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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.”
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      The first part of the drive passed in relative silence. I held onto the wheel of Big Red, gripping it tightly, almost as if trying to squeeze the life out of the steering wheel. The patterns Devan had etched into the wrap around the steering wheel pressed into my palms. I kept my breathing steady but only by focusing on it and making a point of forcing away the worry.

      Tom’s taillights blinked in front of us. I was surprised Jakes hadn’t made him fix them.

      “What do you think he’s going to want?” I asked Devan. We made a turn onto County Road 22. The blacktop surface had just been redone. The county put a layer of gravel atop it that splattered up as we drove. Some sort of protective coating, they claimed, but it was mostly an annoyance. Had I been driving anything of any real value, I’d probably be pissed.

      Devan twisted in her seat, her hands balled in her lap, and looked over at me. “For him to cross the Threshold himself means that whatever he wants is pretty important.”

      “But you don’t think it’s you.”

      Devan shook her head and turned so that she stared straight through the window. Her eyes wouldn’t have the same trouble mine did seeing through the darkness. Even the weak lights of the truck didn’t really matter for her. “No. I don’t think he’s here for me.”

      I touched the pocket of my jacket where I kept the cerys, the token the Nizashi carried with them, a gift from the Trelking that granted his assassins increased magical power. It was why they were usually so hard to kill. It was what Nik had wanted, the reason he had attempted to reopen the gateway my father had buried in the park. Without the cylinder that had allowed me to capture him, he would have opened it and reached across the Threshold, using the cerys to attack the Trelking. But even that wouldn’t be reason enough for Devan’s father to come across.

      For him to cross the Threshold placed him at risk. The Trelking, like all creatures found on the other side, had amazing magical power, but crossing the Threshold changed the magic in unpredictable ways. Some it weakened. Others were strengthened. Most simply had different abilities when they crossed. Devan hadn’t been able to explain why. She’d spent the time since our crossing trying to understand what had changed for her and had three months of head start on controlling it. Somehow, I didn’t think that really mattered when it came to the Trelking.

      “Why did he ask for us?” I said.

      Devan didn’t look over. “You know how he is, Ollie.”

      Yeah, that was the problem. I did know. Him asking for us would serve several purposes. He’d know we were here, but I don’t think we ever expected to keep that secret. Would he know about the new connection between Devan and me? With the Trelking, I wasn’t certain it even mattered just as long as Devan ultimately did what he wanted. Since he had committed her to the Druist Mage, he would have little patience for anything that we wanted.

      But I couldn’t help think that there might be additional reasons. Appearing here, near the city I was quickly learning was a place of strength for my father, might serve as a message to me, reminding me that even the strongest painter was nothing compared to the Trelking. Maybe he wanted revenge for what happened with the Nizashi, though I don’t think he was ever sentimental about things like that.

      Tom’s car took another turn, this time leading off onto a gravel road. I didn’t recognize where we were, at least not at night, and without Tom leading us, I doubted I would have found this on my own. That meant he was leading us to one of the crossings I didn’t know about.

      “We could ignore the summons,” I suggested. I didn’t really think that was a good idea, but had to suggest it. The thing about the Trelking was that if he wanted us to meet with him, we would meet with him. I could hold out, keep us away from the crossing, but that risked him surprising us sometime when we least expected it. At least this way, we knew what we were getting.

      “You know we can’t,” Devan whispered.

      “Can you tell where it is?” I asked.

      Devan nodded. As one of the Te’alan, she would be able to find the crossings. They were created by magic, after all, and things of magic had a certain signature she could detect. Sculptures and paintings were different. They didn’t hold any magical power unless the painter pressed it into them. It made them harder to detect, which was why I had some value on the other side.

      “We’re close,” she said.

      Tom took another right. I began to suspect where we were. The Cotton River flowed through here, leading toward town. The river brushed against the northern edge of the city before winding farther south. There would be a park nearby—Riverbanks Park—but I’d never reached it coming from this direction. It wouldn’t surprise me to find that we were in the park.

      Then Tom’s car stopped. I pulled up next to it and shut off the truck. There weren’t any other vehicles out here, but I hadn’t really expected anything. The shifters wouldn’t need them—they could run out here faster than they could drive, and the Trelking would have come across the Threshold.

      I took Devan’s hand. My skin tingled as I did.

      She turned toward me, and I saw fear in her eyes. “I thought it would be longer before I saw him again.”

      “He’s not taking you back, Devan.”

      “And you think we can prevent it if that’s why he’s come? You know my father. You know how he is. If he wants to take me back across the Threshold, there’s not a whole lot that we can do.”

      She pushed open the door, climbed out of the truck, and stood near the hood, waiting for me.

      I double-checked the satchels of powdered ink I carried. When Tom had come and told us that the Trelking was here, I had grabbed a few different colors in case he brought more of a party with him. I usually carried red because it helped augment power, useful for the explosive patterns I was so good with, but I’d made certain I had black, as well. It was a dangerous color—nothing but death really came from black—but it was the one I was most attuned to, making it more potent than any others. Then I grabbed brown ink. Not one that I would normally choose, but green wouldn’t really help against the Trelking. The charms Devan made filled my pockets, and I grabbed one that would make a protective circle.

      “Are you coming?” Devan asked.

      I slipped my arm around her shoulders. “I had to make sure I was prepared.”

      “Like there’s anything you can do if he wants to attack.”

      “I can make it difficult for him,” I said.

      Devan flashed me a smile, the first I’d seen from her in some time. “Do that.”

      Tom waited for us. A crescent moon gave some silvery light to the night, but barely enough for me to see. I wondered how Tom fared. Devan, as one of the Te’alan, had eyesight that gifted her with the ability to see clearly in the dark, so I let her lead.

      “I can wait here for you,” Tom said.

      I patted him on the shoulder. I didn’t know him well, something I realized I needed to correct. He was a friend to my father, close enough that my father had entrusted him with some of his secrets. He might only be a tagger, but that was really all that I was, too, so I knew better than to pass judgment based on his magical skill. He probably knew things about the city that I’d need to know. For me to succeed—for me to learn what I needed to help keep Devan and me safe—I’d need to sit down with Tom and find out exactly what my father had entrusted him with.

      “Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine here. It’s only her father,” I said.

      Tom’s mouth pinched, and he cocked his head, trying to determine if I was joking. “I’ll wait.”

      “You should get back to the Rooster,” I said. “The dessert crowd is probably coming in.” I nodded when he gave me a questioning look. “If this goes wrong, you won’t want to be here, Tom.”

      He glanced from Devan to me and then nodded, hurrying back to his car. The door opened with another loud squeal—no hiding the fact that we were here, I guess—and he started it with a soft catch. Tom quickly backed away, leaving us standing alone.

      “What do you think, Devan? Ready to go face this?”

      She laughed. “You know, I’d say this was the worst thing we’ve dealt with since coming to Conlin, but that’s not really true, is it?”

      “At least we know he won’t try to kill us immediately,” I said. “I still have nine and ninety years to serve.”

      Devan snorted. “And he still wants to use me to appease the Druist Mage. So both of us are screwed.”

      “How far?”

      Devan pointed toward a narrow path leading away from the gravel road. A faded sign next to the path caught some of the moonlight, but not enough for me to see. “Off the road a ways,” she said, “and back near the water.”

      I didn’t ask how she knew where the river would be found, but that told me we were in the park. If the Trelking did decide to kill us, at least we were bound to be discovered. “Ready?”

      She looked over at me and our eyes met. We both nodded at about the same time and then turned and started off down the road.

      

      I heard the rushing of the river before I saw it. Riverbanks Park had some actual rapids that you could navigate by raft or canoe, but only when the water level was high enough. Given all the rain we’d had over the last few months, hearing the river roaring through here didn’t really surprise me.

      Devan led us up a loose dirt path. It had been a few days since it had rained and dust kicked up and settled in my nose as we climbed. The air felt cooler here than in Conlin, and had that slightly slimy river stink to it.

      As she climbed, I felt the draw of the gateway. For me to sense it—a painter—then it had to have a significant pull. Usually, it took a pretty impressive show of magic for me to sense its use.

      We stopped at the top of the hill. Spread out below, was a wide clearing along the edge of the river. A series of three tall oak trees towered over the water, set almost precisely apart so that they would make something like an equilateral triangle. I knew without being told that it was the gateway.

      A shifter sat outside the edge of the trees, staring toward the center. The shifter was smaller than some, but its yellow eyes glowed against the moonlight no differently than any of the others I’d met.

      I looked for Jakes but didn’t see him. Was he still here or had he returned to the city?

      “I don’t see him,” I whispered.

      Devan pointed toward the center of the trees. Shadows draped around the branches, obscuring everything beneath them. “He’s there. He knows we’re here.”

      I sniffed. “Probably heard Tom’s car. You’re really going to have to help with that. It’s kinda junky.”

      “Yeah, remind me to do that when we’ve got some spare time. We’ve had so much of that lately.”

      “Hey, it’s not all my fault. The last few encounters were all about you.” I paused and stared toward the trees. “Maybe we’ll be lucky and he won’t be quite as powerful on this side of the Threshold.”

      “Right. Think we’ll get that kind of luck?”

      I didn’t need to answer. Devan took my hand and pulled me with her down the gentle slope toward the trees. With as tightly as she squeezed, I couldn’t have resisted if I wanted.

      When we reached the bottom of the slope, the shifter swung its head over to stare at us. There was a flicker of something—recognition maybe—across the golden eyes, but then it turned and stared toward the center of the trees.

      “How many are here do you think?” I asked Devan.

      “There are three of the Asalat.”

      The deep and melodic voice came from the center of the trees. I had last heard it almost six months ago. Shortly after that, Devan and I had begun planning our departure. Even now, the timbre of his voice sent chills down my spine. There was power simply in the way he spoke.

      Any hope I had that he wouldn’t be as powerful on this side of the Threshold was dashed. His voice had the same effect on the other side.

      “They will not interfere,” the Trelking said.

      I glanced at the shifter. I’d already gotten that sense from Jakes. Now they seemed like nothing more than magical watchdogs. They wouldn’t be a lot of help if the Trelking decided to start throwing around his power.

      “Guess that answers that,” I said.

      Devan stepped forward toward the edge of the trees. I went with her. As I did, I pressed on the charm I held in my free hand, ejecting the black ink so that it burst into the air and settled to the ground in a perfect circle. Then I infused it with power.

      Had it been another color, it might have been more than I could handle after all the effort I’d spent studying the orb today, especially when trying to hold back a creature of power like the Trelking. But this was black ink, the color I was most attuned to, and Devan had added a slight twitch to the pattern it created so that it became not only a protective circle, but an arcane protective circle. It took much less of my strength to power it that way.

      The Trelking stood across from us. In the shadows of the tree, it was difficult to see exactly what he wore, but he looked to be dressed in a long jacket with heavy tails hanging below his knees. He held a staff in one hand and leaned on it casually. His face was clean-shaven, but I couldn’t see it well. Only his eyes pierced the shadows, glowing much like Devan’s skin did when she used her power.

      Behind him, the crossing remained open. Wind gusted through it, out across the Threshold. At least I understood why his power hadn’t diminished; he was still connected to it.

      For a Te’alan, he was a tall and thin man and came almost to my eyes. I made a point of meeting his, refusing to look away. He could probably attack through my circle of protection, but it wouldn’t be easy for him.

      “Impressive work, De’avan,” the Trelking said. “You have perfected the dispersal of ink. Your people will be so proud of your contributions to their safety.” The sarcasm dripped from him.

      Devan tensed next to me, but I made a point of squeezing her hand tightly. I didn’t want her to step beyond the protection. The Trelking would not take her from me without a fight.

      “And you, my Painter,” he said it as if it were a title. To him, it might have been. “You have defied me by returning, leaving the Te’alan weakened. Your term of service has not changed.”

      “Yeah, nine and ninety,” I said. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll manage to claim my service before all is said and done.”

      The Trelking leaned forward, enough for me to see the smile cross his face. “Indeed,” he agreed. His face hardened, becoming sterner. “You are aware of your task, Escher. That has not changed.”

      The Trelking was the only person I never corrected about my name. It wouldn’t have mattered with him, anyway. “Yeah, yeah. I’m to stop the Druist Mage, but you’ve got your daughter all set up to marry him, so maybe that’s not needed.”

      “On the contrary, I would think it would matter to you greatly, especially now.” He hesitated, letting it sink in that he knew about us. “And the task is not stopping him. Before your service is over, you will kill the Druist Mage.”

      “You called us here, Father. What is it you want?”

      The Trelking took a step toward us. The gateway remained open behind him, now a gaping hole that appeared like a shimmering cloud against the darkness. Holding it open like that would take incredible power. When Devan and I had crossed, we’d only managed to keep it open for a few moments, long enough to get through, before it collapsed. Seeing him simply hold it open—and knowing how long he would have needed to hold it while waiting for us to reach him—told me as much about the depths of his power as anything. Had he wanted to kill or capture us both, we’d be gone.

      “What I want is for your return. The arrangement remains intact, but it has taken much work to keep it that way. You don’t understand what you risk by your,” he paused and glanced over at me, “dalliance.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The Trelking considered our relationship nothing more than a dalliance, like we were in some sort of eighteenth-century romance. “Should I have asked permission first?” I asked. “I didn’t think you were so formal.” I steadied my voice. “Sire, may I have your permission to court your daughter?”

      His eyes blinked. “No.”

      “Well,” I started, turning to Devan, “I guess that answers that. I’m sorry, but we can’t go out. Your father won’t permit it.”

      “Ollie,” Devan said softly.

      Yeah, I was being an idiot again, and this time, right in front of the Trelking. I couldn’t help it. Her father terrified me, even when I knew he’d been helping me develop my skills. Now that he was here for a different reason, I couldn’t shake the fear rolling through me.

      I forced myself to take a steadying breath and pushed away the terrified panic in the back of my mind. That would surface later, if we managed to survive. For now, I needed to keep my shit together. Not just for me, but for Devan.

      “Why are you here?” I asked the Trelking. “Since crossing clearly isn’t a challenge for you, why wait until now? You must have known where we went, so why did you wait?”

      “You think I knew that you returned to the place of your youth and chose to wait, risking the arrangement that has been made?”

      The question had a strange weight to it. “Yeah,” I said. “I think you’ve known. So either you waited until after Adazi attacked or for the Nizashi disappeared, but I can’t tell which.”

      His eyes tightened at the mention of his assassins, apparently aware of their demise. “What have you done with the other painter?”

      The Trelking didn’t know what had happened to Nik. Maybe that was useful. “He’s contained.”

      “He is a student of the Druist Mage. He will not remain contained for long.”

      The Trelking had known about Nik. Of course he would. Why hadn’t he said anything? “Well, I used a device of my father’s to contain him, so I doubt very much that he’s going anywhere.”

      He pressed on his staff and tipped it toward me. I tensed, pressing more of my will through the protective circle, half expecting him to surge his power through the staff. My only hope then would be for him to have spent too much energy maintaining the opening to the gateway. Even that wasn’t much of a hope when it came to the Trelking and his power.

      But he didn’t. A surge of yellow light burst from the tip of the staff, glowing like a bright lantern suddenly turned on. Around us, I saw the other two shifters. Jakes, the largest of them, sat near the tree closest to the water. He barely moved as the light bloomed.

      The light washed out and over us, flowing like a liquid as it rolled toward the trees, creating a wall of illumination around us, sealing us off from the shifters. I didn’t think there was anything Jakes would be able to do to cross through the barrier made by the Trelking.

      So much for thinking that the shifters might be able to help if shit got real.

      “Now,” the Trelking said, “we are free to speak.” He focused his attention on me. “You have my thanks for preventing the Druist apprentice from attacking me.”

      The Trelking had even known about Nik’s plan. What didn’t he know about?

      “No problem. I guess we can consider ourselves even then,” I said.

      The Trelking smiled. “You would be wrong to believe I would change the terms of your service, but you have my gratitude, nonetheless.” He tilted his head. “You still have it, I presume?”

      By it, he meant the cerys. “Yeah, I’ve still got it. It’s someplace safe.”

      “Indeed,” he said. His eyes dipped down to my pocket. “You may keep it and have my permission to use it.”

      That was unexpected. The cerys posed a certain risk for the Trelking, tying him to something physical. What reason would he have for letting me keep it? It could be that he hoped that power would allow me to kill the Druist Mage more easily, but I doubted that was his entire reason. I’d have to learn if using it tied me to the Trelking in any way.

      “Then why are you here? If you wanted to claim De’avan,” I said, making a point of using her formal name, “you would have done so by now. I gather that you don’t want the arrangement any more than she does, so you’re not too upset that she’s here with me. So there must be another reason.”

      I hope I gambled right with my assumption. The Trelking wanted to keep his power intact, but more than that, he wanted to keep his power safe. There were great enough threats to it on the other side of the Threshold that he felt the need to strike a bargain with the Druist Mage. A battle between the two of them would only be beneficial to the powers that he wanted to keep at bay.

      “An interesting supposition, my Painter.”

      I snorted. Even with that, the Trelking remained non-committal. “But an erroneous one, it appears. So, why?”

      His eyes swept around him, as if piercing through the glowing light curtain he’d placed. Likely, he could see through it, able to see out and past the trees, and he turned toward Conlin. “This is a place of power. A place of the Elder.”

      In the years that I’d known the Trelking, he had only mentioned my father once, and that had been when asking where I’d learned patterns. I always suspected that my father had been the reason he had kept me around as long as he had. Maybe it was partly about my mastery of the arcane patterns, but there had seemed to be another reason. With the Trelking, there was always another reason.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      The Trelking tipped his head. “Many know of the Elder. Few know him.”

      “You’re not kidding there,” I said.

      “He was tasked with protecting an object for me until such time that I would require it again.”

      “Well, since he’s not here, I’ll take a message and get it to him when I see him next.”

      “Yes, I am aware that the Elder has been absent for some time.”

      Absent. That meant he probably really was dead. Devan squeezed my hand, but I couldn’t really say anything. For the last ten years, I had been working on the assumption that he had disappeared. From what I could tell, he had disappeared many times, reappearing each time. After learning about how powerful a painter he was, I wasn’t terribly surprised that he would disappear for stretches at a time like that. Even when he’d been in Arcanus, he hadn’t always been around, or available if he was. But the Trelking had prescience, the ability to see. If even he couldn’t tell me about my father, then maybe everyone who had been telling me that he was dead for all these years was right. Maybe what Jakes suspected was really true.

      “If he’s gone, then I’m not sure I can help,” I said. “I’ve already proven that I’m not so much the expert on the Elder.”

      The Trelking smiled at me. “On the contrary, I think you’ve shown that you are the expert on the Elder, as I believe you have now demonstrated several times. The item I require is a small box of shardstone. You will know it when you see it. Find the box, and you may use the cerys to summon me.”

      “What makes you think I would search for something like that for you?”

      The Trelking tipped his head and considered me. “You will find the box. And then I will tell you how to find your father. If you don’t, then De’avan returns with me.” He flashed a predatory smile, and then turned to Devan. “You will come to serve your people eventually. You can only fight for so long.”
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      The Trelking disappeared through the gateway, and it closed with a surge of power and a pop. As it did, I released the energy I’d been holding and sagged to the ground. The sudden absence of light from the Trelking’s magic left everything in blinding darkness. My eyes rebelled against it, struggling against the night. The air held the undercurrent of the other side of the Threshold, a soft flower scent mixed with pine and a sweet scent I always figured came from the magic, but even that began to fade.

      Devan crouched next to me, eyes filled with concern. “Ollie?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. Both of us knew I wasn’t. And both of us knew that we’d be searching for the shardstone box, too. Only, I had no idea what shardstone was or where I’d find a box that my father had hidden. I didn’t recall seeing anything in the lower level of the shed, and there certainly wasn’t anything in the basement of the house. What other storehouse would he have?

      She dropped to the ground next to me and took my hands. “You don’t have to do this for him.”

      “But I do. If we don’t find whatever box he wants, he’s going to take you back.” Both of us knew that if her father decided to take her back across the Threshold, nothing either of us could do would stop him. “There’s something we’re not seeing. It’s not all about telling me about my father.”

      That was the most troubling part of it. The Trelking had multiple motivations for everything that he did. For him to come across the Threshold, making a point of holding the gateway open while he waited for us, there had to be some other reason besides simply searching for the box. And his offer to help me with my father didn’t ring entirely true, not with what I knew of the Trelking.

      It all left me feeling even more unsettled than I had been when we first followed Tom to the park.

      When Devan didn’t say anything, I pulled her close. “Hey, I’m going to be with you. We’re not going to let him drag you back.”

      She tried to force a smile. I could see the strain on her face as she did. “You know we can only do so much against him, Ollie. If he chooses that I should return, I’m not sure where we can go to keep me safe.”

      I caught her eyes, and she didn’t look away. A surge of emotion came over me. I wouldn’t let anything happen to Devan again. I’d almost failed her twice already. “He’s weaker on this side. He must be, or he wouldn’t have kept the gateway open like that. As long as we stay away from him near crossings, we have a chance.”

      I thought of the little sculpture of Nik. Had I even a fraction of the knowledge he’d acquired from the Druist Mage, I might have a chance at keeping her safe. More than simply keeping her away from the Druist, I had to keep her from her father, as well.

      “Right. Because we’ve been so good about staying out of trouble on this side.”

      “Not all of it has been my fault,” I said.

      Devan started to say something and then paused, turning her eyes upward.

      I looked to see Jakes standing above me. More like, looming above me. He’d shifted back into his human form and stood with his arms crossed over his chest, like some sort of shifter god. He studied me with a strange look of concern.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “For what?”

      I tipped my head toward where the gateway had disappeared. “For the doorway. For him. I know you take your responsibility for keeping this place safe and protecting the doorways pretty seriously, but there’s not much you can do when he wants to come through.”

      “There was a warning. We had enough time to ensure others did not cross.”

      I wondered if Jakes meant hunters or something else. I hadn’t ever come across hunters on the other side in the Trelking’s realm, so I doubted the Trelking would let something like that slip by, but there didn’t seem any other reason for Jakes to fear other creatures crossing. If they came from the Trelking’s realm, they would have a signature that Devan would recognize.

      “Did you hear any of that?” I asked.

      Jakes shook his head. “He managed to shield you from us. I did not really expect him to allow us to do more than observe.”

      I motioned to Devan, and she helped pull me to stand. I brushed the dirt and dust off my jeans and looked around. My eyes had started to adjust. Not enough for me to see well, but enough to see through the shadows around the park. The other shifters were gone, or at least hiding from me now. Was one always stationed by the doorways, or did they simply recognize—like Jakes had seemed to—when the doorways were used and opened?

      I took a deep breath, focusing on where the doorway had been. “I haven’t asked you this before, Jakes. I know you know of the Trelking.” Jakes didn’t show any emotion. I hadn’t expected him to. “But had you seen him before?”

      Jakes hesitated. “No. That was the first time I’ve encountered the Trelking.”

      It was another piece to the puzzle. There were many, each difficult to put together. I didn’t know exactly why my father had chosen Conlin, or why the shifters made a point of working with him, but I was well aware of Jakes’s refusal to do anything that he considered going against the Trelking. Was it that he feared the Trelking, based solely on his reputation, or was there was some other reason?

      “Pretty nice guy, isn’t he?” I shot Devan a look. She had remained mostly silent. It wasn’t like her, not around her father, but I think she worried about him trying to force her across the Threshold. Both of us knew we wouldn’t have been able to stop him if that’s what he wanted. Maybe stopping him wasn’t what we should be focused on. If we could stay away from him, at least away from his reach, we could buy time to learn, maybe even enough to keep him from forcing her to marry the Druist Mage.

      “He is one of the Protariat. That does not require him to be a nice guy.”

      I started to smile, thinking Jakes was making a dumb joke, before I realized that he was completely serious. “What’s the Protariat?”

      “If you don’t know, then that’s not my place to answer.”

      I snorted. Great, another freaking magical mystery, only this one was about the Trelking. It was one I might have to ignore. There was no way I was going to try to learn more about the Trelking. I needed to know how to stay away from him, and I needed to know about how to stop the Druist Mage. Anything other than that didn’t really matter.

      “Why did the Trelking make the crossing?” Jakes asked.

      I considered not answering. Maybe I could trade the reason why for more information, but seeing the way Jakes stared at me, the focused and intense expression on his face, made me decide it would be better if he simply knew. Devan and I needed Jakes on our side. “He wants me to find something my father protected for him.”

      “The Elder held many things here.”

      That was news to me. When Jakes had called my father the sort of magical defender of Conlin, I hadn’t realized that he meant it so literally. “Things required by the Protariat?” When Jakes didn’t answer, I smiled and tried a different tact. “Where did he keep things? Because what the Trelking asked about wasn’t in the shed or in the house.”

      “Are you certain? There are hidden places that only the Elder would know.”

