble and hurried toward the car. “Tom? What are you doing out here?”

      Tom Brindle stepped away from his car. I noted that he left it idling with a soft rumble. It was an older model, and from what I remembered seeing at the diner, he managed to keep it in pretty good condition.

      “Devan,” he said, nodding politely to her. “Oliver.” He turned to me and ran a hand across his brow. “Sorry to come out here so late and interrupt you, but Sam said it was pretty urgent.”

      “Jakes? What is it?” I asked.

      Tom shook his head. “I’m not really supposed to say, just supposed to get you to come with me.”

      I glanced at Devan. That didn’t sound good. Jakes had gone loping off in wolf form and now he wanted me to go with Tom? Something magical was going down, and now Jakes figured he’d rope me into it. I hadn’t even decided if I was going to be the city’s magical shield, but it seemed Jakes wasn’t willing to give me a choice.

      “You know, I’m pretty tired, Tom. Why don’t you tell the good officer he can find me tomorrow? It’s getting late and I had a full day—”

      Tom shook his head and wiped his hand across his forehead again. Could he actually be sweating?

      “What is it?” I demanded.

      Tom looked to Devan, his face now a shade of white. “Ahh, Oliver. You know your father was always so good to me. Brought me along when no one else would or maybe could.”

      “Tom?” I was actually getting a little worried. “Is it something of my father’s?”

      There had been enough instances since we returned that I wasn’t sure I wanted another.

      “Not your father,” he said. Then he shifted his gaze to Devan again.

      My heart fluttered, and I began to suspect what would have made Jakes run off as he did, and what would have Tom so nervous.

      “It’s hers,” Tom said. “The Trelking is here.”

      

      Read the rest of Stolen Compass now!
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