      Yeah, of course there would be. The house was pretty clear. Reaching the basement had only required that I had gained the necessary skill with arcane patterns. The Elder hadn’t made it so difficult that the basement was off limits, not like some of the challenges he’d left around the city. Taylor had solved the mystery of the statues in the park, though Jakes had known about them—at least about the doorway buried in the park—without needing the book for answers. We’d learned of the shed only by chance. Without the golden key he’d left me, I wasn’t sure we would have discovered the shed. What else might be out there? The pattern Taylor had discovered in the trees was part of yet another mystery. I’m sure my father had other things scattered throughout Conlin, but they were probably too difficult for me to find, at least on my own.

      “How many hidden places in Conlin do you know of?” I asked Jakes.

      “I was never privy to that. My father knew the Elder, I only knew of him.”

      And his father had died in the hunter attack. I wondered if he still held that against Taylor. Jakes never really made a point of saying it, but how could he not? Had Taylor not come to Conlin, and had she not attempted to open the doorway, the elder Jakes would still be alive. And then I could have some of the answers I needed.

      But there was another person in Conlin who might know, the one person I really hadn’t taken the time to question. Tom had trained with my father. It would only make sense for him to know something about what my father might be hiding here, especially since the Elder had placed protections around the Rooster.

      “I’m sorry about that, Jakes.”

      “You don’t yet understand, but you will. We know the risks and take them willingly.” He turned so that his eyes scanned the area where the doorway had been. Without the Trelking having opened it, I’m not sure I would have known about this crossing. I knew of only two: the one where I’d originally ended up on the other side of the Threshold, and the one that Devan and I had used to return. I should have questioned why they both led to Conlin. “This is our task. We will continue to serve. Some will be lost, but if we do not adhere to our task, even more will be lost.”

      I didn’t know enough about why the shifters had agreed to guard the doorways, but I knew enough to know that Jakes was right. If they didn’t stand watch, what else might cross over the Threshold? The Trelking was powerful, but there were other creatures nearly as powerful on the other side.

      “There will come a time when you will need to choose, Morris. It’s a choice your father once made, and one he did as willingly as my father.”

      I glanced at Devan. “I’m not the person you need,” I said, still not looking at Jakes. “I’ll do what I can while I’m here, but if the Trelking is right—and unfortunately, he usually is—I have a different task ahead of me.”

      Jakes looked from me to Devan. I could tell from his expression that he didn’t know.

      “He claims that before I complete my service to him, I’ll have killed the Druist Mage.” Jakes’s eyes twitched slightly. “Yeah, so you see, I’m not so certain you want someone like me watching over the city with you. From the sound of it, I might not be around for long.”

      I grabbed Devan’s hand and pulled her with me. We left the area under the trees and headed back up the path and toward Big Red. At the top of the rise, I paused and looked back. Jakes was gone, but I saw a flash of golden eyes near the trees that told me the shifters still watched over the doorway. At least there was that.

      

      The drive back into Conlin passed in mostly silence. We reached the blacktop road again, and the moon peeked out from behind the clouds, enough to light our way back into the town. At the edge of town, I glanced over at the lighted welcome sign. Did it have the same patterns on it as the sign on the other end of town?

      I slammed on the brakes and jerked the truck to the side of the road. Devan glanced over at me. “I’ll only be a minute,” I said as I climbed out of the truck.

      Loose gravel crunched under my shoes as I made my way toward the sign. Made of brick with white lettering backlit by a soft yellow light, it spelled out “Welcome to Conlin.” The lettering on the sign on the other side of town was faded, but I had seen a series of patterns on it. At the time, I’d only commented on the fact that my father would take the time to place such patterns on a city sign. Now I wondered if there might have been more to it. Could there be something like the spiraling pattern of trees to the city welcome signs?

      It wasn’t the best time to investigate. Without enough light, I couldn’t really see, not clearly enough to make out anything on the sign. What I could see didn’t look like there were any patterns made on it, not like the sign on the other side of town.

      Devan came up next to me. “What are you looking for?”

      I waved a hand at the sign. “My father.”

      She laughed softly. “You think he’s the one welcoming us to Conlin?”

      “When I was trying to find you, when Adazi had taken you, I noticed something about the welcome sign on the other side of town, on Highway 16. It had my father’s patterns on it.”

      Devan nodded. The medallion on my chest went suddenly cold, and her skin glowed with a soft white light, enough for me to see. I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss, not able to help myself. She looked damn cute when she was all magical like that. She smiled, and we walked around the front of the sign, looking for patterns, or something, that would give an indication that my father had been here. I didn’t see anything. We went around to the back and stopped. I didn’t see anything there, either.

      Devan started laughing. “Damn.”

      “What is it?”

      She pointed to the sign. I didn’t see what she saw so easily, since her nighttime vision was so much better than mine.

      “I’ve got to admit that the Elder is pretty clever,” she said.

      She tapped on a few of the bricks, and as she did, I realized just what it was that she saw. There, outlined in the bricks, was a pattern. It was subtle enough that I wouldn’t have found it had Devan not pointed it out. It wasn’t that the bricks were different colors. They might have been shaded a little differently than the others, but not so that you’d notice. It was more about the way they were set. Only the pattern bricks were on end, forming a triangle, with one of the tips anchoring into the ground. I traced my finger around it and shook my head.

      “One of these days, I’m going to learn even a half of what he knows.”

      “Then you’ll end up making creepy statues in parks and hiding doorways across the Threshold. I’m not sure I’d like that guy.”

      I tried remembering what I could of the other sign, thinking they had to connect somehow. Conlin’s main thoroughfares were perfectly laid out in a compass pattern, heading either north and south, or east and west. A few angled off, but the main roads followed the compass pretty exactly. “I’m going to have to go back and see what he put on that sign,” I said to Devan. “For now, I want to get back to town and stop at the Rooster. Tom knows more than he’s shared.”

      “That seems to be the trend we’ve seen here, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      We got back into Big Red and reached the Rooster without saying much more. I suspected Devan sat thinking over what her father had said to us while I was mostly focused on trying to decide how badly I wanted to know what had happened to my father. If I found this box for the Trelking, he claimed he’d tell me how to find my father. I didn’t have any reason to doubt him. The Trelking was powerful enough that he knew things no one else did. For him to come to me with this task meant that either my father was really and truly gone and the Trelking saw me as his last hope to get the box back, or he figured I might have already found it. Either way, he’d made an offer mixed with a threat.

      As we pulled into the parking lot, there was a soft surge from the protections built into it that let me know we were back on safe ground. The Rooster was a sort of safe magical meeting place, made that way by my father. Only Nik had managed to violate that safety, the magic he’d learned from the Druist Mage giving him enough power to overcome most of the protections built into the land around the Rooster.

      There was another car in the lot—a newer blue Chevy van—but I didn’t see any sign of Tom’s car. That didn’t mean he wasn’t here. He often walked or even rode his bike over to the diner. I hadn’t been back in Conlin long enough to know what he’d do when the weather changed. Probably keep walking, knowing what I did of Tom. Lights shone from the windows. The large Rooster sign over the diner wasn’t lit, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t open. I don’t think Tom had ever invested in lighting for it.

      We pulled open the door, and the scent of burgers and grease and the hint of Tom’s famous meatloaf wafted toward us. A soft bell jingled overhead as we did. The jukebox thumped with some new dance song. It hadn’t worked at all until Devan had spent time fine-tuning it. I think she was also responsible for the song selection. I didn’t know many of the songs on it. Spending the last ten years on the other side of the Threshold sort of keeps you out of the current music scene, but Devan blasted the radio constantly working in the shop, so she’d developed a very distinct taste that was different from mine.

      A middle-aged woman sat at one of the booths by herself. She glanced over as we entered and then quickly looked down at the table. A partially eaten burger and fries sat on the plate in front of her. She picked at it, but didn’t make much of an attempt at eating it. I hadn’t seen her before, but then again, I hadn’t been back in Conlin long enough to recognize many people.

      Devan and I took seats at the counter, sliding onto stools that had probably been there since the diner first opened. Usually, there was someone working the counter, but we didn’t see anyone tonight.

      “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” Devan asked, pitching her words low enough that they didn’t carry over the sound coming from the jukebox. She twisted on the stool so that she could look at me.

      She hadn’t questioned me about the Trelking’s demand during the entire ride to the diner. Not that she didn’t want to know, but I think she wanted to give me time to figure out what I wanted to do. The Trelking had asked me to find the box. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more that I had missed.

      “He knows where my father is,” I said.

      “And if he’s dead, will it help you to know?”

      There was the million-dollar question. Would it change anything if I knew he was dead? Probably not. It might give me a sense of closure. After everything that I’d been through, a large part of me wanted that closure. But if he still lived, why wouldn’t I want to know that? What if he were stuck somewhere, in need of help? There might not be much that I could do, but wouldn’t I try?

      “And if he’s dead, he’s left you with enough around here,” she swept her arm around her, motioning to the town around us, “to remember him. To learn from him. Wasn’t that what you really wanted?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I wanted. Once. Now what I want is different.”

      Devan touched my hand. She felt warm and my skin tingled where she touched. “You don’t have to keep worrying about me. It’s not like so much has changed.”

      I met her eyes. “Everything has changed, Devan. I never wanted anything to hurt you before, but now? It would destroy me if anything happened to you.”

      “You’re an idiot sometimes, you know that, Ollie?”

      “Why? Because I care about you?”

      “Because you think that you have to protect me. That you think I’m some sort of helpless little girl.”

      “I’ve never said—”

      “No. You haven’t said it. Since you’ve realized you were being an idiot,” she smiled and squeezed my hand, “You always think I’m the one who needs protecting. How many times have I saved your ass?”

      I smiled and gave her a wink. “Are we keeping track?”

      She shrugged. “If we have to. I can tell that you’re afraid. It’s in your hesitation when trying to use the orb. That’s not like you. That’s not the Ollie I know and love.”

      I smiled. “Love? So we’re there already?”

      She punched me on the shoulder. “Ten years and you’re still as dumb as when I first met you.”

      A small, cute brunette came from the kitchen and smiled widely when she saw us. “You’ve returned. Tom wasn’t sure what to expect,” Kacey said. She approached where we sat at the counter and leaned over, lowering her voice. “Sam was pretty upset that he showed up like that, just so you know.”

      I hadn’t seen Kacey since the night Nik had attacked. There was a part of me that knew she could have been one of the shifters that nearly died, but I didn’t know which one she was. Jakes was easy when he shifted. He was enormous in either form. Kacey was petite enough in human form that it made me wonder if she might not be just as petite in her wolf shape. She didn’t seem to show any sign of injury, and for that I was thankful. I’d begun to get the sense that there was something between her and Jakes, and I didn’t want to be the reason she ended up dead. There was enough of that on my plate the way it was.

      “Dad never really adhered much to custom,” Devan said.

      A smile stretched across Kacey’s face. “I didn’t know he was so powerful. There aren’t many who can keep the doorway open for that long. Supposedly, the Elder has some trick to hold it open, but then again, he’s the Elder.”

      I didn’t know about his trick. And it was another part of my father that I wouldn’t get the chance to understand, especially if he was already gone.

      “Well, he’s gone now,” I said, referring to the Trelking, mostly for Devan’s benefit.

      “What did he want?” Kacey asked. Her breath was hot as she spoke and smelled a little like stale meat.

      I had a sudden image of her in wolf form, standing over some dead creature, ripping at raw flesh, and tried to shake it off. “The usual. He wanted Devan to return and had an assignment for me.”

      She tipped her head. “Why would the Trelking have an assignment for you?”

      I twisted so that I could carefully look over my shoulder at the woman sitting alone in the booth. She didn’t look up as Kacey spoke, so hopefully she hadn’t heard. In most places, there wouldn’t be too many who would know anything about the Trelking, but the Rooster wasn’t like most places. I couldn’t know for certain whether the woman was some local simply here for dinner, or if she was one of the magical variety here for the protection of the Rooster.

      “I was sort of his muscle,” I said carefully. I figured Jakes would have shared that with her. I wasn’t really certain why he hadn’t.

      Kacey frowned. “But you’re a painter.”

      “He’s the son of the Elder,” Devan said softly. “He’s more than simply a painter. My father has a habit of collecting people with certain abilities that serve his needs. I think he recognized Ollie’s gifts when he first crossed the Threshold. And with his other Painter not really panning out as he’d hoped, I think he was quick to latch onto our Ollie.”

      Kacey nodded slowly as if that explained everything just fine. “What does he want you to do?”

      “Only return something of his that I have no idea how to find. Supposedly my father was storing it here.”

      Kacey glanced around the diner. “Here?”

      It was a reasonable consideration and one I hadn’t really considered before. My father could have left the shardstone box in the Rooster. The diner was as much a place of his as the house or the shed, but somehow, I didn’t think it was likely that he would have left it here. There were too many people coming through for the Elder to have stored something of such importance to the Trelking here.

      “Probably not here,” I said. “And I’m not really sure where. I don’t think Jakes knows, either.”

      “Why does he want you to find it?”

      I shook my head. “Who knows with him? But if I find it, he’ll tell me what he knows of my father.” It had been over ten years since I’d had any sort of useful information. The Trelking had never been willing to share his prescience, especially not when it came to my father. I wondered if it was a way of controlling me, or it could have been that he feared me knowing would distract me from whatever he wanted from me.

      Kacey let out a slow breath. “Shit. Sort of makes it so you have to help him, doesn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      She pushed back from the counter and slapped it with her open palms. “Well, let’s get you something to eat. What do you feel like? Burger? Fish? Steak?”

      I snorted. “Come on, Kacey, do I really have to beg for the meatloaf?”

      “Hey, it’s not on the menu every night.”

      “Right. And Tom can’t whip it up for me.”

      “He’s not back yet. He stopped by after dropping you off, but then he took off again and didn’t say where he was going. That’s not all that uncommon with Tom,” she went on, as if anticipating the question, “so you’re stuck with whatever I can make.”

      I’d had Kacey’s cooking before. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t the same. “Burger for me, then.”

      Devan nodded.

      “Two burgers.”

      She disappeared behind the door to the kitchen. The bell over the front door tinkled, and I turned, somewhat surprised to see Taylor standing in the doorway. The fluorescent lighting made her hair look even bluer tinted than usual. Her normally olive complexion looked pale and a slight sheen of sweat covered her face.

      When she saw me, she sighed and hurried over. “Oliver. I’m glad to finally find you. I’ve been looking for you for the last hour.”

      I glanced at Devan before turning back to Taylor. “We’ve had a bit of a busy night, Taylor.”

      “There’s something you need to see. I think it has to do with—”

      “Can’t it wait?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. When I left you, I spent some time wandering around Conlin. There’s something you need to see.”

      “It will still be there in the morning.”

      “That’s just it. That’s what I want to show you.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” I said.

      “What you need to see is missing.”

      I twisted in my chair to face her, not certain whether this was something I should even care about. Knowing what I did of Taylor, what she found could be any number of different things, but I had a nagging suspicion that whatever she’d found hadn’t been just any old thing. If she’d gone out wandering in Conlin and found something, that made it likely to be something of my father’s.

      Devan must have come to the same conclusion. “Ah damn,” she groaned.

      “Yeah. Guess I’m not even getting that burger.”
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      After apologizing to Kacey—she offered to wrap the burgers so we wouldn’t go hungry—we made our way out of the Rooster and back into the truck. The woman sitting alone in the booth cast a quick glance our way before looking back down to the table. It was strange, but no stranger than any of the other people we’d come across at the Rooster. Catching my reflection off the glass door, I realized that I looked pretty rough. I didn’t blame her for giving me a second look. She was probably glad we were leaving.

      I looked around the parking lot of the Rooster, suddenly wondering how Taylor had gotten there. We only had the one truck and there weren’t any bikes. I didn’t see any other cars in the lot. “Did you walk here?” I asked her.

      “I needed to find you,” she said.

      I glanced over at Devan. “It’s like five miles from the house.”

      Taylor shrugged.

      “You and your damn mods,” I grumbled.

      She’d probably managed to get from my house to the diner in under twenty minutes. The mods she’d done—the tinting of her hair and whatever else she’d done that I still didn’t quite know—gave her additional abilities, things that were almost like what Devan possessed. Nik had helped Taylor do the mods, but there had to be a cost. With magic, there was always some sort of cost, but I didn’t quite know what the mods had cost her. Normal painting required energy that took time to restore. Pretty simple: you work too many patterns and with too much magic, you’re going to have to rest and get some sleep. But her mods didn’t seem to work the same way.

      “Get in,” I said, waving toward the truck.

      She pulled open the passenger-side door—it wasn’t locked, this was Conlin after all and no one was going to steal Big Red—and climbed in. I pulled Devan with me around to the driver’s side.

      “Don’t you find it a little strange that something went missing about the same time as your father crossed over?” I asked her under my breath.

      “Jakes said nothing came through.”

      I thought of the delay the Trelking had made in putting up his barrier to keep out the shifters. In the time that he’d simply stood there with the doorway open, what else could have come through but somehow managed to avoid detection from the shifters? That would take some sort of serious magic to hide from the shifters, but there was magic like that on the other side of the Threshold. Devan knew that as well as I did. The only problem was that we had no idea why the Trelking would have gone to such trouble.

      At least we’d found another possible reason for him to have made the crossing himself. The fact that he had risked it had troubled me the most. Had he only wanted the box, he could have sent any of his little minions on his behalf. Hell, he could have simply sent a message. That would have been as effective as anything else. But he’d come himself, holding the doorway open the entire time.

      “Something else came through,” I said. “That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      Devan looked up at me, her mouth opening and then closing again. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry about him.”

      I leaned toward her and gave her a lingering kiss. “Don’t be sorry. Without him, I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of spending the last ten years needing you to help me stay alive.”

      “There is that.”

      When we got into the truck, Taylor studied us. “Something happened tonight, didn’t it?”

      I wondered how much she’d heard. Had her mods helped with her hearing? I suspected they augmented her eyesight and her strength, probably even helped her overall stamina somehow, but had the modding enhanced all of her senses?

      “Yeah, you said something of my father’s disappeared.”

      “I never said it was the Elder’s,” Taylor said.

      “If it was interesting enough for you to go after it, then it was probably his. So tell me, where are we going?”

      Taylor looked out the window toward the west. “The hill near the center of town.”

      “That’s the old—”

      She didn’t let me finish. “That’s where we’re going.”

      I frowned at Devan, but she didn’t have anything to say, so I backed out of the Rooster’s lot and headed west.

      

      Conlin at night was probably like every other small town. There were the usual streetlights giving a warm yellow glow, but they were staggered, the planners not bothering to design them too close together. In Conlin, it was mostly a comfort thing to have the streetlights. The city itself was pretty safe, and we didn’t really need one for every house. By this time of night—I figured it had to be heading on ten o’clock—most of the houses were dark. A few had lights on in the front window or the porch, and fewer still blazed brightly. We passed a couple of kids walking in the street and then near Thistle, passed an older guy on his bike. I made sure it wasn’t Tom as we veered around him.

      The hill at the center of town had some significance to the city. Way back when Conlin was first founded, the earliest settlers had placed their homes atop the hill, giving them the wide view of the once-forested valley below. The river ran in the distance, though it had never been wide or swift enough for anything larger than a kayak or raft to travel on it. They had left a monument atop the hill, now called Settler Hill—yeah, real creative folk in Conlin—that memorialized that time. The monument was nothing more than a pedestal with a round metal compass pointing toward the north and a plaque laid into the ground beneath it. The compass had been there so long that I had never thought to look into it.

      We started up Washington, a slowly winding road that led up the south side of Settler Hill. The truck rumbled, the lights swinging out and over the roofs of the town before pointing back at the hill. I hadn’t been to the top of Settler Hill since I was a kid. Since returning, there hadn’t been any reason to come up here.

      I looked over at Taylor. “You climbed this?”

      When she nodded, I could only shake my head. Climbing the hill, and then she still had energy to make it all the way to the Rooster. Mods like that couldn’t be all bad.

      Devan nudged me, as if knowing what I was thinking.

      As we reached the top, I pulled the truck to a stop in the small lot marking the overlook. A few houses still perched atop the hill, but mostly it was cleared, left as a scenic viewpoint with the marker for the city. I climbed out of the truck and stopped, peering out across the rooftops. The lights in the scattered windows took on something like a pattern, though nothing with enough regularity that it would create any sort of power. From here, I suspected you could see most of the city and knew why Taylor had come up here.

      “You wanted to see if there was a larger pattern, didn’t you?” I said.

      “I did. I thought I could figure out the rest of the pattern from here, but there’s nothing that I can see,” she said.

      That didn’t necessarily mean that there wasn’t a greater pattern laid over the city by my father, but it sure made it much less likely. If Taylor couldn’t see it, then it wasn’t like I would suddenly manage to find a pattern that an artist—and not simply and artist, but someone practically an Arcanus Master—had not seen.

      Taylor pointed toward a small slab of concrete near the ridge overlooking the city. A wooden fence kept people from attempting to climb down the other side, though plenty had been known to try. It wasn’t that Settler Hill was all that technical of a climb, but the north face was plenty sheer. A few had tumbled down it and broken bones over the years. I don’t know if anyone has ever died as a result, but I wouldn’t be surprised.

      The slab was empty. It should not be.

      “Ollie?” Devan asked.

      I looked over and nodded. “Sorry. Just having childhood flashbacks. I haven’t been here since I was a kid. We’d come up here, sometimes riding bikes, sometimes with my parents back when my mother was alive, and sit next to the compass and look out over the city.” I made my way toward the fence and pushed on it. It wobbled slightly. Had it done that when I was a kid? It seemed larger then, too, but so much seemed bigger when you were younger. The house we lived in had always seemed plenty big when I was a kid. Now that I saw some of the manses people put up, it was barely more than a trailer home. “Sometimes I’d even come sit by the fence, my legs tucked beneath the lower slats and my arms curled over it, and stare out at the city. My mother always loved the view from here.”

      Taylor stood near where the compass should have been. “It was here the first time I came up here when exploring the town,” she said. “After I heard you leave the house, I decided to see what else I could find in the pattern. This was the only location I could think of to get the view I needed.”

      “Can’t fly yet?” I asked.

      Devan gave me a sharp look and shook her head.

      I studied the empty slab. The bolts that had once secured the pedestal to the concrete looked to have been sheered off, cut down at the base. There shouldn’t have been any way for the bolts to be accessed with the compass in place. Whatever had gotten through there had either been something like a laser or, more likely—and much worse—some sort of powerful magical creature had managed to remove them.

      I dropped to my knees and ran a finger over the severed bolts. Six of them, placed in a circle, had been cut straight across. These weren’t just any bolts; they were each nearly an inch across. “What did this?” I asked Devan without looking up. “And can you tell why he’d want it?” The Trelking had to have been after the compass—I suspected that was his real reason for coming to Conlin tonight—but why? Why bother asking me to find some shardstone box, if what he was really after was the compass?

      She knelt next to me. Without touching anything, I felt her magic begin to build as a freezing chill that washed over the medallion I wore. Whatever she did drew plenty of power. “I don’t know,” she said. “There was something here, but I can’t tell you what it was. It’s like it’s masking from me.”

      “Other than shifters, do you know anything that can do that?”

      Devan looked at me, her face close enough that I could smell the slight mint on her breath. Any other time and I’d find it kind of fun to be up here with her, nothing but the stars overhead and the lights of the city below. Tonight—and with whatever her father had planned—I wanted nothing more than to get my ass someplace safe. Out here, unprotected, wasn’t it.

      “Ollie, there are plenty of things that can hide their power after it’s been used. I’ve seen you do it, so don’t make it sound like it can’t be done.”

      “If I did it, there would be some sort of residue from the pattern.”

      “You’ve hidden that before, too. Remember what you did when you were still working with Nik?”

      I smiled as I thought about it, remembering a time when Nik and I had still been friends. That had been a pretty little piece of painting. My kind of painting wasn’t like what you’d see hanging in galleries or on the walls of museums. When I managed an effective painting, the only thing I really wanted to achieve was for the power I pulled through the patterns to do exactly what I wanted. Most of the time these days, it did. When I first started learning how to paint, that wasn’t the case. Paintings went sideways sometimes. It was easy for the pattern to fail, or worse, for the painter to get hurt. It was why new painters only worked in pencil. It wasn’t until after I left Arcanus that I’d taken to using inks. When working for the Trelking, I wasn’t given a choice. It was ink or nothing. If a painting went sideways, there were much more serious consequences, so you learned to be very careful.

      “I remember. I wanted to make it so your father wouldn’t know it was me. We’d layered so many patterns around the palace that any one of them could have been the reason Nik got free. It was easier to claim ignorance.”

      “He still knew,” Devan said.

      With the Trelking, I suspected he would always know. “He still knew.”

      I ran my fingers around the cut off ends of the bolts again. They were smooth, and cut flat with the cement. I grabbed a pinch of powdered ink—this time brown, making the choice to stay away from red and black—and made a single circle around where the compass had rested. With another pinch of ink, I drew a perfect triangle, anchoring around the circle. With an infusion of my power into the circle, I split my focus and sent the rest into the triangle. The combination created something akin to a summoning, a way for me to detect if there was anything else magical that we might have missed. It wouldn’t be nearly as powerful as what Devan did, but it could pick up on a different signature than she could manage.

      The power pressed out through the painting and then disappeared. I’d picked up on nothing. That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything here, only that I couldn’t detect it.

      “I tried something similar,” Taylor said.

      I cocked my head and turned toward her. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing. It’s like something tore it from the base,” she said.

      I stood. A cool breeze came across the top of Settler Hill, blowing across me. I wasn’t wearing anything warmer than I’d worn all day. Basically jeans and a T-shirt. I missed my jacket, the one with all the pockets for storing ink and charms. Tonight, it would have been nice just to keep me warm.

      “Did the compass look like something of the Elder’s?” I asked Taylor. It had been too long since I’d come up here. I didn’t think that it was his, but I hadn’t known my father had such a hand in so many things throughout Conlin. I wouldn’t be surprised if the compass was his, too, in which case, I could understand why the Trelking would want it.

      “Not the Elder. There was a certain…artistry,” she said, almost puzzling over the word, “to the compass, but nothing about it screamed to me that the Elder had placed it here.”

      “Then why did he want it?” I asked Devan.

      “Who?” Taylor asked, placing herself between Devan and me.

      I figured Devan would give her about the count of five before she pushed her away. She surprised me and turned away from her and went to the fence to look over the city.

      “What did I say?” Taylor asked.

      “Her father came for a visit tonight,” I said.

      Taylor hadn’t heard of the Trelking before coming to Conlin. She might have worked with Nik, but I don’t think he’d let on about the Trelking or about what he ran from. Hell, he’d hidden everything about what he’d learned from the Druist Mage close to the vest, making it seem like the only thing he knew anything about was modding, giving Taylor a reason to work with him before he’d sent her out searching for my father.

      But in the time that she’d been here, she’d seen what the Trelking was capable of doing. The Nizashi. Adazi before them. Everything she’d seen of the other side of the Threshold had been far more powerful than us. We’d survived, but we’d been lucky each time.

      “The Trelking?” she whispered.

      I snorted. “You don’t have to say it like that. He’s not some sort of boogeyman who’s going to find you just because you’ve said his name.”

      Devan’s head snapped around. “Actually, I think he might have some sort of connection to his name when spoken, but that might only be if it’s said on the other side. I know when someone uses my proper name.”

      That sent chills through me. How often had I glibly mentioned the Trelking’s name? Probably more times than I could count. What if he was aware when I did? What if it somehow drew him in by the fact that I said his name?

      Even if he couldn’t detect it when it was said on this side of the Threshold, I probably should be cautious. “Maybe from now on, we should just call him the Assking?”

      “Why give him the title?” Devan asked. “Maybe just the Ass?”

      “We should probably make it something we can say in polite conversation. TA for short?” I said.

      Devan laughed.

      Taylor looked from me to Devan. “You think it’s safe to joke about him like that?”

      “Listen, if you don’t joke about him once in a while, it starts to eat at you,” I said. “Not simply his power. He’s plenty powerful, and there’s really nothing we’d be able to do if he had it in mind to take us and drag us back across the Threshold. We sort of came to grips with that. But he’s got other gifts, as well. One of them is this prescience that lets him sort of see into the future. Not quite like he knows what will happen—he’s more like a fortune teller than an actual sage—but enough that he knows what might happen, and he’s smart enough and powerful enough that he can steer things in the direction he wants them to go. So if we don’t joke about things, especially when it comes to him, we might just go a little crazy, you know what I’m saying?”

      Taylor fell silent. I was glad. I didn’t really want to explain the Trelking anymore to her. It was bad enough living with the knowledge of what he could do, but trying to explain it was terrifying, sort of like when I’d start thinking seriously about what would happen when I died. I’m not much of a religious person—most who’ve spent any time on the other side of the Threshold don’t claim any true religion—and I’m enlightened enough to know that there are gods that actually exist, but the after? No one really knows what that’s like.

      I glanced over at Devan. She had climbed the fence and straddled the top rail, staring over the city. After seeing her father, I guessed she needed some time to herself. “Did you see anything more from the pattern in the trees?” I asked Taylor.

      “The trees pretty much stop when you get to the edge of the park. It looks like they once would have gone farther, but they were cut down to make room for houses.”

      “Some of the houses around the park have been there a long time,” I said. “There’s not much that would have been cut down. Those trees are probably as old as some of the houses.”

      We walked up the street and to the south side of the hill to look over. In the distance, I could see the lights ringing Agony, and it was clear that they formed a perfect circle around the statue, almost as if forming a ring of protection. I couldn’t make out the pattern in the trees, but the low wall running along Thistle Road kept the trees from sprawling out beyond the border of the park. Houses lined the other side of Thistle Road, most in solid brick with black roofs visible in the dark. Only a few had lights on in the windows. In my time back in Conlin, I hadn’t learned who lived along the street facing the park. It wouldn’t surprise me all that much to learn that shifters lived there.

      Taylor looked to the east and then west, eyes squinted as if she could see through the dark. With her mods, I wasn’t sure if she could or not. “There’s more to the pattern, Oliver. I just need to figure out what it is.”

      “We might not have that time,” I said. “If the Trelking”—Taylor shuddered slightly when I said his name—“wanted the compass, we need to figure out what it has to do with what he told me to find.”

      “And what was that?”

      “A shardstone box.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Shardstone?” She said the word almost as if she’d heard it before.

      “Yeah. I’m not sure what it is, only that he wants it.” I paused to give her a chance to jump in if she knew anything, but she didn’t. “And now with the compass missing…”

      Devan still straddled the fence, looking down over the city. She turned and smiled, as if sensing me watching. I needed to understand the connection between the compass and the shardstone box. And somehow, I had to find the box to keep the Trelking from pulling Devan back across the Threshold.
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      Daylight left everything looking washed out. The sky was gray and overcast, fitting the mood I was in. There hadn’t been much time for sleep. We’d gotten back to the house after midnight, and by the time I fell asleep on the mattress lying on the floor of the bedroom, Devan tucked under my arm, there had only been a few hours remaining before morning. The lack of curtains let the morning sunlight—what there was of it—stream through, and I rolled away from its glare. Devan was already up.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. This was her father we were dealing with this time, and with his promise to share what he knew of my father, I hadn’t expected Devan to do anything other than try her hardest to help me figure out what the Trelking might know. I imagined her working in the shop, making more of her tiny figurines that she used to create the Devan army, or maybe refilling my charms and making a few new ones.

      Instead, I found her sitting in the kitchen on one of the old chairs. She stared at a cup of coffee steaming in front of her. She had her hair pinned back so it didn’t fall into her face, and her skin had a soft sheen, almost as if she glowed, though I didn’t feel anything from the medallion. The T-shirt she wore today was a mashup of colors, almost like it wanted to be a tie-dye but failed. She looked up when I came into the kitchen.

      “Hey, Ollie. Did I wake you?”

      “Only because you weren’t there,” I said. I rinsed a cup in the sink and then filled it with hot water. I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, but I didn’t mind a cup of black tea in the morning. Anything to give me a jump-start to the day. “You okay?”

      I knew she wasn’t. Devan wasn’t the type to sit and drink coffee and stare at her hands. She had to be busy, always tinkering with something. Had we not discovered the shop the way it was, we’d probably have needed to create our own. Before crossing the Threshold, Devan had spent time working with her father’s smiths and engineers, all seemingly to understand the organization of his rule. I wondered if she’d had something in mind before we left, whether she’d known what we would encounter before we even made the crossing, or whether her magic had simply changed so much with the crossing that this was her outlet. She didn’t tell me, either way.

      “I’ve been trying to think about what he wants,” she admitted. “We know he wouldn’t have crossed if he didn’t want something important.”

      “You don’t think the shardstone box is important?” I asked.

      Devan shrugged and looked over at me. Her eyes looked hollowed out this morning, as if she hadn’t slept a bit last night. As tired as I had been, and as deeply as I slept, I didn’t know whether she had or not.

      “It’s probably important if he gave it to the Elder to store,” Devan said.

      “Are we certain that he did?”

      “That’s not the kind of thing he’d deceive you about.”

      Deceive, not lie. The Te’alan were big on not lying, but that didn’t mean they were exactly truthful, either. The Trelking could have told me the truth, but it would be his version of the truth. Not that I couldn’t learn something from his version of the truth, but it wasn’t going to be the same as what I might view as important.

      “Then there’s the bit about him taking the compass,” I said.

      “He was with us, Ollie, so we know he wasn’t the one to take it.”

      “No, but I’d bet he knew it was happening. That’s why he left the doorway open as long as he did, but why? What’s the compass to him?”

      “That’s what bothers me. Jakes said nothing came across. Wouldn’t he know?”

      I didn’t know how the shifter power worked. Jakes had certainly seemed attuned to the doorway opening when we’d run into him in his yard. That had been the reason he’d shifted and bolted off, streaking away to see what had triggered the doorway to open. For him to not recognize something else crossing over seemed unlikely.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered.

      “What is it?”

      “The doorway. What if your father held it open for a different reason? We were thinking it was because he let something make the crossing, but that would mean that whoever or whatever crossed would have needed to sneak past three shifters. I’m not sure even your father could manage that. Doesn’t mean your father couldn’t use it for a different reason.”

      “You think it might have been a diversion?”

      It seemed as likely an explanation as any that we had. The shifters would have been focused on the doorway the Trelking held open, but what if another doorway had been opened, if only briefly enough for something to pass through? With the shifters attention so focused on keeping the doorway with the Trelking under control, would they even have known that another had opened?

      “I think we need to check the other doorways that we know of.”

      Now that we’d seen the one last night, I knew of three others, but only two that might be accessible. The third was still buried in the park.

      “Do we get our friend up?” Devan asked.

      I leaned around the doorway leading toward the living room. Taylor lay on the sofa, sleeping quietly. A pile of my father’s old books, mostly the ones written in some sort of code, lay all around her. They were about the only thing I felt comfortable letting Taylor access. If anyone could decode them, she’d be the one. “Nah, let her sleep. I’d like her help when we go back to the hill, though. We need to see it in the daylight.”

      We snuck out of the house, Devan moving more quietly, and stopped in the garage long enough for me to load up on charms and ink. The truck rumbled to life, probably loud enough to wake Taylor, and we backed out of the garage and started out of town.

      The last time I’d gone this way had been when Adazi attacked. The barn—or what had once been the barn—had been one of the doorways I knew about. Now that the barn itself it had fallen, I didn’t know if the doorway could still be opened, but it didn’t hurt to check.

      We cautiously approached the area where the remains of the barn were scattered. No one had been out to clear the debris yet. I didn’t know whose land the barn was on, but Jakes hadn’t seemed terribly concerned that someone would be sad about the fact that it had fallen. It had been in pretty rough shape already.

      The east wall still sort of stood. A pile of broken wood propped it up, angled so that it wouldn’t fall in like the rest of the barn. You could almost make out the angle of the roof as it sloped toward the ground. Shingles spilled around it, black mixing with the faded red from the barn sides. Some were burned, leaving an acrid scent from the magic used.

      I patted the steering wheel as we stopped. “Big Red barely survived the last time she was out here.”

      Devan popped her door open. “She’s not the only one, Ollie.”

      I climbed out of the truck and started making a circle around the outside of the barn. As I went, I trailed a thin band of green ink with me. Devan went the other way. From the cold medallion, I knew that she was doing something with her magic. It was comforting to me just knowing that she was there.

      I didn’t see anything during my search around the barn that would make me think something else had been through here recently. The fallen remnants of the barn were strewn all over, but no differently than they had been when Adazi had fallen. I sealed my circle and infused it, not really expecting anything.

      As the power flowed through the circle, I listened to the way it reverberated against my pattern. There was the sense of distant and residual power, and I could tell the way that Adazi had used his mark, the way that he’d pulled power through here. That was a distinct sense.

      There was another sense, and more recent. It was difficult to detect, but clear enough to know that the doorway had opened a few days ago.

      I trampled through some of the debris and made a looping arcane pattern around where the doorway would be. With a surge of power, I listened. The doorway bowed, starting to open, then exploded with a burst of light and energy that knocked me on my ass.

      “Shit,” I whispered, dusting myself off and standing.

      Devan had climbed up the remaining wall and sat nearly at the top, balancing easily there. She didn’t seem bothered by the fact that I’d nearly killed myself. Again. “What is it?”

      “Something came through,” I said, “but it wasn’t when your father was here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Whatever it was came days ago.” Long enough to make me wonder if her father had hidden something else that crossed over. Maybe I’d been wrong about the reason he held the doorway open.

      “Like when the compass could have gone missing?”

      I hadn’t thought of that, but now that she said it, it made sense. Just because we discovered it missing the night he’d crossed over didn’t mean it hadn’t been taken before that. “Why would your father care about the compass?” I asked. Even if he really wanted the shardstone box he sought, the fact that he’d crossed after the compass would have gone missing was too much of a coincidence. That meant the Trelking noticed—and cared about—its absence, but why?

      “There’s another question we don’t have an answer to,” Devan said. “How could it have been stolen before my father crossed and I didn’t sense it?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that. Or to why Jakes wouldn’t have been alerted to the doorway opening and something else coming across. Unless he had, and didn’t say anything, but that didn’t make any sense.

      We stared at the barn for a moment and then got back into the truck. On the way back into town, I stopped at the welcome sign on Highway 16. Like the other one, there was evidence that my father had helped place the sign, though this sign didn’t have the same brickwork that the other one did. There was a series of patterns behind the letters that you would only see if you got out and looked for them. As I studied them again, I realized that the patterns I’d detected before made up another pattern, this one larger and like the sign on the other end of town, anchored to the ground.

      “How many welcome signs are there leading into Conlin?” Devan asked.

      “I don’t know. Probably one on each of the major roads leading into town. But I can’t really figure out what he’s trying to do here.”

      “What does this one do?” Devan asked.

      She had powerful magic, but the patterns and painter magic weren’t things she knew about in the same way that I did. She could learn them, though. In the time I’d known Devan, she’d shown me that she could master patterns more quickly than I could, but there wasn’t any power bonus in it for her the way there was for me. With my patterns, they augmented what I could draw, the way I could focus. Without the patterns, there wasn’t much I could pull on my own. With Devan, she didn’t need patterns to focus. Her magic came as naturally as breathing. The Te’alan, like so many other creatures on the other side of the Threshold, basically were magic.

      “Protection,” I started, and Devan gave me a sour look, telling me I was being an idiot. “And this one,” I said, motioning to the pattern I’d missed before, “anchors this to the city. I don’t really know why he bothered.”

      “You don’t think they’re active?”

      There are ways to power a pattern and leave it powered, but these didn’t seem to be that way. I couldn’t tell what he had done here, and I didn’t want to attempt to use them without knowing their intent. It could do something as simple as light the sign, or it could lead to something bad happening around Conlin. With my father, nothing would really surprise me.

      “Not active,” I said.

      We circled the sign, studying it for evidence of another pattern, but I saw nothing else.

      Devan and I got back into the truck and started back toward town. “The other crossing would be harder to use,” she said.

      I looked over at her. “Why?”

      “It has to be triggered from this side. That’s how you got over the first time.”

      We’d returned using the barn crossing, which was why we’d gone out there first. I hadn’t known that the other crossing had to be triggered from this side. “You think your father has someone on this side who would help?”

      “It’s possible,” Devan said. “But this side of the Threshold doesn’t really appeal to him. There’s no power here.” I gave her a sharp look and she shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s true. The painters here don’t even care what they can do. They don’t bother to learn the more powerful patterns. I think the only painter my father ever really respected was the Elder. Well, and then you, but he felt he had a hand in shaping you.”

      There wasn’t any denying the role her father had in my training. “I need to know how well your father and mine knew each other,” I said. “If we’re going to find this box, then we’ll need to know that. And we need to know if the other crossing was used, but we don’t have time to keep driving around like this.” I slapped the wheel of the truck, frustrated. The Trelking hadn’t given us a firm deadline, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. He wasn’t the sort of person to wait. If we failed to find the shardstone box, would he send someone else? More of the Nizashi?

      “Let me go check out the crossing,” Devan said. “You need to go and talk to Tom.”

      I didn’t like the idea of separating, not with the likelihood that someone or something working for her father was out there in the city, but I had to trust that she could detect them if they got too close. Besides, we had only the next two days before the Trelking planned to return. We needed to get our asses moving if we were going to figure out what was going on before he got back.

      “Fine. But promise me you’ll be careful,” I said to her as I pulled to the curb.

      “Ollie… How many times have I saved you?”

      “On the other side. On this side, you’re more at risk.” I still didn’t know why that should be, but there was no question that it was true. Oh, Devan had saved me when I tried using the Death Pattern on myself, but other than that, she’d needed far more help than was usual for her. Maybe that was the biggest reason I was so uncomfortable with her on her own.

      She punched me hard enough for me to wince. “You’re an idiot.”

      She jumped out of the truck and took off running, racing off with something like sprinter’s speed. Devan wouldn’t get tired moving at that pace, and I’d seen her go even faster when she needed to. She disappeared around the corner, looking like someone out for a quick jog, except for the fact that she ran in faded jeans and thick-soled boots.

      I veered toward the Rooster. Tom hadn’t been there last night, but hopefully he’d returned by now. I had questions that needed answering, and it was time for him to help.
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      The parking lot of the Rooster looked more crowded than I’d ever seen it before. By that, I meant that there were at least five cars parked in the lot. I rolled in and parked next to an older white Chevy—the one car that I recognized—and hurried inside. After my time in Conlin and the frequency with which I visited the Rooster, I expected to recognize a few more cars, but none looked familiar.

      As I suspected after seeing the Chevy, Jakes sat at the counter working over a heaping plate of eggs and toast. I glanced at the others in the diner and saw a booth with two older kids sitting next to each other playing on their phones, an elderly couple eating breakfast silently, a man by himself in the back corner booth, and the same woman from the night before. She made a point of looking down at the table as I came in.

      Jakes twisted and nodded to me as I approached. “Morris,” he said between bites. “Figured you’d be out searching for the item.”

      It was a measure of how frustrated I was feeling that I didn’t manage some smart-ass response. “I’m trying. Did you know that the compass atop Settler Hill was stolen?”

      Jakes set his fork down and turned around to me slowly. “Say that again?”

      “Yeah. The monument atop the hill, that big old compass, was stolen. All the way down to the bolts. Nothing but the slab of concrete sitting in the ground now. Don’t know when.” I watched Jakes as I spoke. He kept his face composed, but the muscles along his jaw tensed slightly. “You didn’t know, did you?”

      “When did it happen?”

      “Taylor discovered it missing when she went to the top of Settler Hill last night. I thought at first it might have happened while the doorway was open. Devan and I thought something else got through, but you said it wasn’t possible.”

      “We would have known,” Jakes said. “Even shielded as he was, we still would have known if something crossed.” He turned forward in his chair and stared at his hands. His brow knitted slightly, and he let out a few soft panting breaths.

      “Yeah, that’s what Devan and I kinda figured. We thought maybe something came through another doorway while we were focused on the”—I glanced around the diner and lowered my voice, not really certain who might be listening in here—“on the Trelking, so we went out to the barn. Something came through, but not when the Trelking crossed. This was before.”

      Jakes glanced over at me. “That gateway was destroyed with Adazi, Morris.”

      “Apparently, not completely.” Jakes still didn’t react. Here I thought the shifters knew everything around Conlin, but maybe Jakes didn’t. “Whatever came through destroyed it, though. Won’t work to cross back over. Devan is looking into the other doorway we know about since it can’t be opened from the other side.”

      His eyes twitched, and I swear he started to shift before catching himself and taking a deep breath. “That is the one you went through?”

      “You knew that?”

      “We know when the doorways we guard are used. We’re… tied to them in a way.”

      That answered a little of the question that I had, though I suspected there was much more to it than what Jakes let on. “And you didn’t detect any of the other doorways around town being opened?”

      Jakes shook his head. “We can’t oversee all the doorways, Morris. There are more of them than there are of us. Even around Conlin, there might be crossings we don’t know about, that have been lost to us. It’s why some cross in spite of us watching.”

      Like me. And like the Nizashi. They would have had to sneak past whatever protections the shifters placed on the gates, as well. “So you knew when I returned.”

      “The moment the doorway opened.”

      “And you knew that I’d crossed over the first time?”

      “The Elder warned it might happen.”

      I froze. “Wait. You’re saying my father suspected that I would cross the Threshold, and that he told you—or more likely, your father—before he disappeared?”

      Jakes tapped the counter and then pointed toward the door. “Not here.”

      “I’m trying to find Tom to ask him a few questions.”

      “You won’t find him here. He’s resting.”

      I leaned over as if to peer into the back of the kitchen, but I couldn’t see anything. If Tom wasn’t here, then the reason I had come to the Rooster was basically shot, and I was only wasting time. I turned and headed back out of the diner, passing the kids sitting at the table tapping away on their phones. They didn’t look up at me. The woman from the other night made a point of not looking, almost as if trying to hide the fact that she was watching me. I paused to look at her out of the corner of my eye before reaching the door and pushing it open.

      The gray sky left the day cool, and a northerly breeze gusted across the parking lot, slapping against my bare skin. Like last night, I should have grabbed a coat. My coat had other benefits, as well. I’d taken the time to sew a few patterns into it. Mostly protective works that would keep me out of most shit storms, but there were a few charms that I’d let Devan weave into it, too. I’d gotten away from wearing it while in Conlin. On the other side of the Threshold, I wore the coat most of the time. Over here, I hadn’t found the same sense of urgency, but after everything we’d been through, maybe that was a mistake.

      Jakes followed me out of the diner, and I turned to him when I reached my truck. “So what is it that you didn’t want anyone inside to hear?”

      Better to get right to the point given the timeline we were working with.

      I could detect Jakes working his magic with as a distinct change to the air. The breeze suddenly stopped, falling still and leaving me with a muted sense. Had he walled us in?

      Jakes’s muscular arms crossed over his chest, straining at his uniform. Aviator sunglasses hung from the left chest pocket. He wore a holstered gun and a flashlight, looking like any other cop I’d ever seen. I wondered how much of his uniform was real and how much he’d simply shifted into place.

      “You keep talking about the Elder as if he is like any other painter from that school of yours,” Jakes said.

      “Not my school,” I said. “They tossed me out.”

      “Yes, and you are better for it. With everything that you know of the Elder, don’t you think that he planned much of this? Do you not think it’s possible that he intended for you to make the crossing?”

      I considered Jakes for a long moment before answering. “You cared about your father?” It was a dangerous question, considering how his father died, but I needed to make a point.

      “My father was a powerful man.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “It was no kind of question.”

      I smiled tightly. “Well, my father was also a powerful man. That was never a secret to me. Even while living here, I knew about his painting ability and how he had pulled magic and power that other kids’ fathers couldn’t. It was hard for me knowing that secret, knowing that I was different from other kids, that it was good that I was different, even if they never understood.”

      Jakes stood and watched, letting me unload on him.

      “When we lost my mother and went to Arcanus, I realized how little I knew of my father. Everyone there treated him like some sort of celebrity. They knew him in ways that I did not. They knew him as the Elder, as this Master of Arcanus. In the time we were in Arcanus, I got to know him better than I ever had, and I finally started to feel settled. I was still different, but not in the same way. I’m not an artist, not like painters like Taylor. You’ve seen some of the patterns she can make. Hell, you’ve seen some of her drawings. That alone tells you all that you need about her abilities. I can’t do anything quite like that. While my father was in Arcanus, I was shielded somewhat. I was the Elder’s son. When he disappeared, that stopped. The other Masters thought him dead, but never told me why. I still don’t know why they believed he’d died. I was the only one who didn’t believe it. He’d left me with a few items; the key to your father’s shed for one, so how could he have died? What I thought stopped mattering. The teaching started to change—I was only a tagger, after all, with no real prospect of ever becoming anything more. And finally, I got fed up and left and returned here where I tripped the doorway across the Threshold and the Trelking claimed me. I spent ten hellish years on that side, Jakes. Ten years seeing unimaginable things. And now you’re suggesting that my father might have planned it? What sort of sick son of a bitch does that?”

      Jakes’s face didn’t really change. “Are you finished?”

      I shrugged. It felt good to unload some of that. Devan knew most of it, but I tried not to burden her too much with my issues with my father. She had her own problems that we worked through. She’d figured out most of my stuff over the time we’d known each other, just as I started to figure out some of the crap she dealt with regarding her father the longer we knew each other.

      “Yeah, I’m finished.”

      “You missed my point,” Jakes said.

      “What was it? That I should be thankful that my father chose to send me across the Threshold and tie me to the Trelking?”

      “You survived, didn’t you?”

      “Not because of anything he did.”

      Jakes shook his head. “No. You learned on your own. He provided the background you needed—and seeing some of the painting that I have from you, I know he taught you something, and more than you admit—and then released you into the world to learn on your own, as a father should do. As my father did. You would never have learned what you needed to learn had he been there and walked you through it. You’ve said yourself that you could not have learned what you needed while in Arcanus.” He let the words hang in the air a moment. “Would you really change anything?”

      I laughed at the audacity of his comment but couldn’t really come up with an argument against it. “Maybe the Trelking’s sentence. You know I owe nine and ninety years?”

      “You’ll never live long enough to serve that sentence, anyway.”

      I stared at him in shock—painters lived longer lives than your average person, so what he said could be taken as unnecessarily mean—before realizing that Jakes had made a joke. An honest to goodness joke. The gods must be dreaming for him to loosen up like that. “That’s what I figured. And if I ever manage to face the Druist Mage as he intends, I won’t live long enough for it to matter.” Jakes nodded, all joking gone. “What is this all about? Why put this around us?” I asked, waving my hand around toward where I suspected the magical protection must be in place that sealed us inside.

      “Because of your father. You keep thinking of him as a painter, but you need to think differently. He was—maybe still is—something more than that.”

      I looked over at the Rooster. I didn’t need to attempt a pattern to know that it would fail here, stopped by the protections placed around the diner by my father, but Jakes’s magic still worked. “Clearly.”

      “No. I don’t think that you fully understand. We’ve spoken of the Protariat—”

      “You’ve spoken of it, not me. I still don’t have any clue what that is.”

      “They are the reason this world remains unharmed by the powers on the other side of the Threshold. They are the reason those without magic can sleep safely at night without fearing the onslaught of an attack they do not have the capacity to understand.”

      “You said you weren’t going to explain the Protariat to me. What changed your mind?”

      “Because you need to know what this is all about. With the Trelking’s arrival, you’re being drawn in, whether you choose to or not.”

      “Figures,” I mumbled. I get dragged into so many things I don’t want to do. “My father was part of it, wasn’t he?”

      Jakes nodded. “As was my father.”

      “Who else? You said the Trelking—”

      “The Trelking is well known to be a member of the Protariat. The others are less well known. I cannot say with certainty.”

      I frowned, looking all around me. The Rooster was isolated from other parts of Conlin, sitting near the edge of town. Tall oak trees grew around it, none with their leaves yet changed, and blocked surrounding buildings from view. There was the diner and the parking lot with the few cars around, but nothing else. We were by ourselves.

      I thought of the magical beings that might know of the Protariat, that might either be a part of it or be working against it. That the Trelking was a part of it didn’t surprise me. That was sort of what he was about. Not for altruistic reasons, but they served the same end game. If he managed to keep and control power, he would keep that power away from the Threshold. And now I understood why Jakes wouldn’t contest him, why he hadn’t been willing to risk going against the Trelking when the Nizashi were in Conlin.

      “What of the Druist Mage?” I asked.

      Jakes shook his head. “His power is relatively new. I do not know.”

      “I thought that there weren’t new powers on that side. They only go from person to person.” Which made me wonder who—or what—had lost power so that the Druist Mage could acquire it.

      Jakes nodded. “It’s not only on that side.”

      “What are you playing at here, Jakes?”

      “Your father’s absence on this side creates challenges.”

      “What kinds of challenges?” Already, I didn’t like the way this conversation was turning.

      “You have seen that this town is more than it appears.”

      “No shit.”

      Jakes shot me a hard look. “Just as the Trelking provides balance on the other side of the Threshold, the Elder provided a certain balance to this side.”

      “And the shifters? Don’t you do anything?”

      “Do not downplay the role my people play in this, Morris. You are too new to fully understand.”

      I sighed. “And why tell me this now? You think my father might be gone, but there’s more to it, isn’t there?”

      “Balance requires strength on both sides. When one side sits with greater strength, balance is unsettled.”

      “You mean the Trelking.”

      “Him. And others like him.”

      “So the compass?”

      “I don’t claim to know its purpose, but you know that everything in Conlin has some purpose. The Elder saw to that.”

      “And now that he’s gone, at least now that you think he’s completely gone, you think balance must be restored?”

      Jakes uncrossed his arms and placed his thumbs into his pockets. “You have been back in Conlin for three months?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      “In that time, you’ve seen the challenges Conlin faces. The city has always drawn others of similar skill to it, whether they know it or not. With the Elder’s absence, that draw remains, but there is no one able to guide it.”

      I laughed. What else could I do? It all sounded so crazy, but then it wasn’t really any crazier than anything else I’d been through in my life. Hell, I’d spent nearly a decade on the other side of the Threshold, learning my patterns from a man determined to marry his daughter off to a beast of a man I was somehow destined to kill. If that wasn’t some kind of crazy, I didn’t know what was.

      “I’m not that person, Jakes. I’m not anything like my father.”

      He stared at me for a moment, his dark eyes so unreadable. “You have proven more like your father than I think he ever expected.”

      “As if you knew what my father expected of me.”

      “I know that he would have wanted you to learn to control your gifts. He wanted you to learn to control your power. He would not have made his home in this place if it were not important to him. By making a home here, it became a home to you, as well. Even if I didn’t know anything else about the Elder, that would tell me how important this city was to him.”

      “He took me from here after my mother—”

      “Because he knew you needed to learn.”

      “And refused to teach,” I said. We had started moving closer, and I realized that I now stood almost to Jakes’s nose, staring up at the huge shifter. I took a step back. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not here to protect the city. I came to learn what I needed to keep my friend safe.”

      “Do not think me foolish enough to believe that she is only a friend.”

      “No. I’ve been an idiot about that, but not anymore.”

      He smiled at me. I wished I was bigger so I could punch him. I’d probably end up hurting my hand if I tried to hit him. “You have. Your feelings have been clear from the moment you stepped into Conlin.”

      I must have been the only one unable to see that. “Well then, you know that I will do anything to keep her from the fate her father intends for her. If that involves leaving Conlin again, then I’m sure as shit going to do it. We were here long enough to see if there was anything of my father’s that might help me protect her.”

      “You’ve found many things of the Elder’s still in Conlin. We have kept them intact for a reason.”

      “And that’s for me? Because you haven’t been exactly forthcoming with them.”

      “We kept them for him,” he said. “But if the Elder is gone”—I could tell from his tone that he thought he was, but there was a hint of hope mixed in—“you needed to prove yourself worthy. Had we simply given the items to you, they would not have been earned. The Elder did not simply give you the knowledge you needed to help protect the city, either.”

      I took a deep breath. This wasn’t getting me anywhere. “How could my father have been the one to provide balance? He was a painter. Damn skilled, but a painter, nothing like the Trelking.”

      “Your father was a painter,” Jakes agreed. “That was how he started. But you must have known that he became more than that, that he became skilled enough to be considered one of the magi.”

      I didn’t know much about magi. The Druist Mage sat among them. I suspected that had Nik continued to learn, he might have eventually come to sit with the magi. Now he would do nothing more than sit in the lower level of the shed. They worked in magics different from what the painters controlled, different from what the Trelking managed. It was part of the reason the Trelking feared and respected the Druist Mage. Hell, it was the reason I wanted to learn from Nik.

      “No, if he was a magus, I would have known. I would have heard about it before now.”

      “Haven’t you heard of it, Morris? The Elder manages to create sculptures of power that can trap a doorway. He manages to use patterns of power to contain other beings of power. He was powerful enough to seal this place from magical danger,” he said, motioning toward the Rooster. “Knowing that the Elder was one of the magi doesn’t change anything you knew about him.”

      “You’re wrong there, Jakes. It would change everything. I can understand painting. I can learn patterns, even the most challenging of the arcane patterns, but how the hell am I to understand him if he was a magus. And how can you expect me to help protect Conlin? That’s what you’re after, isn’t it? You think I can somehow step into my father’s shoes?”

      Jakes’s eyes hardened. “You have proven capable of learning what your father knew. You might need help at first, but I have seen how resourceful you are. I don’t doubt that you can learn even more, especially now that you’ve found help.”

      That had been the reason I wanted to thaw Nik enough that I could learn from him so that we could keep Devan safe from the Druist Mage. “What happens if there isn’t balance on this side?”

      Jakes’s face clouded. “The Protariat will not allow the balance to fail. Another will come to assume power and hold the balance.”

      “Another. The Trelking? The Druist?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The way he said it sent chills up my spine.

      “Consider whether you can serve, Morris.”

      I already knew what I would say. I didn’t have the strength or the skill needed to provide balance against the Trelking. I’m shocked my father had that much strength. I knew he was powerful, but strong enough to counter the Trelking?

      That wasn’t what I wanted. My goals were pretty simple: I wanted to learn enough to keep Devan safe, maybe live out my days with her in quiet peace.

      “If I do this, will you help?”

      He smiled again. The man never smiled. It was beginning to unsettle me. “Have you ever been without help?”

      I laughed. “When you put it like that. I’ll think about it. That’s all I can commit to for now.”

      Jakes’s eyes went flat for a moment, and the protection he’d erected dropped. The cold wind battered me, the power that Jakes had been holding in place now releasing us back to the elements.

      It was the most he and I had spoken since I learned his secret. Were we friends now, not just friendly?

      “What are you going to do about the compass?” I asked him.

      “Don’t know. What will you do about your task?”

      “I don’t know.” I glanced over at my truck. It was time for me to find Devan and start figuring out what the Trelking was really up to. There was only one place to learn, but that meant being a little more aggressive with my magic. “Tell Tom I stopped by. I still want to catch up with him when everything slows down.”

      “Do you really think that happens around here, Morris?”

      I laughed. “Guess not.” I started toward my truck and stopped, turning back to Jakes. “Hey. I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Well, if you show up at your father’s house and find it destroyed, that will be my fault. So I’m sorry.”

      Jakes laughed softly. “I think the Elder once told my father the same thing.”

      Then he turned and went back into the Rooster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          9

        

      

    
    
      Big Red rumbled through the streets. I wasn’t paying as much attention to where I was going I should have been, so focused on what Jakes had just told me. Could my father really have been a magus? I knew he had power—hell, half of the things I’d seen since returning to Conlin took a different type of power than I could manage as a painter, but I’d always thought the magi were something different.

      I turned the truck down the road toward Jakes’s house. I probably should wait for Devan—she might be pissed that I came here alone—but I needed to learn what I could from Nik as quickly as possible. We had less than two days remaining to find the damn box, and I was no closer to locating it than I was before, and I still wanted to figure out why the compass had been stolen.

      I pulled the truck into the driveway and let it roll to a stop in front of the garage. Jakes’s house was an older rambler, probably built in the fifties, and still had some of the stylings from when it was first built. His father had painted it a dark brown, almost chocolate. Normally, I’d not think much of the color, but in the magical world, colors mattered. For all I knew, my father had been the one to paint the house, just as he’d painted my house. Having the Elder working as a simple house painter would add power and protection to the house.

      I smiled at the thought of my father out here working with a paintbrush, imagining Jakes’s father standing there, Mr. Miyagi style, and saying “Paint the house!”

      At this time of day, I hadn’t expected anyone to be home. Jakes was at the diner, and I didn’t think anyone else lived here, but the front door popped open, and Kacey came out to greet me.

      “Oliver? Sam isn’t here.”

      She was dressed in a loose-fitting shirt and small shorts that showed her long, slender legs. Kacey was cute, but petite, especially for a shifter. Compared to Jakes, she was tiny. The thought of the two of them together made me fear for her safety. Unless shifters had to get at it while in their wolf form, but even then, Kacey wasn’t much larger.

      “Yeah, I just saw him over at the Rooster. He was giving me a little fatherly advice.”

      Kacey frowned. She set her hands on her hips, exposing a little of her stomach. “I’m not sure you want to take any advice like that from Sam. He’s been through too much to really give you anything useful.”

      “I think he meant it to be helpful.”

      Kacey glanced at the truck as if noticing that Devan wasn’t there and then faced me. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Oh, you know, I’m here to play in Jakes’s shed. I told him I couldn’t promise that it would still be here when he returned.”

      Kacey laughed. “I doubt he’d mind. If it wasn’t for the fact that your father helped build the house, I think he would have stayed where he was. With his father…”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      Kacey nodded. “Yeah.” She started to turn. “Let me change, and I’ll join you in case you need any help.”

      “Change? You don’t just…you know, shift…into new clothes?”

      Kacey frowned at me. “Honestly, Oliver, sometimes I think Devan is right when she calls you an idiot.”

      I laughed. Why was it that all the women around me felt the need to tell me the same thing? “Devan is right about a lot of things.”

      She flashed me a smile and disappeared into the house.

      I started my way around to the back of Jakes’s lot. His father’s house was a place of power, much like my father’s house. The Elder had a hand in creating both, so that should really be no surprise. The fence around the house had once prevented me from doing anything with much power, diffusing my painter power nearly as much as what was placed around the Rooster. Now that the fence had been damaged, there wasn’t much that really prevented me from using patterns around the house, which was good considering what I needed to do. It did make me wonder why Jakes’s father needed such protections around his house. It couldn’t have been all about what was stored in the shed.

      The back yard stretched toward a wooded area separating his house from the one behind it. There was enough distance between the houses on this street that they were kept mostly isolated. It was one of the advantages of living in a house built before the construction boom that led to houses getting crammed closer and closer together. At least back when Jakes’s house was built, neighbors didn’t get squeezed together like they were today, so close that you could watch the guy next-door shaving if you wanted. For what happened in this backyard, such privacy was a good thing.

      I made it to the shed about the same time Kacey came bounding out to me. She’d pulled on a long-sleeve navy T-shirt and jeans, form-fitting enough to still see her figure beneath them. She moved with a casual grace, more the shifter in her than anything, and leaned next to the shed as I started to open the lock on the door with the golden key my father had left me.

      “What are you planning to do?” Kacey asked.

      “The usual. Maybe release a powerful mage who nearly killed everyone while trying to destroy the Trelking.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she deadpanned.

      “I’m pretty much certain that it’s a terrible idea, but I need to know what he knows, and Taylor isn’t willing to help me create another orb so that I can do it with a little more control, so I’m going to hope that I can use my father’s orb without making a complete shit storm.” As I pulled open the door to the shed, I glanced over at her. “You might want to give me a little space.”

      “Without Devan here? Who’s going to keep you alive?”

      I laughed. “You’ve been spending far too much time with her, it seems.”

      “She’s been at the diner a few times.”

      “By a few, I think you mean daily. She won’t eat at home anymore unless it’s something she’s picked up a the gas station or something she’s brought back from the Rooster.”

      “You should be happy about that. She’s a cheap date.”

      I smiled as I started into the shed. The air cooled as I entered, the hint of damp earth lingering within it. “I would never call her cheap. Not to her face, at least.”

      Kacey followed me down into the lower level of the shed. I didn’t know if she’d ever been down here before, but Jakes trusted her. Of course, he’d trusted Chase, too, and that had turned out all kinds of messed up. I couldn’t judge. I thought Taylor was nothing more than an attractive woman when she first showed up in Conlin. And I’d though Nik was nothing more than a semi-skilled tagger. My track record wasn’t so great.

      “What would you call her?” Kacey asked.

      “Nothing but nice names. Anything else would likely get me killed.”

      Kacey barked out a laugh that died out as we entered the lower level of the shed. She swept her eyes around, her breath sucking in quickly. “Whoa. This all your father’s?”

      “Yeah, though I don’t think it was only his.” The fact that it was on Jakes’s lot meant that there was some important reason for Jakes to be a part of whatever was down here, but I didn’t know what that was and Sam Jakes didn’t seem to know, either. His father would have known, but we lost him too soon. I considered whether it had something to do with the balance Jakes mentioned, the fact that power needed to be distributed on either side of the Threshold, but without having a better understanding of what my father had used this space for, I don’t know that I’ll ever discover the secret.

      I stopped at the shelf where little Nik rested and stared at him. The miniature figures next to him hadn’t moved. In this form, they weren’t anything more than cold stone, trapped until the Elder—or some other idiot like myself—managed to release them.

      “This is him?” Kacey asked.

      There was a little heat in her voice, and I slid my body slightly to the side to prevent her from doing anything too rash. I could easily imagine her picking up Nik and smashing him to the ground. I don’t know if the statue could be broken or damaged, but I didn’t really want to take that risk.

      “This is him.” I turned so that I could make eye contact with Kacey. “Now I need him so that I can learn how to keep Devan alive.”

      Kacey had been inching closer to me and then stopped. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s still tied to the Druist Mage. We don’t really know what will happen if he were to get her, but her father wants Devan to go to the Druist Mage to seal the bargain with him. You may not know that much about the Druist Mage, but think of what Nik did while in Conlin, only make it one hundred times worse. He’s powerful enough to get the Trelking’s attention.”

      Kacey stared at the little Nik figurine and then took a step back. “Fine. But when this is all over, he and I will have a chance to talk.”

      The casual, lighthearted girl was gone and left behind was the angry shifter who had nearly died because of what Nik had done. I don’t know if Kacey would ever be strong enough to face down Nik with his new abilities. Jakes hadn’t been strong enough, so what would make Kacey think that she could do it?

      “If this goes as I intend, you’ll have your chance to speak to him.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then you’ll have your chance to speak to him.”

      Kacey nodded and stepped back to lean against the wall.

      I went to the end of the room and took the orb out of the locked part of the wall. That it should be double locked told me how seriously my father had felt about keeping it safe. And here I was, planning on using it to release Nik, however slight that chance would be.

      Tucking the orb under my arm, I grabbed little Nik and started back to the upper portion of the shed. Kacey frowned, but followed me without saying anything. When I stepped back out into the gray daylight, I pulled the shed closed and locked it again.

      “What’s that about?” she asked.

      I held out Nik and shrugged. “If this goes sideways, I don’t want him having access to the shed. My father’s protections should hold it closed against him.”

      “And that?” she asked, pointing to the orb.

      “If he manages to take me out, then you’ll have to destroy it before you get your revenge.”

      A few different emotions flickered over her face before settling on a softer one. “Are you really sure you should be doing this, Oliver? If you’re this concerned about what might happen…”

      “We don’t have a whole lot of time. We’ve got to find what the Trelking has demanded or we risk him forcing Devan back across.”

      “He can do that?”

      I shrugged. “Probably. Don’t really know. I wouldn’t have thought someone could manage to hold a doorway open quite as long as he did. You know how much power that takes to even open one. For him to just hold it like, he did…” I trailed off and shook my head. And the worst part of it was that he hadn’t seemed troubled by the effort of holding it open. There was power and then there was Power.

      Kacey took a deep breath and nodded at me. “Good luck.”

      Then she pulled her shirt over her head and pulled down her pants. I turned away, unable to conceal the flush that washed over me. “Do you have to do that right here?”

      “No one can see,” she said.

      I glanced over. She was now in wolf form, her clothes stacked near the shed. Kacey had dappled brown fur and a long nose. Her golden eyes blinked, and she sat back on her haunches, waiting for me.

      I set Nik on the ground and sat down across from him, holding the orb in my hands. On my previous attempts to make this work, I’d done it in the shed. This time, I intended to push a little more power through it if needed. That ran the risk of freeing Nik completely as I did, so I wanted to minimize the potential for damage to the shed, while also ensuring Nik had no access should things go sideways.

      The orb caught the pale light, reflecting it back at me. I held it tightly, running my hands over the smooth surface. It didn’t feel quite right for me to be doing this without Devan present, but then again, the first time I’d ever seen the orb had been when she was missing. At least Kacey was here to keep me from doing anything too stupid.

      Before starting, I decided to at least let Devan know where I was. She’d probably feel the magic the moment I started using it, but at least this way, I wouldn’t have her getting upset that I hadn’t told her when I was starting.

      I cupped my hand over the medallion. Like so many things, it was a creation of Devan’s, her way of tying us together. With a trickle of focus, I pressed will and intent into the pattern on the medallion. This would send a flare of sorts to Devan, sort of like my bat-signal.

      Kacey watched me. Her tail twitched and I smiled. “All right. I’m getting there.”

      A soft growl rumbled from her.

      “Hey. Nice doggy.”

      She flashed her fangs and growled again.

      I took a deep breath and pressed my power into the first pattern. This was a perfect circle ringing the entirety of the orb. From what I could tell, this pattern helped contain the others, locking them to the orb. If I managed to do this one right, I should be able to have better control when I activated the others.

      The sequence was important. Had I not spent so much time working through the book of patterns my father had left me, I’m not sure I would have known exactly how to trigger them, but he’d left me a lesson plan, a way of seeing which patterns to use next. Each one required dividing my focus, splitting it into increasingly tighter levels of control. Without the practice I’d gained over the last ten years, I wouldn’t have been able to do it.

      Pentagram. Triangle. Tight spiral wound around two interlocking squares set at odd angles. One after the other, I pressed my will into them.

      Only a few remained. The last few were the key. When I’d worked with the orb before, this was where I’d started to flake out. I didn’t want to press too much power into the orb and risk releasing it fully onto Nik, but I hadn’t yet managed to figure out the secret to maintaining control. There’s always a first time.

      Holding my focus divided like this was the draining part. If only I had power like the Trelking, but I was a painter, not one of the Te’alan. Or a magus like my father.

      “You’re missing one.”

      I glanced up to see Devan crouched next to me. She reached over and wiped a bead of sweat off my forehead. Her skin glowed softly, almost too distracting given the circumstances. “Took you long enough.”

      “You sure you want to spend our time this way?” she asked.

      “Need answers.”

      Devan touched the orb softly, skipping over the next two patterns I was about ready to trigger. “What about this?”

      I leaned forward to study where she’d touched and nearly lost all control of the patterns. There, hiding beneath her finger, was a pattern I had completely missed. It was a tiny crescent, barely more than a fingernail in size, and different from the others. And the way it appeared raised told me that it was an arcane pattern. Not like the ones I usually made, but arcane, nonetheless.

      “Well, damn. I don’t know that I saw that when we made the other orb.”

      “It probably didn’t matter then. Didn’t you add your own mark to it?”

      That was what had allowed Adazi to use the orb. I hadn’t expected the orb to work for him, but then again, I hadn’t really known what the orb was for. Now I had some sense of why my father had crafted his crystal ball. I wonder if he’d used Jakes’s father to help him with his like I’d used Jakes to make mine.

      “Yeah.”

      Kacey prowled up alongside us and stuck her nose toward the orb. “Will it let you use it?” Her voice came out rough, half-shifted so that she sort of growled as she spoke.

      “I think it’ll do more than that,” I said.

      Then I pushed my focus through the arcane pattern. Doing it suddenly removed the strain of focusing through the other patterns. It was like lifting a heavy weight through water. Slower, but easier to move. Suddenly, I was able to finish the series and managed to reduce the power I pressed through it, lowering it to barely more than a trickle.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      The orb started to glow and power built within it. I aimed it at little Nik, pushing the tiniest amount of the power through the sculpture. At first, nothing happened. Then it started to tremble. I pushed a little more through, and the sculpture elongated.

      That wasn’t what I wanted. I withdrew the power, and little Nik returned.

      “What is it?” Devan asked.

      “I don’t want him back to full size. I want him animated, but miniature. That way, hopefully anything that he attempts will be on a smaller scale, too.”

      Devan lifted Nik and studied him for a moment. My medallion went cold as she did. When she set him down, she pointed to the back of his head. “Try this,” she said.

      A tiny indentation was there, almost like the beginning of a pattern. I focused on it and pressed some of the orb power through the spot Devan had indicated. Little Nik trembled again and then shook, flopping like a fish out of water. With a little more energy from me, the flopping subsided.

      Little Nik’s eyes flipped open. His tiny arms moved, waving toward me in a small motion that still moved in a bit of a blur.

      “Shit.” I grabbed a pinch of ink and dusted a small circle around Nik. Infusing it with power took another division of my focus. Somehow I managed to do it.

      Nik’s attempted attack battered at my barrier harmlessly. There was power in it, but like him, it was diminished. I released the power I pressed through the orb, and the glow eased.

      Nik stood in the center of the circle, staring at me defiantly. I took the cylinder out of my pocket and held it in front of him. “Try that again and you’ll be back to Rock Nik,” I said.

      He glared at me. “What’s this about, Oliver? You want to torment me now that you’re bigger than me?” His voice came out something like a whisper, higher pitched and softer than his usual voice, but still plenty easy to hear.

      “I need the keys,” Devan said.

      I glanced up at her, curious about what she was doing, and Devan nodded. “All right.” I grabbed the keys and tossed them to her.

      Devan caught the keys out of the air. “Don’t release his circle until I get back.”

      I gave her a look. “If you say so.”

      Devan turned to Kacey. “If he starts to get out, eat him.”

      Kacey growled. “Oliver? Or the mage?”

      “Oh, come on!” I snapped.

      Devan laughed and went running across the yard. I watched her as she disappeared.

      “About time you two got together,” Nik said.

      I looked back down at him, lowering my face so that I could watch him closely. He wasn’t going anywhere now that my protective circle was in place, but I decided not to chance it and made another pattern around the first, this one looping with arcane spirals. As I infused it with power, Nik watched me, a flat expression on his tiny face.

      “Just in case you get any ideas,” I said.

      “You think there’s anything I can do in this form?”

      “You seem to think there is, so yeah, I guess I’m being careful until I know whether I have anything to worry about.” I glanced over at Kacey. “And if you try anything stupid, I think my wolf buddy here might be hungry. You’re small enough that I doubt you’d even hurt her as she swallowed you.”

      Nik turned to look at Kacey. His body wobbled slightly, still not completely under his control. I wondered if I could change the focus of the orb to keep him from moving at all. All I really needed right now was for him to speak.

      “I assume the Trelking still lives?”

      “He lives. He even came here to thank me himself.”

      “What are you doing, Oliver? You’re dealing with power beyond your ability. Send me back across the Threshold and release me. The Druist will be in your debt. And I’ll be in your debt. You know what that means.”

      Magical debt was real and couldn’t be avoided. I actually considered Nik’s suggestion for a moment. If I sent him over, there was a real chance that he might delay whatever the Druist had planned, but there was a greater chance that the Trelking might come after us for the simple reason that I’d released Nik.

      “You know I can’t do that. Besides, with as much time as I spent on the other side, I always wanted a little mage apprentice doll.”

      Nik shook his head. “You’re a fool, Oliver, you know that?”

      “I know that I’ve got you stuck in a little circle of power. I know that if you try to attack me again, I’ll send enough power through my father’s cylinder to trap you completely before I hand you over to the Trelking. I know that if I did that, the Trelking would see that you suffered for what you did to his Nizashi and your attempted attack on him.” I smiled. “Did I miss anything?”

      Nik settled back on his heels and stared at me. “No. I think you’ve summarized my position quite well. What do you want?”

      “Oh, not much really. I need to know what you’ve learned from the Druist.”

      Nik laughed. That might be a bit strong. With as little as he now was, it came out something like a wheeze. “You can’t think to learn what I know by asking. I’ve spent five years practicing with the Druist. Five years learning only a fraction of what the Druist knows. You’d be better off swearing fealty and crossing the Threshold to learn yourself. Considering your father, you’d probably be accepted.”

      “I’m not really the swearing fealty type,” I said. “And considering how the Trelking claims I’m destined to kill the Druist Mage, well, you can see how I don’t want to go running over to him.”

      Nik hesitated. “The Trelking saw that?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know if it’s one of his visions or if it’s simply what he wants to happen. You know how it is with him. Sometimes he uses the visions he has to steer what he wants to happen so they end up being the same thing.”

      Nik ran a hand across his chin. “And to think he feared your father the most.”

      “The Trelking?”

      Nik shot me a look much like Devan did when I was being particularly dense. “Not the Trelking. The Druist.”

      “Sounds like there’s not much to fear anymore,” I said.

      “He’s gone?”

      “I don’t know. The Trelking promised to tell me what happened to him if I came up with a certain item of his that my father stored on this side of the Threshold. The shifters seem to think he’s gone.”

      Nik started pacing around the circle, avoiding the edges of the pattern I’d made. He trudged through the grasses that were nearly up to his waist, somehow making it still look easy. I wondered how I would do if I were in his place. Would I handle the sudden power change quite as well as he seemed to be doing?

      What had he been through for him to simply roll with this new circumstance? I had to admit that it impressed me to see Nik so comfortable, even when he was clearly outclassed. He hadn’t always been like that, which meant that whatever the Druist Mage had put him through had prepared him for weirdness like this.

      “If the Elder is really gone, then we might be in trouble,” Nik said.

      “I don’t know if he’s really gone,” I countered. “And that’s not why I unfroze you.”

      Nik looked up at me, still pacing. “You think that I should teach you so you can keep your girlfriend safe. Is that about it?”

      I sniffed. Behind me, Kacey growled softly. “Something like that.”

      “The time you spent on the other side of the Threshold didn’t really prepare you for anything, did it?”

      “And you think trying to kill the Trelking is the right answer?”

      Nik stopped pacing and looked over at me to laugh. “You still serve him, after all that’s happened.”

      “Do you even know what would happen were the Trelking destroyed?”

      “Probably better than you.” He started pacing again. “Do you know what would happen were the Druist Mage destroyed?”

      I didn’t, but Nik didn’t need to know that. “Who is he?”

      “A powerful being. That’s about all there is to say. It’s a different kind of balance to the Trelking.”

      Balance was the same word that Jakes had used. Was it by coincidence or an accidental slip that Nik now chose the same phrasing?

      “Sort of how my father balances the equation from this side of the Threshold,” I said.

      Nik stopped pacing again to look up at me. “You know about that? Maybe you’re not as unprepared as I thought.”

      I smiled to myself that the gamble had paid off.

      “So. What do you want to know first?” Nik asked.

      “You’re going to help?”

      “Do I have much choice? Seems to me that you’ve got a pretty solid plan in place for me if I don’t. I’m not interested in returning to the Trelking’s prison, especially now that you’re not there to see me to safety. So, you’re right. My options are either to help you learn what you need or be stuck in stasis. Pretty easy choice, don’t you think?”

      The quick agreement bothered me. Nik had to be working on something, but I didn’t know what it was.

      He started pacing again, making his way around the circle. This time, he went the other way, his eyes stopping and catching on Kacey as he went. She watched him with a hungry, unblinking stare.

      “What’s the box the Trelking wants?” I asked. Given the time line we were on, it was probably best to start with the most immediate need.

      “You’ll have to give me a little bit more than that,” Nik said.

      “He called it a shardstone box. My father watched over it on this side for him, and the Trelking now wants it back. There’s apparently some sense of urgency, because he’s only given me two days to get it to him.”

      Nik paused again and reversed direction, coming back toward me. “There are no more shardstones.”

      That surprised me. “What are they?”

      “They’re power. Tied to the fallen gods on the other side of the Threshold. The stones hold their power. I don’t think anyone has ever made a box out of one and if they had, I’m certain they would never send it to this side of the Threshold for safekeeping.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Threshold changes magic. You know that, Oliver. It’s why Devan isn’t as powerful here as she is on the other side. It’s why the Trelking doesn’t risk the crossing himself, instead sending his agents like the Nizashi over. The Threshold is the reason magic exists in its current form.”

      “Not all magic changes,” I reminded him.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me from the other side of his circle. “Not all magic. Painter magic doesn’t change. Patterns don’t change. But no one really knows the reason why.”

      There was more to it than that, but I didn’t know if Nik knew the same things that I had learned during my time with the Trelking and Devan. There was something about painters, something about the patterns we used and the power we pulled through with our painting, that persevered as we crossed over the Threshold. It was why my father was as powerful as he was. Probably the reason Nik had gained as much power as he had managed, even as a weak painter. Well, not so weak anymore.

      “So you don’t know anything about the shardstone box?” I asked.

      Nik shrugged. He had nearly finished his loop back around to me, and a smile started twisting on his face. “Nothing that would be all that helpful for you. If there was such a box, it would by necessity be heavily protected. Shardstones draw magic. They are magic.”

      He took another step, the smile on his face growing larger.

      It was then that I realized what he’d been doing, but it was too late.

      The protection around him failed, dropping with a snap.
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      Nik focused on Kacey and waved his hands, twisting them in a strange sort of pattern as his power built more sharply than I would have expected from him in his current state. She fell over, as if hypnotized or stunned by whatever he did. Then he looked up at me.

      “Sorry about this, Oliver.”

      He moved too quickly for me to react, the pattern forming faster than I could reach to my pouch and pull out powder, faster than I could grab the cylinder sitting on my lap.

      Then Devan slammed a metal box on top of him. I felt it as his magic struck the box and fizzled out. Relief washed over me.

      “I thought I told you to hold him in place until I got back?” she snapped.

      “You’re back now, aren’t you?”

      “Barely. What would have happened had I hit traffic on my way back?”

      I arched a brow at the idea of traffic in Conlin. “Thanks for being here.”

      “Add it to your tab,” she said. “Any idea what he was up to?”

      I shook my head. “Freeing himself, mostly. I thought he was only pacing and realized too late that he was disrupting the ink. It was enough to cause the barriers to fall.”

      Devan glanced over at Kacey, moving over to her to touch her sides. Her chest still rose and fell, but she was out cold. Hopefully it wouldn’t be for too long. I could only imagine how angry she was going to be when she came around to learn that Nik had attacked her again, and this time, in his tiny form.

      “She’s out.”

      “Yeah, you going to help her?”

      “Not yet. Do you know how he was able to do this to her?”

      “Why don’t we find out?”

      I pushed up to my knees and touched the box. It was octagonal in shape—pretty smart, really—and Devan had placed a series of depressions into the metal that added to the strength of the box. Any painting made within it would strike it and reverberate back to the painter. Given the shape that she’d used, it would probably work the same on all types of magic, not only painter magic. Nik struggled harmlessly within it.

      I made another circle of ink around the box and infused it with my will. Once that was solid, I tipped the box right side up, holding Nik inside. The top of his head was visible. He stomped around inside the box, but he couldn’t get anywhere and, given the shape of the walls, any of the magic he attempted bounced back at him.

      “Hey there, Nik,” I said.

      He glared at me then shifted his attention to Devan. “De’avan. You are more skilled than I give you credit for.”

      “Be thankful Ollie thinks he needs you. After what you tried the last time, I’d just as soon feed you to our friends.”

      Nik stared at the box holding him. “This is effective, if crude.”

      “You’re crude,” I told him.

      He smiled at me, clearly pleased that his attack had rattled me. What did it say for my skills that a miniature Nik had managed to catch me off guard? What did it say for my chances with the Druist Mage if his apprentice almost outmaneuvered me when severely weakened?

      Honestly, how had we managed to stop him in the first place?

      Devan glanced over to me. “What did you find out?”

      “Besides the fact that he’s a little more powerful than I expected? Only that Nik here thinks we should go to the Druist Mage to learn. I had to share with him your father’s plan for me and the Druist Mage and how that didn’t exactly fit with me swearing my fealty to him.”

      Devan’s face paled slightly. “You can’t actually think that Ollie would do that?” she said to Nik.

      Nik met her gaze. “Oliver seems to believe that the Elder is no more. That had never been the case before.”

      When Devan glanced at me, I fought through the emotions I felt at the possibility. My father had been gone long enough that I’d mourned him already, but my time in Conlin had given me hope that I might be able to find out what had happened, maybe even find him. “Jakes thinks he’s gone. And what the Trelking said—”

      “He said he would tell you about your father if you find the box.”

      “Yeah, about that. Devan, Nik claims there are no more shardstones. But he said they were tied to the fallen gods on the other side of the Threshold and that they held their power. If that’s even remotely true, and if the box actually exists, I’m not sure we can simply hand it over to your father. There would have to be a reason for him to need that kind of power.”

      I looked over to Nik, thinking I knew the reason. If the Druist Mage were to attack, the Trelking might need a little extra juice to hold him back. What better way to have the power he needs than to use power drawn from one of the fallen gods?

      You see, the gods are real, at least they are on the other side of the Threshold. Maybe not in the way that the ancients viewed them—there wasn’t really a Zeus or Odin or anything like that—but those stories had their basis in some layer of fact. And the gods weren’t immortal. They had amazing power unlike anything else found in the world, but like anything else, Devan and me included, the gods could die. I’d be surprised if the Trelking didn’t already have access to that kind of power, but giving him even more didn’t really strike me as the best idea.

      “What he’s describing are soulstones,” Devan said, “not shardstones. I don’t know what a shardstone is, but soulstones come from the hearts of fallen gods. And my father already has plenty of them. As far as I know, he’s never used them.”

      Nik stared at her, a half smile on his face. “Plenty? Well, that would be news to my master. It would be worth keeping you safe, even, I would think. And the Trelking might have soulstones, but he can’t use them, not without a focus.” He waved his hands around him and then frowned. I wondered if he had attempted to use his magic again and failed. “It’s all very mystical. The Druist Mage would be much better at explaining this to you.”

      “Not going to happen, Nik,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Can’t blame me for trying.” He turned to peer over the edge of the box and meet my eyes. “You’re outmatched here, Oliver. You’re talented, skilled even, but what you’re dealing with are things that even I’m not comfortable with.”

      That what he said impressed me was a measure of how much had changed between us since I’d last seen him five years ago.

      “Have you even thought about what will happen once you get the power that the Trelking wants?”

      “I’ve had the balance explained to me,” I said.

      “Balance, but it’s balance on all sides. The Trelking gains power, he pushes out, and then what happens? What will be displaced?” He cocked his head, studying me and then Devan. “You don’t know, do you? Even De’avan doesn’t know the limits of the Trelking’s power, does she?”

      “What are you playing at, Nik?” I asked.

      “Only that the other side of the Threshold is more vast than you can imagine. You and I don’t have the capacity to understand that vastness, Oliver. That’s why it takes powerful beings like the Trelking, like the Druist, to keep order.”

      “The Druist Mage doesn’t keep order. He’s pushing the war with the Trelking,” I said.

      Nik snorted. “If that’s what you believe, then you have been too shielded. You really should have ventured beyond the limits of the Trelking’s power.”

      I couldn’t imagine reaching those limits alive. Within the scope of the Trelking’s power, I was protected. I was his painter, kept safe by my service to him. Outside that barrier, I was simply another magical being in a world of them, and the power I could wield was nothing compared to what some of the others on that side could use.

      Nik smiled at me, almost as if reading my thoughts. How had he managed to stay alive when he left the Trelking? He had reached the Druist Mage, but even that wouldn’t have been easy. It would have required him to travel through places that I couldn’t even imagine.

      “What of the shardstone?” I asked. “What happens if the Trelking gets it?”

      “Oh, nothing really. Only the unsettling of everything that has been established, a sort of magical makeover. His reach will expand, others will be pushed away. And where do you think they will go?”

      “What are you saying? That they will cross over?”

      Nik shrugged. “Path of least resistance, Oliver. Balance. They’re all related. You can’t have the borders pressed by the Trelking and not see another shift. We’ve been through something similar once before.”

      Devan glanced at me, and I could tell from her expression that the idea troubled her. I suspected Nik meant the Druist Mage and when he came to power, but I hadn’t been on the other side of the Threshold for that, so I didn’t know.

      “War returned where there hadn’t been any for centuries,” Devan said.

      “Why didn’t it cross the Threshold then?” I asked. Even as I asked, I knew the answer.

      “The Elder provided balance. He kept the doorways sealed, kept the crossings monitored. Because of the Elder, the war remained on the other side.”

      Now I thought I understood why the shifters had become the guardians. Maybe they had been disrupted during the war. Maybe my father had offered them a chance to prevent it from happening again. But there were limits to their powers. We’d seen that with how easily Nik had put them down and how the Trelking simply crossed over. There were beings of greater power than the shifters.

      I looked over at Devan. “I thought your father was part of the Protariat,” I said. “Why would he do that?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know his mind. He’s lived so long that I don’t think anyone can really know his mind. There must be something he’s seen that makes him think this is necessary.”

      “Do you think my father actually stored the box for him?”

      “Probably, but he might have deceived you about it.”

      When she mentioned deception, I hesitated. We were taking everything Nik told us at face value, but what if he was the one who was lying to us?

      I thought about what we knew. The Trelking wanted the shardstone box, whatever that might be. He had soulstones, great power from fallen gods that were probably related to the shardstone. He claimed my father stored the box on this side of the Threshold for him and that he now needed it back. And, if Jakes was to be believed, the Trelking was a member of the Protariat, a group of magical beings charged with keeping balance, so it didn’t make sense that he would willingly upset the balance.

      But the Druist Mage had shown that he would. Nik served the Druist Mage, probably still did. I smiled and tipped the lid of the octagonal box closed, trapping Nik inside.

      “Can he hear us?” I asked.

      Devan tapped the top. The medallion I wore went cold. I didn’t know what she did, but then she shook her head. “Now he can’t.”

      “Whatever your father’s after is important enough that he sent others here looking for it. I don’t know what the compass does, but I suspect it has something to do with what he asked us to find for him.”

      “You’re not worried about what Nik was saying?” Devan asked.

      “Terrified. But I don’t know that it’s your father we have to worry about. What if what he needs is to keep the Druist Mage from gaining even more influence? I mean, we’ve already seen what the Druist Mage will do, especially if he’s been willing to upset the balance. If he’s now got some new plan, I think we have reason to be worried.”

      Devan looked at the box holding Nik as if she wanted to hurl it across the ground. “You think my father will wait if we fail to find what he wants? What are we doing wasting our time with him?”

      “I don’t know that we’re entirely wasting our time. He knows about the Druist Mage. If we can figure out what the Druist might be up to, maybe we can avoid giving your father this shardstone box, even if we manage to find it.”

      Devan didn’t look completely convinced, but she nodded anyway. “What are you going to do?”

      I shrugged. “Ask him.”

      I flipped the lid to the box back open. Nik glared at me from the opening, shifting his eyes from me to Devan.

      “That was unnecessary.”

      “Well, we needed a little snuggle time,” I said. “Tell me, Nik. What’s your role in all of this?”

      “My role?” he asked.

      I leaned forward, close enough to smell him. In this form, where he was still partially a statue, he smelled stale and dusty. “Yeah. Your role. You came here with the intent of attaining the cerys that would allow you to attack the Trelking. You don’t care about the balance anymore than the Druist Mage does. So tell me, what is your role?”

      Nik grabbed the edge of the box and tried pulling himself up, but Devan had done something that made it slippery, preventing him from popping his head over any more than it was. “My role is to serve the wishes of the Druist Mage.” He looked at me with an intense expression. “You would do well to consider the same, Oliver. He would be able to provide you protection.”

      “I’m not so sure I want the type of protection he’s offering. Besides, he wants to marry my girlfriend, so I’m going to have to object.”

      Nik frowned at me. “You’re making light of what you should not.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m preparing for the fact that whatever the Druist Mage plans, it might be contrary to my own well-being. I don’t know that I want whatever the Trelking intends, either, so it leaves me with few options, only one of which is sitting in front of me. That would be you, Nik.”

      I patted him on the head, growing more comfortable with Devan’s confinement solution. He might still attempt to escape, but there probably wasn’t much he could do to get away at this point.

      “I’m not privy to his plans,” Nik said, his little glare growing more heated.

      If he ever managed to get free of me, I didn’t doubt that he’d destroy me the first chance he had. But then, I had others interested in my destruction, too, so it wasn’t anything too new for me.

      “Privy? Come on, Nik, you’re trying to sound like you were raised on the other side of the Threshold, but I know you were born in Russia and grew up in Michigan. You’re a tagger like me. You were the one who helped introduce me to what it means to be a painter on that side of the Threshold. You and I spent how many nights trying to figure out if we’d ever get back. Think about what we’ve been through, man. I helped get you free from the Trelking when he had you imprisoned!”

      Nik fell silent. I hoped that appealing to our history might make him share more than he would otherwise. He could be stubborn—I didn’t think that had changed, or that could change—but he also was insightful. And he had been my friend. When I thought him gone, I had known real sadness. I didn’t have all that many friends. Growing up like I did, knowing that my father was a skilled painter, that I could use magic like that, but not knowing anything about Arcanus until after my mother was gone kept me from having too many friends. Even in Arcanus, I hadn’t had friends. There, I had been the tagger son of the Elder, someone to compete with, not someone to get to know. So when I met Nik and learned that he was a tagger, an outcast much like myself, we had managed to bond.

      “Oliver, you are alive because of our friendship, but you can’t understand what I went through, what I will still go through. Not because I have to, but because I want to. The things I’ve learned from the Druist are things that I could not have learned anywhere else. He’s helped give me real power for the first time.” He raised his hands to keep me from interrupting him. “You always thought us equals. That was part of your charm. But it was never true. Even when you first crossed, you were more skilled with the arcane patterns than I was. I knew then that I would become expendable. There wasn’t anything I could do to avoid it.”

      I stared at Nik, knowing sadness again at the loss of my friend. Whatever Nik might be now, he was no longer the person I had known. “I’ve told you what the Trelking foresaw. You know what I must do.”

      “You may try, Oliver, but trust me when I tell you that you will never have the power needed to confront the Druist Mage. Now that the Druist knows you’re here, and that you have me, you won’t live long enough to understand how little you know.”

      I glanced at Devan. The temptation was there to close the box and keep Nik confined within. Hell, the temptation was there to use the cylinder and turn him back to stone. But I needed to learn from him. He might not want to teach me, but I would find some way to convince him to.

      Devan twisted suddenly and looked over her shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head and nodded toward the box holding Nik.

      He looked up at her and smiled. “She doesn’t want to tell me that she’s detected another surge of power.” He fixed Devan with a hard stare. “I’ve learned many of your tricks, De’avan. I’m no longer the painter I once was.”

      “No,” Devan said. “Now you’re worse.”

      She flipped the lid of the box closed and again ran her finger around the rim, sealing it closed. She crouched next to Kacey and ran her hand along the shifter’s fur. Kacey’s breathing quickened and then she howled softly. At least I knew she’d be all right. Whatever Nik had done wasn’t permanent.

      Devan turned to me. “Come on, Ollie. We need to go see what that was.”
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      “Where did you sense it?” I asked as we rumbled down Jakes’s street in Big Red. My hands gripped the wheel more tightly than necessary, the pattern placed onto the hard plastic pinching into my hands.

      “I don’t know, somewhere to the south,” Devan said. The octagonal box holding Nik rested on her lap and she glared at it, almost as if she could pierce it with her eyes. I felt the tension from her. She didn’t like that we had to have Nik with us.

      “We’ll have to figure out something more permanent for him when this is over,” I said.

      “You still intend to use him?”

      I reached across the truck and took Devan’s hand. “I think we have no choice but to use him. Think of what we need to learn to stay alive. The other option is doing what he said and going to the Druist Mage myself.” She arched her brow at me. “Hey, I didn’t say that I wanted to do that, only that it was my other option.”

      “That’s not any kind of option,” she said.

      “No, it’s not. Which is why I need to use the resources available to me.” Probably more of them than would make Devan comfortable. I’d already decided that if I could get Nik to help me learn, then I might be able to do something similar with the other little prisoners my father had in the cabinet. With what was to come, we needed any edge we could get.

      I turned onto Weeds Street when Devan thumbed to the right, telling me which way to go. It was one of the narrow side streets that ran north to south through Conlin, the blacktop seemingly hastily repaired, leaving cracks along the pavement that sent the truck thumping as we drove along it.

      “Along here?” I asked as we went.

      “Seems like it.”

      I tried thinking of what she could have picked up on down this street, but couldn’t think of anything. There wasn’t much down this way. We could reach one of the grocery stores in town, but it would be pretty roundabout, nothing as easy as shooting down one of the main streets running through Conlin. But whatever she’d sensed had been magical enough to catch her senses, magical enough to pull her attention away from Nik. That meant the kind of power that her father had sent across the Threshold.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      Devan looked over, eyes flashing with amusement. “Ollie, it’s not me that has to be ready.”

      I reflexively reached for the satchels of ink hanging from my belt. Devan wasn’t going to be doing any attacking if it came to it. That wasn’t the way the Te’alan used their magic.

      She pointed toward another road, and we turned again, this time onto an unmarked side street. Tall elms and oaks grew on either side, branches stretching across the street as if trying to hold hands with the other side. Looking ahead, the street appeared to be a dead end.

      I glanced over at Devan. “You sure about this?”

      She nodded. “This is where I sensed it.”

      “Still sensing it?” I asked.

      “Not now. Whatever caused it is gone.”

      When we reached the end of the street, I saw that it wasn’t a true dead end as I’d thought. The street ended, but it ended in a row of faded orange metal storage sheds. The roofs were unfinished steel. A simple chain link fence blocked access to the sheds.

      “Looks like you could use a little directional help,” I said. “We could’ve gotten to the U-Stor sheds from the other direction.”

      When we stopped, Devan left Nik resting on the floor and jumped out of the truck and ran her hand along the fence. Her eyes went distant. A soft breeze whistled through the sheds and rattled the fence. The air held the hint of rot, like some animal had gotten caught in there and now rotted.

      “They were here,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “I… don’t know. Something with power. It feels like my father, but he wouldn’t come across.”

      “Well, he came across, but he wouldn’t risk remaining across. That’s why he stood with the doorway open.”

      Devan turned to the fence and gripped it in her hands, pressing her face as if to push through it, and inhaled deeply. “There’s something over there.”

      I reached for one of the charms I had in my pocket. I didn’t need to know anything more than that. If there was something on the other side of the fence, we needed to get there and see what they were after.

      With my free hand, I dipped into the red ink and made a swirling mark across the lower portion of the fence. I hated that I had to damage it like this, but the barbs on the top might pinch, and well, I’d rather not have me damaged trying to get to the other side.

      Devan took a step back as I infused the pattern with power. It surged with a flare of yellowish light before fading to nothing. I tapped on the fence, and part of it fell through to the other side.

      “Who needs tools?” I said, crawling through the hole in the fence.

      “Really, Ollie? Sometimes I think you’re the tool.”

      “Are you just going to leave him back there by himself?”

      “Where can he go? Anything he attempts inside that box is only going to ricochet and hit him. The more he tries—the more he attacks the walls of the box—the more he basically is harming himself.” She stepped through the fence and smiled up at me. “Pretty ingenious, if you ask me. And since you weren’t smart enough to figure it out before freeing him, then I guess you don’t get to criticize me.”

      She smacked me on the ass as she walked past and hurried down the path leading toward the sheds. I chuckled to myself and ran after her. Devan had stopped in front of one of the storage units. It was pretty easy to tell which one we needed to look at since the door to the unit had been torn off, crumpled, and folded, and then actually stuffed back inside the shed, as if to hide the fact that it wasn’t there any longer.

      “That’s a new one,” I said, tracing a repeating crescent pattern at the base of the storage unit. I pressed my power through it and felt the pattern burst into place. Nothing moved inside and, as far as I could tell, there wasn’t anything magical still there.

      “What?” Devan had waited for me to finish my pattern. This wasn’t the first time we’d worked together like this, though in the past, we’d been on the other side of the Threshold, and anything that we might have found there was more likely to kill us than it was here. Here, we had the advantage that there weren’t as many magical beings, but what we had encountered outmuscled most of the things we ever came across on the other side.

      I waved my hand toward what had been the door. You could still sort of make out the “U” in the U-Stor logo, but the rest of it was too far gone to read. “We’ve at least got courteous thieves.”

      “Not any old thief here, Ollie. Look at the ground.”

      I’d already seen what Devan pointed to. Where the door met the cement pad, the lock that connected it had been sheered free. We’d seen similar magic up at the monument where the compass had been stolen. “At least we know it’s the same thing,” I said.

      “Yeah, but what is it?”

      I broke the protection that I’d placed around the storage unit and ran my finger across the cement, letting the maroon ink on my finger smear across it. As I worked, I pressed slightly out with my will, using that to detect anything that might be there, that might give me the answer as to what had been here. It was a simple pattern, but for things like this, simple patterns were often the best, mostly because they didn’t take much power. With what we might face over the next twenty-four hours, I might need to preserve my strength.

      The pattern should let me know if any painter magic was used. I didn’t really expect it, not considering what we’d seen. The ink surged softly under my finger and then rebounded against it.

      I jerked my hand back. “Damn!”

      Devan crouched down next to me. “You find something?”

      “Only that I should know better than to go mucking about until I understand what we’re dealing with,” I said. I wiped my hands on my pants and searched for anything that might help me understand what I’d just sensed. That had been painter magic, but nothing like I was used. I shouldn’t be surprised, not after having seen a shifter using painter magic to the point where he couldn’t even shift like he once had. But this had been made to look like a painter had done it. Not any particular painter—mimicking another was possible, but it was nearly as difficult as the artistry Taylor managed—but the fact that someone had gone through the effort of trying to disguise their magic concerned me.

      “I don’t like that look on your face,” Devan said.

      “Yeah, I don’t like having to make it.” I stepped into the shed. There wasn’t any light, and the overcast day didn’t offer much help. I turned to Devan. “Anything you can do about this?”

      “I’m not your lamp, Ollie.”

      “Nope, but I still think it’s pretty sexy when you do it.”

      She smirked and punched me, but obliged by working enough magic that her skin began to glow. With Devan, it didn’t take much magic to get the effect, a trickle really, but when she did it, her skin glowed with a soft yellow light. At least on this side of the Threshold. On the other side, she’d never glowed like she did now except when throwing around serious power. The Threshold changes magic in very particular ways. With Devan, it made her a lamp, but we still didn’t know the full impact of the crossing for her.

      The light gave me enough to see into the shed. Other than the folded remains of the door, it was pretty much empty. A damp spot on the concrete told me that something had been here before, but not what had been here. I made a circle around it. From the size—probably six feet by six feet—it was something large.

      “What do you think it was?” I asked.

      “Looks like a box.”

      “Now who’s being the idiot?”

      “You’re the one who asked the dumb question. I’m just working with what I’m given.”

      I shook my head and knelt on the ground. Working with a careful tracing, I made a trail of ink around where the box had been, tracing the outline. When this was done, I added a series of what could really only be called squiggles. They were a particularly distinct arcane mark, one that I’d learned from Devan’s father.

      With a soft press of power through the patterns, I felt the thrumming sense of the magic I drew pressing against what had been here. This was a detection pattern, but not any old detection pattern. It let me determine if there were magical qualities to what had been taken. Since the garage seemed to have been opened in the same way that the compass had been removed, I suspected that there were, but this would let me know for sure. Had I known how to determine the outline of the compass, I could have used this pattern there, but the missing item had to have been in contact with what I placed the pattern around, making it less useful for things like the compass, which had been elevated off the ground on a metal pedestal.

      When the power surged through it, it practically hummed.

      “Shit,” I breathed.

      “That bad?”

      I stood and looked around the shed. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?”

      I studied the walls of the shed. They were simple metal, but I had to be missing something. “Why would a box of such power be housed in a place like this where anyone could find it?”

      Devan glanced at the ground where the box had been. She could detect magic being used, but she would have to work a bit harder to sense what I could learn from patterns like the one I used to detect the box. Then she stepped across the square I’d traced and reached toward the metal wall of the shed. Her fingers glowed as she trailed them along the steel. She made a complete circuit around the shed before stopping in front of me.

      “There are dozens of patterns in this. And there’s something else in the air,” she said, her nose crinkling as she did, almost as if picking up a foul smell. “It’s familiar, but I don’t know why.”

      “Figures,” I said. Leaving a magical box unprotected would have been foolish. Even with protections placed around the shed, someone had managed to break in, though it had taken more power than a simple painter would have been able to manage.

      I made one last pattern, this near the folded and bent door from the storage unit. With a series of patterns and a triangle for anchoring, I focused the power on the deepest dent that I could. Whoever had been here had focused on the door with enough energy to fold it in. I might be able to use that to determine if not who, at least what had come through.

      As I infused the pattern, I sucked in a surprised breath. “Oh.”

      Devan stopped next to me. “What is it? I can see you don’t want to tell me.”

      I released the power I’d been holding and turned to her. “There’s power here, but it’s not what I was expecting.” Devan arched a brow at me as she waited. “It’s Te’alan power, but funneled through a painting, made with marks here,” I said, pointing to an indentation along the folded door, “and here,” I finished, pointing to another series of indentations. They were patterns, as surely as anything I ever made was a pattern, but different from anything I’d ever made, more like what Devan did when she made my charms or when she’d made that box that now contained tiny Nik. Unlike what Devan did, power could be infused into these patterns.

      Devan leaned over them and ran her finger along the metal, letting it glow softly as she did. She stopped as she neared the deepest indentation. “Well, fuck.”

      Devan slammed her fist against the metal door, leaving it even more dented than it had been before. She stalked along the side of the door, her magic flaring as she went. When she finally stopped, she looked back at me.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing much,” she said. “Only my brother.”
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      I jumped as Devan slammed her fist against the metal door again and left the storage unit. I glanced at the ground again, wondering what could have been here and who might have placed it there. The only person with painter power strong enough to hide something in Conlin had been my father, but why would he have used a shed like this when he had his house and the shed at Jakes’s place?

      I ran after Devan. “I thought your brother was gone.”

      “So did I. Father made it sound like he was lost.”

      Lost meant many things to the Te’alan, but in this case, we had thought that Devan’s younger brother, Brand, had been lost while fighting along the front lines. Many Te’alan were lost there, and he’d been serving as the Trelking demanded, determined to learn enough to come back and serve at his father’s side. Once, Devan would have been expected to serve a similar fate, but she’d been essentially reassigned when I showed up, and then again after she was betrothed to the Druist Mage.

      Brand had always been a little off, but I was never able to quite explain why I felt that way. I didn’t know him all that well—he’d been lost too soon for that—but he’d pestered me about painting, and tried to understand what I did, and how it was different from what the Te’alan could do.

      “This your father’s idea to hide him from us?”

      “Probably,” she said, shaking her head in a way I knew meant she was angry.

      “Why hide him from you?”

      “Why does he do anything, Ollie?” she asked. She almost reached the fence but stopped, turning and sniffing at the air.

      “You think he sent him through while he distracted the shifters?” I asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Devan said. She started away from the hole in the fence, and I followed her, frowning. “Why him? And why would my father send him if he was only going to demand you find this box?”

      The Trelking would have multiple layers of reasoning. It could simply be that he wanted something else in addition to the box, or that he wanted to make certain that we didn’t fail finding the box, or maybe it wasn’t about the box at all. Maybe he wanted to delay us, send us scrambling around Conlin while Brand searched and dug up other items that the Trelking wanted.

      But why?

      “Uh, Ollie?”

      “Have you figured out why your father might have sent Brand over? And why we sensed painter power?” I asked, focused on the truck.

      “No. But you need to see this.”

      I hadn’t realized that she’d disappeared around the side of the shed. I followed the direction she went and nearly tripped over a body. Black hair spilled around, leaving only a glimpse of olive skin visible.

      “What the hell?” I said.

      “I’m only guessing,” Devan started, “that she sensed the magic used here and came. Think it was her painter magic you picked up?”

      “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “She’s out. Shouldn’t last too long.”

      At least there was that. I scooped her up and carried her to the truck. Carrying Taylor through the hole in the fence was difficult, but Devan helped, propping up her legs. “Always going barreling in,” I muttered as I did. “Gonna get herself killed one of these times.”

      “Like you should talk,” Devan said, sliding onto the middle of the seat.

      I set Taylor next to her. She breathed slowly, and I saw no evidence of real injury, though the magical kind could be plenty bad. She’d recover, but hopefully not before we got this sorted out. I didn’t need her interfering. Devan held her so I could close the door, then she leaned Taylor against the window.

      As I climbed into the truck, Devan grabbed the box containing little Nik and put it on her lap. There was a part of me that was tempted to open the box and see what Nik might know, but another part warned me against sharing too much with him. It would probably be best if I just placed him back into his stasis. Then at least I wouldn’t have to worry about him learning something he might be able to use against us in the future.

      “We have to come up with a better containment,” I said, throwing the truck into gear and starting back down the road. The thick trees hanging overhead felt like the branches would brush the top of the truck, almost as if they were trying to seal me into Conlin.

      “The box will hold. He’s not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t want him to have the chance to hear anything we might be doing. Or learn about… you know.” I motioned toward our sleeping passenger. Nik cared about Taylor, and I knew he’d be pissed to learn she was hurt.

      She turned toward me with a smirk. “What do you think he might hear?”

      I flushed as I tried to push those images out of my mind. “We can’t have him learning anything he might take back to the Druist Mage.”

      “Like you haven’t told him enough already? Besides, he’s not going to get back to the Druist,” Devan said.

      She had a good point. Nik had heard about the shardstone box, but hadn’t known anything more that would help. I hadn’t completely expected him to, though it would have been nice.

      I drove us toward my house. I didn’t know where else to go. We needed to understand what was going on, but as usual, I felt overmatched and underprepared. I was getting tired of feeling so out of my league.

      “No, but what if he can send messages across the Threshold?”

      Devan frowned and then nodded. “I don’t know how, but I don’t know how he managed some of the other shit he did, either, so it’s possible. After we get this taken care of, I’ll see what else I can come up with. You need to be able to work with him somehow if he’s going to teach you, some way that he won’t harm you.”

      We pulled into the long drive leading down to my house and found Jakes waiting there for us. He stood outside his cruiser, leaning against the car, almost as if expecting us. Maybe he was.

      I nodded to him as I got out. “Is Kacey all right?” I asked.

      His eyes twitched slightly, and the muscles pulling at his brown sheriff shirt flexed. He glanced into the truck and arched a brow at me. “She’s fine. I didn’t expect you to pull her into your plans.”

      “I didn’t pull Kacey into anything,” I said. “She saw me show up and decided she wanted to watch. She’s still pretty angry about what happened in the park.”

      “We all are,” Jakes said. He eyed the box Devan carried, studying it for a moment. “You dragging her here to help?” he said, nodding toward the truck.

      I shook my head. “Not Taylor. She wouldn’t help me make another orb, but I did manage to get my father’s orb to work for me, so there’s that.”

      Jakes pulled his attention away from the box and met my eyes. “You used the Elder’s?”

      “Once I figured out what I needed to do, I was able to control my power going through it.” It had actually been easy enough once I knew what I was doing. Nothing like when I’d completely wasted my power when I’d first struggled to figure out what the hell I could do with the orb. So far, I had managed to use quite a few things of my father’s. What else might he have lying around that I could learn about, especially if he was one of the magi? Would there be something here that might help us figure out a way to stop the Druist Mage and finally be free of Devan’s father?

      “And the mage?”

      Devan tapped the box. “He’s here.”

      “Why are you here, Jakes?” I asked. “I thought you weren’t going to get involved with the Trelking.”

      He hesitated. Jakes never hesitated.

      “You know something, don’t you?” I said. “Is it the box that just went missing?” I still didn’t think it was the shardstone box that the Trelking sought. He made it sound like that was small enough to hold in his hands. But there had to be some reason that Brand went after the box in the shed, tearing through the protections placed around it. The poor storage unit would never be the same.

      “What box?”

      “Storage unit down on the south end of town. You might need to file a report,” I suggested. “There’s a unit that had its door torn off, just plain ripped free. Oh, and there were painter patterns set into the shed that should have made that difficult.”

      Jakes turned toward the south and his nose wrinkled slightly as he sniffed at the air. “That was not of the Elder,” he said.

      At least he answered that question for me. “No? Then it was something else. You think Tom learned enough to make items of any power?”

      Jakes glanced over at me. “Tom Brindle has never been a powerful painter. His skills are different.”

      “Yeah? How different?”

      “Different,” Jakes said.

      “Listen. How common are attacks like this?” I asked Jakes. “Before we showed up, how common was it that things would happen like this, because it seems to me that there have been pretty regular magic attacks here. That doesn’t seem quite right to me, but maybe it’s normal.”

      “There is nothing normal about the frequency of these attacks,” Jakes said. “When we had the protection of the Elder, the city was left alone.”

      Which was why Jakes wanted me to serve in some protector-of-the city role. Only, considering the fact that I wasn’t anything like my father—and the more that I learned, the more certain of that I became—there wasn’t much that I would be able to do to prevent these attacks from occurring.

      “Anyway,” I said, “there was something in the shed. A big box.” I stretched my arms apart to show him how large the box in the shed had been. “There was something magical about it. And Devan thinks it was her brother who took it.”

      We hadn’t talked much about how, if it had been her brother, he was now using some element of painter power. That wasn’t typical for one of the Te’alan, but then again, there was so much about what we’d seen that wasn’t typical.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that things were happening that we didn’t fully understand, but that I would need to understand in order to keep Devan and me safe. Between the Trelking trying to pull me back into his schemes and the Druist Mage on the other side, it felt like we would be pinched any way we went.

      Then there was Taylor. She had her own motivations. She’d come from Arcanus, searching for signs of the Elder. And in Conlin, there were plenty of items for her to study.

      Jakes turned to Devan. “You have a brother?”

      “Sort of,” she said. “He’s kind of adopted. My father treated him as a son for most of his life. Then he sent him to serve along the front. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “I am sorry.”

      Devan snorted. “We weren’t what you’d call close.”

      “Do you have any idea what might have been stored in that storage unit?” I asked Jakes.

      “No. If it wasn’t the Elder’s, we might not have known about it. I’ve already told you that Conlin sits at a certain crossroads. That’s the reason he created a place like the Rooster and entrusted his closest friend to watch over it. Many people of power come through here,” Jakes said.

      We had to figure out what was missing. It was tied to the shardstone box the Trelking wanted, I was sure of it. But how? And what if Jakes was wrong? What if the box taken at the U- Stor had been my father’s?

      Only one answer came to mind: I needed to speak to someone familiar with the people of power who came through Conlin.

      “I think it’s time for me to have a talk with my father’s buddy,” I told them.
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      The afternoon had stretched into evening by the time we got everything together and made our way back over to the Rooster. Devan had taken the most time, making certain to collect a dozen or so of her figurines, the tiny army that she could bring to life, and placing them carefully into a pouch she slung over her shoulder. After setting Taylor down on the sofa in the house, I packed ink into my satchels and made a point of grabbing six or so different charms and stuffing them into my pocket.

      When we reached the Rooster, Jakes pulled his car around to the back and I followed. I’d never been to this side of the Rooster, having always stuck to the front of the diner. There wasn’t much on this side. A massive air conditioner unit, the fan spitting hot air up out of the top. A long dumpster, though I knew there was also one on the other side of the building, because it was where we’d discovered one of the Nizashi. There was a bucket full of thick grease. And, I suppose least surprising, patterns were marked along the side of the building, making it clear that a painter was here.

      The patterns were made with a little less skill than those I could make. Done by a tagger, and one who clearly struggled finding the right proportion, they arched over the top of a door set along the wall of the diner.

      Devan glanced at them before looking over at me. “He studied with the Elder?”

      I smiled, but paused. Something about the patterns caught my eye. I studied the nearest, a series of stars linked together to make a circle. It was brushed on with brown ink, painted into the doorway. At first glance, there seemed to be no skill to it, almost as if a child had drawn it. The more I studied it, the clearer it became that the irregularities I saw in the arms of the stars were intentional. And repeated with each one. The pattern was made to look crude.

      “Maybe not such a tagger, after all,” I said with a laugh.

      Devan frowned as Jakes shuffled us into the door. It opened to a large room decorated with a comfortable old sofa with two wooden chairs set across from it. A wide table sat between them. There was a door off this room that led either to the rest of the living space, or possibly the back area of the diner.

      “Guess we know why Tom always seems to be here,” I said.

      Jakes nodded. “The Elder helped with the creation of this building. It provides as much protection as the house he chose for himself.”

      I thought of the house and how the Nizashi nearly twisted it off the foundation. I doubted they would have been able to do that to the diner. “Maybe,” I said. The diner was well protected—I could sense that easily now—but Tom’s private area felt different. “Where is he?”

      “He will be here soon. He will know that we’ve come.”

      I glanced back toward the door where the patterns had been. Had they not been meant to keep us back, but to provide warning?

      I made my way around the room, looking first at the walls. Like the outside of the Rooster, they were painted with a rich brown, though of a lighter color, more like the color used to make the patterns around the door itself. I studied the walls, looking for signs of similar patterns, but didn’t see anything. That didn’t mean they weren’t there. Skilled painters often hid their patterns behind layers of other paint, using the outer coating to cover the protections they used. That Tom hadn’t bothered on the outside of the building told me that he wanted others to know about the patterns, almost as if advertising that he was a tagger.

      “Do you sense anything?” I asked Devan as we trailed around the room.

      “There’s power here,” she whispered.

      I glanced over to her. “You’ve been in his diner more than I have. How is it you haven’t sensed it before?”

      She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “I’m not the painter, Ollie. I could say the same about you.”

      “Well, he made it seem like he was a tagger. Nothing powerful.”

      “Sort of like you?” she said.

      “I’ve had extra training,” I started, but then, so had Tom. And Tom’s had come from my father, not some Te’alan who didn’t really know the intent of the patterns they taught, only possessing the ability to make the more difficult arcane patterns. That’s where I’d learned most of my tricks, but I’d had to spend countless hours learning what each pattern could do. Some I still didn’t know. With patterns, especially with arcane patterns, the shape implied the intent, but even subtle changes made it so that the pattern could react differently.

      It was why Tom’s linked star pattern outside his door would put someone with any knowledge at ease, making them think him incompetent. What they wouldn’t have realized was the skill that he’d used to make it appear that way. What Tom had displayed took amazing talent. He might be a tagger, but he was clearly talented.

      “Oliver.”

      I turned to see Tom standing in the interior doorway. He closed the door slowly behind him. Faint light suffusing out from it looked to come from a computer screen. I wondered what else he had in the back of the Rooster. And here I thought this was only a diner.

      “Hey, Tom.”

      “I figured you would come for me eventually. I never expected Sam to bring you.”

      Jakes stood with his arms crossed like he so often did, basically blocking the back door. Was that to keep me from leaving or to keep Tom inside?

      “Jakes knew that I had some questions,” I said.

      Tom shot Jakes a questioning look before turning back to me. He tipped his head to Devan. “De’avan.”

      I don’t know that I’d ever heard Tom speak her name with the correct inflection. I made certain never to do it. Mostly because it was sort of our thing. She called me Ollie—or idiot—and I called her Devan. But partly, it was because names carried a certain weight, especially to the Te’alan, and even more so to one with as much power as Devan. Speaking her name could draw her attention, but it was more than that. It was a form of greeting, of submission, but also of power. With Devan, I never really wanted to hold that kind of power over her. What we had was different from any sort of power relationship.

      Where had Tom learned to speak it so fluently?

      “It seems you knew my father pretty well,” I said.

      Tom motioned to the sofa and went to sit.

      I glanced at Devan before following. “You coming?” I asked Jakes.

      “I will be here if needed.”

      “Your guardian role?”

      He gave me a half smile. “There are no gateways here, Morris.”

      “Ah. So your sheriff role. I don’t think you have too much to worry about.”

      Jakes simply crossed his arms over his chest.

      I took a seat on one of the faded wooden chairs opposite the sofa. Devan took the other, but pulled it over close to me. As she did, I made a point of grabbing one of my charms and palming it. I couldn’t explain why I did, and I didn’t really expect anything from Tom, only that with everything that had gone on around us lately, I was trying to be better prepared for the unknown.

      When we were settled, Tom leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, looking from Devan to me. “I knew the Elder about as well as anyone could know him. He was a mentor, but more than that, he was my friend.”

      I noted that Tom said “was.” Why was it that everyone was suddenly convinced that my father was gone? They hadn’t been nearly as convinced before now, or at least, they hadn’t seemed to be. “Yeah, I wouldn’t know about that.”

      “Wouldn’t you, Oliver?” Tom asked. He peered at me through his half-frame glasses. A flop of his gray hair fell down into his eyes, but he didn’t bother to push it back. “I recall your father working with you quite a bit when you still lived here.”

      I didn’t remember Tom from that time, but then again, there were quite a few things from my childhood that I’d forgotten. Mostly because I didn’t want to remember them, even though they weren’t necessarily bad memories. Those didn’t start until I got to Arcanus. After Arcanus, I should have had even worse memories, especially given some of the things I was asked to do, but there I had Devan—and, I had to admit, Nik had been a good friend for the first part of my service to the Trelking—who had kept me company.

      “What’s your role in all of this?” I asked.

      Tom took a deep breath and leaned back, setting his hands on his legs. “My role is to offer a place of safety. That has always been the role of the Waykeeper.”

      He said it like a title, only one I had never heard before. “I assume you’re the Waykeeper?”

      Tom pushed his hair back then and studied me. “I am.”

      “I thought you were the warden.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he glanced to Jakes. “They are much the same.”

      That wasn’t quite an answer, but I didn’t push. “My father chose you for this role?”

      Tom smiled slightly. “Not at first. As you can imagine, it is not without its dangers, but he saw the value in having someone he trusted.”

      I glanced at Devan. She wore a troubled look that clouded her face. “I’ve got a pretty good imagination, but I don’t know anything about the Waykeeper. Did you?” I asked Devan.

      Devan shook her head.

      I turned back to Tom. “What does it mean? What do you do?”

      He looked past me to catch Jakes’s eyes. “You haven’t told him?”

      “That’s not my place.”

      “It is now that your father is gone.” Tom’s voice was normally warm and fatherly. When he spoke to Jakes, it became hard.

      “He will not serve. What does it matter?” Jakes said.

      Tom shifted in his seat. His eyes darted from Jakes to me. “You have asked him?”

      “I have asked.”

      “All right,” I said, interrupting them. “You’re going to have to fill me in a little. I might have spent a decade learning from the Trelking, but there seems to be quite a bit that I knew nothing about.”

      “Because you were shielded from it,” Tom said. “The Trelking foresaw your role in all of this. Why do you think he summoned you? Why do you think he kept you away for so long?”

      “What do you mean? He didn’t summon me, I triggered the crossing myself.”

      Tom nodded. “You were to trigger the crossing, but it did not go as planned. Your father needed you on the other side of the Threshold, but he didn’t think you’d be claimed by the Trelking.”

      “No?” I couldn’t believe that my father would have any plans for me dealing with the Threshold. It seemed to me that everything he had planned turned out exactly the way he expected, except for maybe his death. Even that I wasn’t certain had really happened the way I was told. For all I knew, my father was still alive somewhere, waiting…for what? For me? To avoid the Trelking? To attack the Druist Mage?

      “Do you think the Elder wanted his son committed to serve the Trelking?” Tom asked. “He wanted you to learn, but to do so on your own.” He glanced at Devan. “That you survived at all is a testament to your strength and the friendships you forged.”

      I resisted the urge to turn and stare at Jakes. How much of what Tom was telling me did he know? How much of it was even true?

      Then again, how much of it really mattered? At this point, nothing really mattered. Had I not crossed the Threshold, had I not been claimed by the Trelking, I would never have met Devan. As much as our friendship and ultimate relationship meant to me, there was another reason that was important. I might not know as much as Tom or Jakes about what had happened on this side of the Threshold, or what happened with my father, but I knew what had been happening on the other side. I knew how the Trelking and the Druist Mage battled. And I knew that Devan could never go to the Druist Mage.

      “Tell me how any of this is going to help me stop the Druist Mage when he decides it’s time to claim Devan,” I said. “Tell me how any of this is going to help me keep the Trelking from dragging his daughter back across the Threshold. Can you do that?” I looked from Tom to Jakes. Neither spoke. “No? Then tell me what the Trelking is after on this side of the Threshold. Because you seemed pretty petrified that he was here,” I said to Tom, “and since he held the doorway open, we’ve seen that the compass up on Settler Hill has gone missing and now some storage unit has been broken into. Know anything about that, Tom? Because that’s the kind of information I need to understand now.”

      “What do you mean the compass is missing?” Tom asked.

      I frowned. That was what he chose to latch onto?

      “The compass was taken. Maybe last night, maybe longer ago than that.” We still didn’t know when, or why, and Taylor hadn’t been able to help. “Something with serious power, enough to separate the base from the ground.”

      Tom looked over to Jakes. “You knew about this?”

      “Morris told me.”

      “And you didn’t know what it meant?”

      Jakes took a step toward us before settling back on his heels and taking a breath. “There are many things in the city that I don’t fully understand. Without my father’s guidance, I might never fully understand.”

      With that statement, I suddenly realized that Jakes was struggling with nearly as much as I was. He missed his father, but it was more than that. With his father’s disappearance, he was asked to provide more protection than he might have been ready to offer. Jakes was a powerful shifter, but it was just as likely that he was a young shifter, still learning what he needed to know to fulfill his role. And here I had been treating him like he had all the answers, when he probably had nearly as many questions as I did.

      “Why don’t you tell us, Waykeeper? What does it mean?” I asked Tom.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “The compass is more than a simple monument.”

      “Yeah, I sort of figured that. There was too much power used to make it anything less than something with a bit of magical draw, but it didn’t seem like anything of my father’s.”

      “That’s because it is not. It predates your father providing protection to the city. The compass is a magical creation, made by ancient painters, back when there were true masters, before the hunters nearly destroyed them all. It provides a sort of diffusion over the city, a way to mask what passes through here. I never would have thought it able to be taken. The city itself provides the protection to the compass.”

      I whistled softly. There were plenty of reasons for the Trelking to want to remove something like that. If it worked as Tom described, the compass would possibly restrict the Trelking’s visions of Conlin, remove his prescience. If that were true, I could see why my father had chosen Conlin. The compass would keep him out of sight from other magical beings.

      And I wondered if the city changing had weakened the compass. Trees that once formed patterns around the city were gone, no longer providing the same protection. I didn’t know that the pattern Taylor had found was the reason for the protection, but it had to be a part of it. How much else had changed since my father was last here?

      “Would it work against the Trelking?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. The Elder seemed to think there wasn’t anything that could see through the compass. I disagreed with him and for years thought that I was right.”

      “Why?” I twisted in my chair to be able to see both Tom and Devan.

      “Well, because of what happened to you. The Trelking knew enough about you to know where you’d appear. He knew enough to place a reason for you to remain on that side of the Threshold.” Tom fixed his gaze on Devan. “Did he not send De’avan for you, Oliver? Did he not foresee your friendship and how that would bind you to him?”

      “I’ve lived with and around the Trelking long enough that I don’t think he sees everything. Even he will admit that there are limitations to his sight. Could he have foreseen that I would help steal Devan away to keep her from marrying the Druist? Could he have foreseen that I would return to Conlin?”

      Tom cupped his hands together over his lap. “Yes.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but bit it back. Was it possible that the Trelking knew what would happen between Devan and me, that I’d risk myself and my safety to get her free of him, to keep her from the Druist Mage?

      As much as I hated it, the answer was yes. If he knew what I would do, the risk to Devan was lessened. The Trelking could commit her to the Druist Mage, could use her as leverage to keep his realm safe, all while knowing—or at least suspecting—that I would do what was needed to protect her.

      Would he do that? Would he risk her like that based on his prescience?

      If that were the case, then the Trelking would want to have the compass removed. He’d want to be able to see what we might do. If he thought we really planned to attack the Druist Mage at some point, the Trelking would want to know when.

      “What was in the box in the storage shed?” I asked Tom. “It’s not the shardstone box.” I watched him as I said that last. If Tom knew about the shardstone box the Trelking sought, I wanted to know. His face didn’t betray anything. Apparently, that didn’t necessarily mean anything, not when it came to Tom. Like my father, there was much more about him than I knew. He was the Waykeeper, and maybe nearly as skilled a painter as I was.

      Tom sighed. “It’s… unfortunate that was taken. Unlike the compass, the storage unit was owned by your father. He left certain items there for me to use.”

      “For you?”

      Tom nodded. “They were intended to help further my training. It’s been a long time since I attempted any additional training.”

      “Why the storage unit? Why not leave them here? Or in the house or in…” I glanced back at Jakes. He shook his head slightly, barely more than an imperceptible motion. Tom didn’t know about the space beneath the shed? Why would that be? “Other places I’ve found,” I went on.

      “I could not access the house. Your father made certain that I was skilled enough to serve as the Waykeeper, but I have never had your talent with arcane patterns, Oliver. I think you might be surprised to know that what I’ve seen from you rivals what your father could accomplish.”

      I’d have to think on that later. If what Tom said was true—and I no longer knew what was true and what was not—then my father might never have wanted me to reach the Trelking, but the Trelking had been the reason that I managed to learn what I did about the arcane patterns.

      “My role has only been one of guidance,” Tom went on.

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “I serve those who come through the Rooster, ushering them on to the next destination. Some, I guide toward the Threshold and the guardians help them cross. Others I’ve helped escape places where they were in danger.” He tipped his head to me. “I have placed more than a few in Arcanus.”

      “Do the masters know about you?”

      Tom smiled. “They know of me. They consider me a skilled tagger, as they should. Your father saw to it that I was something else.”

      “What of the box?”

      Tom’s face clouded. “That’s what troubles me. There should have been nothing in there of any value. Mostly inks and some paints, but little else. Anything of use I took out of there long ago.” His eyes darted toward the room at the back.

      “How long ago?” I asked, following the direction of his gaze.

      “Shortly after I last saw your father.” He smiled sheepishly. “He said I should wait, but there has always been a part of me that wanted to be a little bit more. Unfortunately, it was clear I wasn’t ready for what he left me. Maybe in time.”

      “Where is it now? What he left you, I mean.”

      “The inks were returned to the box. They were the Elder’s paint. There was value in that.”

      Maybe more than Tom realized. “And the other items?”

      He swept his hand around him. “I’ve kept them here. This place is as good as many others to keep items safe. The Elder saw to that.”

      “Where? Can you show me?”

      I started to stand. As I did, the hairs on my arms started to stand on end.

      I glanced over to Devan. She had already lurched into motion, jumping to her feet and starting toward the door.

      “Jakes?” I said. The huge shifter looked over, his expression unreadable. “It’s about to get nasty.”

      “We’re safe here,” Tom said. “This is a place of peace. The Elder saw to—”

      “He saw to the diner,” I told Tom. That was what I had sensed coming in here. “Not your living quarters. The only protections here are what you placed on it. And while I don’t deny you have skill, what’s coming is a little bit more powerful than that.”
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      The air became charged with a mixture of energy. There was what I readied; the simple act of me preparing to use patterns left a magical sense hanging around me. Then there was what Devan did. She took one of her figurines—only a single one, which I’ll admit surprised me a bit—and set it by the door. She whispered to it and stepped away. Jakes didn’t seem to do anything, but he still seemed ready, if that made any sort of sense. There was a part of me that wanted him to shift, to change into his wolf form to be ready to frighten whatever would come at us, but he didn’t.

      “Where did you put them?” I asked Tom.

      Tom knelt in front of a small wooden cabinet and paused as he drew the door open to glance back at me. “Put what?”

      “You’ve said it yourself. The storage unit held things of my father’s. That’s what they’re after. So where did you put them?” Was it Brand? Or was this another attacker?

      He shook his head, his gaze never straying from the door. “This is a place of safety,” he said again.

      I turned to Jakes. “Can you tell?”

      He tipped his head, and his nose elongated, briefly stretching into something more wolf-like, before snapping back to his human nose. He nodded toward the room behind the closed door. “There is power stored through there, Morris.”

      Tom jumped to his feet and darted in front of me, moving more quickly than I would have expected him to manage at his age. He held a small metal tin in each hand. Paint, I suspect. From what he said, it might have been paint that my father had mixed.

      “There’s nothing back there,” Tom said, trying to veer in front of me.

      I reached the door at the same time as he did. With a practiced snap of his wrist, he smeared an irregular circle onto the door with a light brown ink.

      Before he had the chance to charge it, I pressed my power through the pattern. It was risky doing that, especially without knowing what Tom intended, but I didn’t want to give him the chance to seal the door himself. Besides, before I used the pattern, I’d flicked a pinch of ink toward it, enough to disrupt whatever it was that Tom was attempting.

      The door bulged with a soft explosion. Tom shot me an angry look.

      “Oliver, you should be more careful.”

      I grabbed his arm as he readied to make another mark on the door. “Jakes—”

      Tom glanced over his shoulder. “You don’t have to do that with me,” Tom said.

      “It’s not you,” I said. “Listen to what’s on the other side.”

      Tom closed his eyes. His right foot made a swirling pattern on the ground, a trick that few painters from Arcanus ever learned. They were always so focused on paints and inks that they never paused to think of what else could focus power. Tom had learned from my father some of the same lessons that I had learned, but I’d had to cross the Threshold to learn them.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Don’t know.” Not Te’alan, I didn’t think. The signature was something like a painter, but not any painter I’d ever detected. And I didn’t remember seeing any windows, so whatever got in had come in through walls wrapped in protection. It wasn’t like my father had completely abandoned this side of the Rooster. There were protections in place here, but they were weaker than what was found toward the front side of the diner and along the inner wall.

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

      I felt Devan come up next to me. She reached into her bag and grabbed another of her figurines. This one had massive claws that crossed over its body and a strange, twisted nose pointing to the air. “Let me,” she said.

      She set the figurine on the ground and whispered something softly to it. As she did, the little carving started to shake and twist and elongate, growing to fill the space between us and the door.

      Tom took a step back and away from the figurine. “What is that?”

      I tipped my head. “That’s my girl.” I slapped her lightly on her butt, and she turned to give me a grin. “How long will it give us?”

      I didn’t know a whole lot about her figurines. Hell, I’d only learned that they were more than a distraction for her when Nik attacked. I’d seen what the troll guys could do, the way they had slowed him enough to buy us time. And with painting, sometimes that was all that it was about: getting time to make the painting changes needed to work the right patterns.

      “Depends,” Devan said.

      “On what?”

      She nodded toward the door. “On what my brother brought with him.”

      I palmed another charm, now holding two. One would create a circle of protection—always a good thing to have on hand when facing unknown magic—and the other would go boom. Also good to have on hand.

      I stepped past Devan’s claw friend, eyeing Tom with a mischievous look as I did, and kicked at the door. It crashed open. The claw man skittered into the room. There really was no other way to describe the way that he moved.

      Ducking low, I moved into the room after him holding my charms out from me, readied for whatever it was that we might come across.

      There was nothing.

      Not exactly nothing. A darkness moved, almost like a shadow, but then faded. Wind blew in through a hole in the wall, but otherwise, the room was empty. Claw man skittered over to the wall and stood there, arms outstretched as if to grab at it, and twisted his funny-looking head around, almost like he was sniffing.

      I stood and peered around Tom’s private room. A desk took up most of the floor space. The chair had been tipped over and kicked against the wall. A few paintings hung on the wall, though they looked like actual art rather than some tagger trying his hand at making shapes. I studied one for a moment and realized that it had been painted by my father. There was his steady stroke and distinctive signature across the bottom. Interestingly, the painting was of Settler Hill and showed the compass in the foreground of the hill overlooking the city.

      “Those were paintings he left me,” Tom started.

      “What’s missing?” I asked Tom, pulling my eyes away from the painting. I’d need to study it more to understand why my father had painted it. There was always a why with the Elder. Could it be simple chance that Tom would have a painting of one of the things stolen from the city?

      Tom searched across his desk. The computer stood untouched, the screen flickering slightly, but otherwise unharmed. The keyboard resting on the desk had been tipped upside down. A stack of paper was scattered around the desk, some torn as if hastily searched through. A large pad of paper angled against the desk, and I grabbed it, flipping through the pages. Tom must have used the pad to diagram patterns. There were series of potentially protective patterns made on the page. Would he have attempted to use these to keep the Rooster safe or did he have another purpose?

      “What were you planning here, Tom?” I asked.

      Tom glanced from me to Jakes who stood in the doorway behind us. “Nothing, Oliver. There is nothing here. I can’t get what I wanted to work.” He twisted toward the claw man and shook his head. “I would have planned nothing, but since you’ve returned, I’ve had no choice but to resume my studies. With the attacks growing more frequent to the point that someone was left dead at my restaurant—and one of the Nizashi at that!—I knew I needed to prepare. Who else is going to protect Conlin?”

      “Maybe you could’ve tried checking with the shifters,” I said. “Seems to me that Jakes is plenty capable.” I knew what Tom was getting at, but I couldn’t be the one to provide the protection for the city. I wasn’t my father, and I never would be. I didn’t have his artistic talent. I didn’t have his other abilities—what I now knew to be magi abilities. Even if I managed to convince Nik to train me, I might never know enough to keep Conlin protected.

      But I would keep Devan safe.

      “You’ve seen that they have a different purpose here, Oliver. They aren’t meant to protect the city, only prevent crossings.”

      “What were they after?” I asked Tom. “You had something of my father’s here, so what was it? It had to be enough to draw them here, knowing that we were here.” It was either a risky attack, or well planned, knowing that Tom would be distracted with us. Either way, I didn’t like it.

      “Nothing that mattered,” Tom muttered. “It was something your father left for me to use. You would have no use for it.”

      “What was it?” I demanded.

      Tom sighed. “A way for me to learn. Pattern recognition. Your father knew I wasn’t skilled enough as a painter, but I have other talents. I can see patterns and can twist them.”

      I thought of the stars linked on the outside of the door. They had certainly been twisted. “And?”

      “It alters the patterns, changes the intent. Your father set a series of tasks for me, wanting me to evaluate certain patterns to see what they might do. It was his task for me, the way I could still serve the Elder.”

      I didn’t need for Tom to explain to me why my father would ask him for such help. As a tagger, any power that he could push through the patterns wouldn’t be nearly as strong as what my father—a true artist—could manage. It would let him test the patterns without risking much. And information about what patterns were useful would be incredibly valuable to any painter.

      “So you kept a log,” I said.

      Tom nodded. “A log based on your father’s patterns. I couldn’t recreate them, so I had a system in place to document which ones I’d tried and which ones worked.”

      Something like that could allow a painter, albeit a powerful one, to alter even my father’s work. “Dangerous,” I whispered. “And the log?”

      “Missing.”

      “But they weren’t what was held in the box in the storage unit.”

      Tom shook his head. “No. That was some leftover items of your father’s. Nothing significant. Mostly clothes, some books, other things that don’t have much use.”

      Frustration surged through me. Tom wasn’t telling me everything, and I didn’t know why. I understood that he worked with my father, that he served my father in a way that I might not ever understand, but he needed to share with us what he knew so that we could keep the attacks from repeating. Already, Taylor had been hurt trying to see what they were after. What was next? Me? Devan?

      Not if I could have anything to do with it.

      I stepped in front of him. I wasn’t really a large guy, nothing like Jakes, but I’d been around enough danger in my days that I wasn’t easily cowed and knew how to exude power even if I didn’t use it. I used everything in my stable of tricks as I forced Tom to look up at me.

      “Everything of my father’s has some purpose. You should know that.”

      And so should I, I remembered.

      I went to the wall and grabbed the paintings hanging there, ignoring Tom’s protests. I stacked the frames on top of each other and carried them over to the gap in the wall, stopping in front of the claw man. “Can you do something about this?” I asked Devan.

      She stepped over to him and breathed out a word I couldn’t hear. The claw man shivered and shook and began to shrink back into the small size he’d been before he’d appeared. What tricks did he do that she needed? I suspected that each of the figurines had different uses. The trolls she’d used against Nik had been more about brute strength, taking whatever they needed to slow him down, to prevent him from hurting the rest of us. It had bought me the time I’d needed to stop him.

      Once the figurine returned to its tiny size, she picked him up and placed him back into her bag. I stepped outside through the hole in the wall. “You might want to patch this up, Tom.”

      I started forward when Jakes’s voice made me pause. “What are you going to do, Morris?”

      Without glancing back, I answered. “Can’t risk what they might do with what they’ve taken,” I said. “Or what they might take. You make sure no doorways open until we’re ready. Even the ones you don’t know about. I’ll take care of what’s already here.”

      Devan caught up to me at the truck and climbed in. I put the pictures between us on the seat, glancing at them to make certain they weren’t damaged, and then started Big Red with a turn of the key.

      As I backed out of the parking lot, part of me expected Jakes or even Tom to come running after us, but neither of them did. I didn’t think I would have stopped even if they had.

      “Where are we going?” Devan asked.

      I shook my head. “Back to the house to start with. We need to understand more about the compass, and then we need to see what we can do to stop your brother.”

      “You don’t think they were the same thefts.”

      “I had, but now I’m not certain.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s something that’s been bothering me since we went to the storage unit. We sensed your brother, right?” Devan nodded. “But there was painter power there, too. Unless your brother suddenly became a painter, in which case there wouldn’t be any reason for painter power there. He’s got enough magic he wouldn’t need to use painting. After we found her, I thought it might have been Taylor, but what if it wasn’t?”

      “You’re thinking about what went missing from Tom’s place?”

      We turned down my street. The evening grew long, and the wind kicked up from out of the west, buffeting the truck. “Whatever else might have been taken, the log would have been the most valuable.” I glanced over as I explained. “If you’ve got someone with the ability to modify patterns, especially patterns laid out by an artist like the Elder, then the log of the effective changes would be valuable, but only to another painter.”

      “What if the Druist sent someone else?”

      “We’ve seen Adazi, and then Nik. Who else could he send?”

      “We don’t know anything about the Druist’s buddies,” she said. “Maybe he’s got a whole fleet of painters.”

      I sighed. I could think of all sorts of reasons the compass would be useful to both the Druist and the Trelking. “What if both have crossed?” I asked.

      “Then their war has already spilled over, Ollie,” she said.

      And without my father, who will stop them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          15

        

      

    
    
      After checking on Taylor—she still rested quietly on the sofa in the living room, her eyes closed while she lay in the middle of the healing pattern I’d placed around her—I led Devan to the basement, making a point of sealing the door closed behind us. Normally, I wouldn’t worry about that, but until we knew what else they might be after, I didn’t want to make it too easy to reach us.

      There wasn’t much in the basement. The desk had been cleared off. The journals, most written in what I suspected was code or a different language and none of which had any meaning to me, were kept neat and tidy on bookshelves, pulled slightly away from the walls so that any moisture that might seep through wouldn’t damage the pages. There was a simple wooden chair that matched the desk. Devan had long ago brought down a chair from the kitchen, a high-backed thing with a lime-green vinyl-covered seat and back.

      “Tell me what you think you’re going to do with the pictures you stole from Tom.” Devan dropped onto her chair, the top of the seat back nearly over her head.

      I set the pictures on the desk, spacing them out. “I didn’t steal them. He was there, so it can’t really be stealing. Besides, we had the sheriff there with us, and he didn’t stop me.”

      “I don’t think Jakes was really up for stopping much at that point.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever. This one,” I said, tapping the picture that was painted of Settler Hill, “was done by my father. The others might have been, too. I don’t know yet. But they might give me a clue to the shardstone box. That ties this all together, don’t you think?”

      Though different, each had a similar brush stroke. The one I’d placed in the middle, was painted with deep blues and reds in sweeping colors. It wasn’t so much the colors that caught my eye, but what the drawing depicted. Painted with more detail than anything I’d ever seen, it depicted the sculpture at the heart of Conlin Park, the one that seemed to have the most magical draw but somehow also the least amount of magic within it: Agony of the Chase.

      To me, the sculpture always looked like a demon-shaped man, and the drawing of my father’s did nothing to change that. The face was long and drawn, matching what I saw when staring at the sculpture in the park. Uncomfortable angles shifted all over the sculpture, giving what I would consider something of an arcane feel to the sculpture itself, almost as if the arcane patterns had some extra dimensionality to them. The horns—or hair, depending on your view—were twisted to the side. Eyes were wide and open. I didn’t need a signature to know that my father had drawn this picture. There probably wasn’t another artist alive who could capture the spirit of Agony so clearly.

      Every detail was immaculately played out, everything but the base of the sculpture, almost as if the perspective gained by looking so closely at Agony forced the eye up and away. It was a small detail, but from what I’d learned of my father over the years, there were no small details. Everything mattered to him.

      I looked at the remaining painting that I’d taken. It was a landscape, drawn of a wooded area with the hint of water along the top left of the picture. The trees were drawn with amazing detail, capturing the fading light that filtered through the branches. A single owl perched on a branch, looking down toward the ground. This painting was also definitely done by my father.

      “Does anything stand out?” Devan asked.

      “Look at this one,” I said, pointing to the picture of Settler Hill with the compass. “Is there anything we can learn from it?”

      Devan pulled the painting off the desk and tilted it so that the light shone on the canvas from different angles. She bit her lip as she studied it, twisting her head from side to side, almost as if looking at some sort of 3D art. “Well, your father was quite skilled at capturing the details,” she started. “I wish I would have seen the compass before it was taken. There seems to be something here that I could work with.”

      I wondered if Devan could recreate the compass. It might not do the same thing as what the original did, especially if the original basically shielded people like the Trelking from being able to see or influence much on this side of the Threshold, so if it couldn’t do that, did it even make sense for her to take the time to try?

      “We just need to see if there’s anything there that will help us find it,” I said. “My father might not have intended it for this purpose, but when he painted these, he would have made sure all the details he needed were there.”

      Devan looked over the painting to catch my eyes. “There’s incredible detail here, Ollie. You might not be able to see it, but he’s included everything that he must have seen when he was drawing this.”

      I leaned over her shoulder and studied it, trying to ignore the scent of whatever mint shampoo she’d taken to using or how soft her hair was. The compass drew my attention the most. As Devan said, the level of detail my father had included was pretty incredible, to the point where I could see the rivets in the metal and how each one caught the fading light of the day in the same way.

      It had been years since I had seen the compass, but it looked just like I remembered. It was a large spherical shape, but made using thin steel bands to create the sphere in an open weave. The compass needle was suspended in the center of the sphere, pointing over the hillside and toward the north. This perched atop a metal pedestal that was bolted to the cement slab on the ground. My father had even included enough detail to clearly make out the bolts that I’d seen sheered clean off the ground.

      “Anything here jumping out at you?” I asked Devan.

      “Only that it’s not there now.”

      I snorted and studied the picture a little longer. If nothing else, I’d like to find the compass and return it to where it belonged atop Settler Hill. If the compass really did mask magical power, then there was incredible value in keeping it there.

      “Is there any way for us to be able to detect it?” I asked. I tried thinking through the different patterns I knew, but nothing really came to mind. Besides, the compass might resist them all, anyway, if it was as powerful as Tom suggested.

      “Not through anything traditional.”

      I looked up and saw Taylor standing at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes were wide and tired, but she looked better than when we’d last seen her. “You should still be resting.”

      “I want to help you with this. Whatever is happening here is important.” She looked from Devan to me. “Whatever attacked me was very powerful.”

      “Yeah? And did you know what it was that hit you?”

      “Painter magic, but with strength I haven’t seen before.”

      And here I thought Taylor had been the painter I sensed at the U-Stor. So Brand hadn’t attacked her, and there was another painter, which meant someone with the Druist was already on this side.

      Shit.

      I stared at the pictures in front of me. If this wasn’t about the Trelking coming across to ensure that I reached the shardstone box, then it was about someone else trying to get there first. And what did all these things have in common? Not my father. For the first time since I’d been in Conlin, at least it wasn’t my father who seemed to drive this attack, but it might be his fault that they had risked the attack. When there had been the threat of the Elder, at least the magic had remained on the other side of the Threshold.

      The only one I could think of who would want to remove the masking of the compass would be the Druist Mage. Could he also want the log that Tom had kept? Possibly, if he thought it would lead him somewhere, especially if he thought it would lead to the shardstone box.

      “Can we use something like Taylor suggests? Something non-traditional?” I asked Devan, still troubled.

      “Depends on what you mean by non-traditional,” she said.

      “I mean, can any of your little friends help? We could use Nik…”

      Devan’s eyes narrowed. “There’s something that might work,” Devan said, “but we’d have to know what it was we were looking for. It would have to be attuned to it.”

      I glanced at the picture. “Something like that?”

      “Might work. I don’t know.”

      At some point, we were going to have to talk about what her figurines could do. There might come a time when we needed them for more than straight bashing, and it seemed like that time was now. I know that Devan didn’t like the idea of using her magic for anything violent—part of the reason I suspected she used the figurines to do the dirty work for her—but with what we were inevitably going to face, we wouldn’t be given the chance to handle things calmly and with nicer magic all the time.

      Taylor stopped and looked at the pictures lying on the desk. “These are done by the Elder!”

      “Yeah, good old dad did these. We took them from Tom when we went out a hole in his wall. It seemed like the safest play.”

      She studied the pictures more quickly than I had managed, moving from the compass and Settler Hill, to the picture of Agony, before pausing and staring at the one of the forested scenery. “This one is different from the others,” she said. “But they all have the same angle to the light.”

      “Huh?” I focused on the light first. “I’ll be damned.” As Taylor said, the lighting in all three of the paintings appeared to come from the same angle. It slanted down from the left, giving odd shadows to the compass and to the trees through the last picture, but it was Agony that caught my attention the most. The light didn’t come from the direction indicated on the picture. A small detail, but that was my father. As the saying goes, the devil is in the details.

      “Where is this one?” Taylor asked. “It looks like the park, but the pattern isn’t there and the water in the top corner doesn’t fit with the geography. I’d say it’s on the north side of town, but there aren’t the same number of trees there and they grow in a different configuration from what he’s drawn here. More like this.”

      She set the painting down and pulled her pad closer and sketched out a quick drawing that included trees and the stream. It looked much like where the Trelking had come through the doorway, only it was at a different point in the river.

      She caught me looking at her. “What?”

      “You were able to draw that from memory?” I asked.

      Devan covered her mouth and laughed. I turned and shot her a look. “Hey, you’re the one who’s been saying she’s the artist. I don’t know that I’ve ever been around an artist before. I thought you were talented, Ollie, but it seems like Taylor is way more skilled than I realized.”

      “What is it?” Taylor asked.

      I tapped the painting of what the forested area had looked like. Now it was grown, matured, and changed, both by nature and possibly by intent. Either way, what existed in the park north of town was different from what we saw in my father’s painting.

      “You thinking what I am?” I asked Devan.

      “Doubtful.”

      “What is it?” Taylor asked.

      I tapped the canvas again. “This is pretty much the location the Trelking used to cross. We know they can’t go back through the doorway we destroyed near the barn, so what if this is how they intend to get back?”

      “We still don’t have the shardstone box,” Devan said.

      “About that,” Taylor began. Devan and I both looked at her, and she pulled one of my father’s coded journals out from behind her back. “When you mentioned shardstone, I thought I’d seen something like that before. It didn’t make sense when I’d tried translating it before, so I thought I’d been wrong. Then when I detected the attack on the storage shed…”

      I didn’t need her to finish. She thought she could stop whoever came, and maybe find the shardstone first.

      “Wait,” I began. “You found something about shardstone?”

      “I think so. There’s this passage,” she started, setting the book on the table in front of us, “it mentions something called soulstones.” Taylor glanced up and shrugged. “I thought that might be wrong, too.”

      Soulstones. That had been what Devan had described. They were supposed to be the heart of fallen gods. “You said your father has them,” I said to Devan.

      She nodded. “He does. They’re supposed to be powerful, but he’s never done anything with them.”

      Taylor tapped the book. “That’s because he can’t, not without the shardstone. It controls the soulstones. It’s complicated.”

      That was the focus Nik mentioned. And here Taylor had found out about it.

      “I don’t think this is the Elder’s,” she went on. “The writing is different, like most of the others. He might have collected the journals, but I doubt they were his.”

      I sighed. “At least we now know why he wants the shardstone. If it controls the soulstones…”

      “He’ll be even more powerful,” Devan said.

      “Must be why my father kept it here,” I realized. “The compass shielded it—”

      “And when it was gone, my father came for it.”

      “Pretty much,” I said. “So far, whoever else is after it hasn’t been able to find it. And we haven’t had any idea of where to look.”

      “But you do now?” Taylor asked.

      I stared at the picture of Agony, wondering why my father had painted everything with such precision, except for the base of the sculpture.

      I glanced over to Devan. We had to go by my hunch. “Think you can track them before they reach it?”

      “We’d better try. I’m getting tired of nearly dying in that park.”
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      We stood outside the house near the garage. The door to the garage was open, letting light spill out from inside. Devan crouched on the ground in front of her figurine, this one looking something like a slender fox, but more snakelike. With a whispered word, she released it and stood, backing away quickly.

      “We can’t get too close to this one,” she cautioned, putting her arm out to keep us back.

      As I watched, the fox stretched like the other figurines had done and quickly pulled into a larger size, but still not that large. Then it slithered away, disappearing into the growing darkness. It rustled through the grass, sounding something like the wind blowing through the trees. A faint shimmer followed it.

      “How will we know where it’s going?” Taylor asked.

      I had to admit I was impressed with how quickly she was accepting the strangeness of Devan’s magic and the fact that the figurine had come to life. She hadn’t even questioned our need to keep the Trelking and the Druist from keeping the compass. Or the concern about the shardstone and what releasing it might mean. I still didn’t know whether to trust Taylor, and maybe we never would, but I wouldn’t deny ourselves her expertise. I was a big enough man to know when I didn’t know something, and to be able to admit when I needed help.

      “I’ll know,” Devan said. “You ready with Nik?”

      Devan pointed a thumb toward Big Red and we all hopped in. Devan squeezed into the middle, and I offered her a smile and a wink, but she only shook her head at me. The truck turned over slowly—more slowly than before—and hiccupped as I backed it out of the garage before stalling.

      “Uh, Devan?”

      “I’m on it,” she grumbled, throwing an elbow into my stomach as she crawled over me. She popped open the hood of the truck and there came the sound of metal bending. Devan didn’t have any tools on her, so I suspected she did it by hand. “Damn it!” she shouted.

      I got out of the truck and made my way around to where she stood on her toes peering into the engine. I wasn’t much of a mechanic, so I didn’t really know what I was looking at, but Devan made an attempt at bending two twisted metal arms together. “What happened?”

      She turned to catch me with one eye. “Something that shouldn’t have happened. I placed enchantments on this thing to keep it running smoothly. There shouldn’t be anything that could have happened.”

      “Unless it’s magical,” I said.

      “Yeah, but I would have sensed anything strong enough to do it. And the truck was fine when we left the Rooster. What’s different?”

      We hadn’t checked on little Nik since returning from the Rooster, and here I’d planned on using him to help us find the Druist’s friend that had been sent. “There wouldn’t be anything he could have done…”

      With the way Devan had sealed the box, there shouldn’t have been anything that Nik could have done to get free, but he was the Druist Mage’s apprentice, so maybe we continued to underestimate him. I picked up the box and shook it slightly. It sounded empty.

      With a quick swirl of ink, I made a circle on the floor of the garage and set the box inside it. “Devan, can you open this for me?”

      She arched a brow at me. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Taylor watched me, her lips pursed and making a sour expression on her face.

      “Don’t know that we have a choice,” I said.

      Devan touched the rim of the box, running her finger around the top. As she did, it unsealed.

      “Same time?” I asked.

      She flipped the lid of the box, and I infused my circle with power, sending enough through it to hold Nik in place if he were to come jumping out of the box. It wasn’t necessary. The box was indeed empty.

      I sank to the floor and stared out into the night. “Well, looks like things just got a little more interesting,” I said.

      “What was in that?” Taylor asked, her gaze moving from Devan to me before dropping down and studying the box. “Wait, you didn’t… oh. You must have. Oliver, you know how dangerous he was the last time.”

      I looked up at her. “Yeah, I know. Now we’ve got a miniature mage running around Conlin to go along with whatever the Trelking intends.”

      At least I still had my father’s cylinder.

      I tapped my pocket to make sure it was still where I’d stuck it. Thankfully, it was. I stood from the cold cement ground and went to the edge of the garage and stared into the night. Would a summoning pattern work? Would anything work on something as small as Nik?

      Devan stood next to me and grabbed onto my arm. “Ollie?”

      I shook my head. “I should have put Nik back into stasis. It was stupid not to. I saw how powerful he was, even in his miniature size.” Strong enough to knock out a shifter. Probably strong enough to take me out.

      “He’s still small?” Taylor asked.

      “Yeah. But he took down Kacey even when small. Had Devan not made this little box for him, he might have been able to get away from me, too.”

      “But his power is reduced?” Taylor pressed.

      I turned to her. “Reduced, but he’s still plenty powerful. Nik knows about the shardstone now, and if he finds it first—or the person who’s after it—I wouldn’t put it past him to manage to get unshrunk. Then we’re really fucked.” And then we’d have two for the Druist, and one for the Trelking, and little old us in the middle.

      “He’s small. He won’t move too fast,” Devan said. “There might be something that we can do—”

      “He’s modded,” Taylor interrupted. “So he’ll move faster than you think.”

      I hadn’t really kept that in mind when I was working with him. It explained why he’d managed to trudge through the grasses so quickly. Hell, he’d probably been moving faster than I realized all the time. Speed might actually have helped free him.

      “How did he get out?” I asked.

      Devan went and grabbed the box, turning it over as she studied it. “He shouldn’t have managed to get free. The top was sealed.”

      “Unless he kept you from sealing it from the inside,” Taylor suggested. She ran her finger around the edge of the box and nodded.

      Devan tossed the box back down to the ground. “That little shit. When I get ahold of him again, I’m going to make sure that he can’t escape.”

      “Your fox thingy still out there hunting?” I asked.

      “You know it is,” Devan said.

      Actually, I didn’t. When she used whatever magic she did to animate the figurines, I couldn’t tell. Her magic didn’t trip the medallion like it normally did when she used it. Maybe it really didn’t take that much power for her to use them, or maybe it was a different kind of power.

      “Make him follow Nik.” Beyond that, I was only beginning to suspect what we’d find. I didn’t like what I was coming up with. How much damage could a mage apprentice, a rogue painter, and the Trelking’s son do?
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      We called the police. Well, the sheriff, really. When Jakes pulled into my driveway, the blue bubble of the cruiser lights catching the light from the front of my house, I didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed that we needed his help. With this, I suspected he actually would help, not like some of the other times I’d asked.

      “What is it, Morris?” Jakes asked, stepping out of the cruiser.

      “Well, Jakes, we missed you. Thought we should apologize for what happened back there with Tom, and you know, tell you that a miniature mage is running through town and planning to join whatever battle is intended for Conlin.”

      “You released him?” Jakes asked. His eyes darted to Devan and then to Taylor.

      “Not us,” Devan said, raising her hands out in front of her. “When Ollie gets a bug up his ass, you know how he is.”

      Jakes looked like he wanted to smile but then shook his head. “Why call me?”

      I motioned to the truck. I had complete faith that Devan would get it running again, but for now, we couldn’t go anywhere in it. We could try going by foot, and with Devan and Taylor—especially modded as she was—they might even reach where we needed to go before we could riding with Jakes.

      “Little Nik. He decided to give the truck a makeover.”

      “You know where he’s going?” Jakes asked.

      “Not really, but Devan has her scout out there, so we should be able to follow that. I suspect they’re going to end up in the same place.”

      Jakes studied me, his face as hard as usual. “They cannot cross. The ways around here are guarded.”

      “I’m not so sure of that, big guy,” I said, going to the passenger door of his cruiser. “They got over here, didn’t they? And besides, I think we know of a crossing they might use that you don’t know about.”

      Jakes waited for Devan and Taylor to get into the car before he followed.

      The car was as I imagined every police cruiser. There were plush cloth seats, and the inside smelled of a floral air freshener. I would have figured Jakes for something manlier, something like pine or sawdust, or maybe just let the car get all funky. The radio crackled softly, but didn’t seem to be tuned to any particular channel. A computer was mounted on the dash, with the cover closed. I turned so I could see behind me. Devan and Taylor sat in the back seat, behind a wire mesh screen. I smiled at them and waved.

      “Suits you pretty well, Devan,” I said.

      “Careful, Ollie, or I’ll pull this off and wrap it around your head.”

      I suppressed my grin and turned back to Jakes as he climbed in and settled behind the wheel. “She probably could, too.”

      “She could,” Jakes agreed.

      We pulled out of my driveway and sped down the street. Jakes didn’t flip any sirens on, which disappointed me a little. There weren’t many other cars out at this time of night.

      “Where are we going?” Jakes asked.

      Devan closed her eyes for a moment. The medallion went cold, so I knew she used her magic. “North. Outside of town,” she said.

      “Not the park?” Devan shook her head. “Are they already making a play for the crossing?”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Devan said. “Why would they go that way when there’s the risk that my… Oh shit, Ollie.”

      I glanced over at her. “What is it?”

      “Why else would they want to come out this way at this time? What if they knew my father was going to return?”

      “They wouldn’t attack him, would they?”

      “Why not? We know his magic is probably changed on this side of the Threshold. What better way to get to him.”

      “Ah, damn. Now I’m going to have to help your father.”

      Jakes looked over at me, somehow not having any trouble steering the car as he did. We pulled around a curve in the road, the car accelerating as we made our way out of the city. We passed the sign welcoming people to Conlin, the sign my father had some hand in creating, though I still didn’t quite know what it did. Protection of some kind, most likely, but with my father, that could mean anything.

      Scenery turned from the scattered houses and farms along the edge of town to the trees that would eventually come together and form the park along the Cotton River. I didn’t exactly know where we were going and trusted Devan to guide us. The car raced up a hill, and suddenly, I no longer needed Devan’s help knowing where we were headed.

      “Guess we’re nearly there,” I said.

      Power thundered from the park, the kind only found with a doorway opening.

      Jakes floored the accelerator, and we went flying down the road.

      “We’re going to just blast in there without knowing what we’re facing?” Taylor asked.

      “We know what we’re going to face. And it’s not good,” I said. I turned toward Taylor so I could see her reaction. There was a part of me curious about what she’d do when faced with what was coming. I’d seen her when attacks came before. It wasn’t like Taylor was afraid to mix it up when things started getting dangerous, but sometimes she could be almost too eager. “This will be dangerous, Taylor.”

      She seemed to half-smile. “Of course it’s dangerous. We’re talking about creatures that think to steal from the Elder, who are strong enough to steal from the Elder.”

      I looked over to Devan. She only shook her head.

      As I started to turn back around in my seat, the car crashed into something. The front end dove down, tipping the rear of the cruiser into the air. Devan grabbed for the wire screen between us and gripped it tightly. Taylor crashed forward into the wire.

      Jakes spun the wheel frantically, and we came to a stop on the side of the road. Somehow he managed not to roll the car. He kicked his door open and sniffed, his nose elongating as he did. “Careful. There’s a hunter here,” he snarled. Faster than I could think, he flung the door wide and shifted out of it, streaking away.

      A hunter. I suddenly remembered the way Devan’s nose had crinkled in the storage shed, and the darkness I’d seen at Tom’s. But why hadn’t I been attacked? Or Taylor?

      “Guess that means we should be ready,” I said.

      Devan tried her door but it wouldn’t open. She grabbed the wire screen and ripped it free, crumpling it and setting it next to her as if it were nothing more than cardboard. Taylor groaned and sat up. Blood spilled from her forehead where she’d struck the wire, leaving a patterned indentation. Devan helped her across the seat.

      “Go,” she urged me. “I’ll stay with her until she’s able to move. You need to go and help Jakes.” She pressed a small oval into my hand. “Use this and follow her. She’ll lead you where you need to go. Don’t let them take the compass across the Threshold.”

      “No promises,” I said.

      She grabbed my hand as I started out of the car. “Stay alive.”

      “All right, that one I’ll make.”

      The car had stopped on the down side of a hill. I couldn’t tell what we’d hit, but it had crumpled the front of the car. There wasn’t any sign of what we’d struck, almost as if it had appeared out of nowhere.

      I grabbed two charms, making certain they were the ones I intended. One was a circle charm and would provide me with a quick and dirty protective ring. The other was the Agony charm that would create enough of a blast to take down almost anything. I hoped I didn’t need it, but I wasn’t about to risk running into the woods without some way of quickly defending myself. Out there would be someone working for the Trelking—probably Devan’s brother—but also someone for the Druist Mage. And then Nik. He was sort of the unknown.

      A path led away from the road and down the slope toward where I suspected the river to be. The oval stone Devan had given me pulsed softly in my palm. It took a moment to realize that it guided me along.

      I made my way down the dark path as carefully as I could. I didn’t want to stumble across whoever might be out here, but a sense of urgency pushed me forward. If whoever had the compass reached the crossing, then their side had a distinct advantage. I wasn’t certain what the Trelking wanted of the compass—probably nothing more than to keep it away from the Druist Mage—but I had no doubt what the Druist Mage intended to use it for. If it could mask his efforts from the Trelking, the war on the other side of the Threshold would flourish. And it had already spread to this side of the Threshold.

      Worse, now there seemed to be a battle for the shardstone. Whoever controlled it would be incredibly powerful. The balance would be unsettled, and I didn’t think I’d like whatever happened then.

      Another explosion lit the night, this one down the path and not all that far from me. Power sizzled in the air from it.

      I slowed and made my way along the path more carefully now. Hopefully, Jakes and the other shifters were out there. If not, then I didn’t like my chances, not if there was a hunter out here.

      The stone stopped pulsing. Was that a good thing or bad?

      Power built near me, and I dropped just in time. A streak of fire shot past me. I held out the Agony charm and squeezed, releasing the ink. It shot away from me and into the air. With an infusion of power, the ink exploded in a ring of power, more than what we’d followed to the river.

      I waited a moment before standing carefully. Was that it? I doubted the charm would have been enough, not against one of the Trelking’s people, especially not if it was Devan’s brother. From what I remembered, he was particularly talented, much more so than most of the Te’alan. And the attack wouldn’t have stopped a hunter, either.

      When nothing more came, I continued down the slope toward the river. I could hear it now, burbling softly as it whisked along. It would pass north of the city. The Parch River ran along the south side of the city. Eventually, the two would meet and mingle as they continued their steady flow.

      I felt the burgeoning power as I reached the river. Whatever was building was coming quickly, and was strong enough that I wouldn’t be able to stop it.

      A snarl of dark fur leapt through the trees and crashed into a shadow in front of me. The hunter. Jakes was a massive in his shifted form, and powerful, but the hunter he collided with was equally large.

      “Keep them away from the doorway, Jakes!”

      A snarl answered, though I didn’t know whether Jakes was answering me or just struggling with his fight. The shadow slid away from the trees, and Jakes followed. When they cleared the triangle formed by the trees, I pressed on the other charm I had, expelling a ring of black ink into a cloud that I sealed with power.

      The effort of holding this circle was lessened by the fact that I’d used black ink. It was times like this when I chose black intentionally, preferring it for my predilection for the ink. I no longer questioned that I was predisposed toward black. It was the color of destruction, of death. I simply tried not to think about the why.

      Something moved near me and I spun.

      “Oliver.”

      The man standing across from me was a little taller than Devan, but not much. He had a slight build and stood before me angled, almost as if ready to strike. A short sword hung from his waist, glowing softly. His eyes matched the glow. Unlike Devan, his skin didn’t take on the soft yellow sheen as he used his magic on this side of the Threshold.

      “Brand.” I used his common name. Devan had once told me his formal name, but it wasn’t one I could easily speak. I hadn’t seen him in years, long before he went to the front. “You’re still alive. You know, Devan was pleased to hear that.”

      He stepped forward and I tensed. He was inside the circle with me. Shit.

      “De’avan has always chosen strangely,” he said. “But it is not mine to decide.”

      “Yeah, she’s slumming it.”

      His face didn’t change. He took another step. Behind him, I caught sight of two large items. One was the compass. The other made my breath catch. Agony.

      “Your father didn’t need me at all, did he?”

      Brand smiled. “Father? Did he send you after this, as well? Explains why you’ve been such a pest.”

      I didn’t think we’d been pests at all; just a few steps too late the entire time.

      But if Brand wasn’t after it for his father…

      My eyes glanced to the base of the sculpture where I suspected the shardstone was stored, and then caught on the smear of dark ink on his fingers. Everything started to click into place. “You were after the shardstone for yourself. That’s why you crossed. That wasn’t another painter at the storage unit, was it?”

      Brand stopped and rested one hand on his sword as he considered me. “You showed me that there is power in the work you control. I only borrowed it.”

      “That kind of power isn’t really meant for you,” I said. “It will twist you—”

      Brand slid toward me in the blink of an eye, faster than I could react. “Do you think I have learned so little?”

      Adazi had thought the same thing, but I’d seen what happened to him. When truly magical creatures like the shifters attempted to use painter power, it twisted them. I don’t really know why; it must have something to do with their magic, that painter power is drawn to a different type of magic, or maybe it’s like crossing the Threshold. When you use that kind of power, it twists the painter.

      My hand dropped into my pocket, and I prayed to the gods that he didn’t see what I did. “I’m pretty sure that you haven’t learned nearly as much as you think.”

      “Brand?”

      Devan’s voice caught him as he started to move. He turned and faced his sister. “De’avan. I see you’ve changed, as well.”

      “What are you doing?” she asked. Her eyes focused behind him briefly, recognizing as quickly as I did that he’d taken the compass and, somehow, Agony. Where was Taylor? “Did Father send you here?”

      Brand sneered. He stepped a pace toward Devan, as if debating who he would attack first. It was a measure of just how much he’d changed that he considered attacking her at all. “Father thinks to control everything, thinks he sees everything, but he hasn’t seen this.” He smiled at her. “Oliver was quite helpful when he taught me the way painters drew their power. There are ways with this painter’s power that I can obscure myself from Father.”

      Devan glanced at me. I didn’t have to ask to know what she was thinking.

      “What did you need in the storage shed?” I wanted to delay him, to give Jakes a chance to appear. I started a slow circle, building the pattern as I went. I already knew why he’d gone to the shed, especially if he thought my father had stored something there that could be useful. But how had he known about it in the first place?

      Brand’s mouth twitched. “There are secrets to painting I have yet to learn, and few ways to learn on the other side. The Elder left a trail, but not enough.”

      A part of me wished I had been the one to find that trail. “Why now?” I asked. “Why take the compass now?”

      “My father isn’t the only one who’s collected soulstones. Now that I have the shardstone, I can finally use them.”

      I laughed at him. Brand froze, his sword wavering in the air. “Even with the shardstone, you really think you’ve got enough juice to go after both the Trelking and the Druist Mage? Man, you are ballsy.”

      There was a snarl from one of the shifters that started our way. A low thundering sound came with it.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Brand said. “It is time that I return.”

      Devan turned away and set a pair of figurines on the ground. She whispered to them, and they began shaking and growing. Taylor appeared from the trees and moved toward Devan, holding her paintbrush out from her like a wand.

      A shadow appeared from around the edge of the tree, and I thought it might be one of the hunters, but something about it was different, as if it had more form to it than the invisible nightmare creatures we had faced before. It hovered, a cold darkness to it that seemed focused on Brand.

      Brand flicked his eyes over to the figurines. “Oliver, it appears you’ll have to choose whether to stop me or help your love. I wonder what you’ll do?”

      I raised the cylinder at him. “Both.”

      With a surge of power through it, I activated the patterns. White light shot from the cylinder. Brand simply caught the light with his sword as he started to move. It bounced off and shot toward the barrier. Had it not been in place, it would have struck Devan.

      He glanced at me. “Interesting. I might need to have that.”

      Faster than I could react, he shot toward me and simply grabbed the cylinder out of my hand. I couldn’t do anything to stop him. He twisted it, considering the patterns briefly, and then pointed it at me.

      I dove, moving toward Devan.

      Brand turned slowly. Knowing what I did of Devan’s capability with patterns, I had no doubt that he’d figure out how to use the cylinder.

      “Devan!” I shouted.

      Brand fired the cylinder. The light looked even brighter coming at me from this direction, searingly bright, and seemed to twist in a pattern as it spiraled toward me.

      I rolled, dropping the focus I poured through the barrier as I did. The light shot past me. I hoped that it struck what I intended—the hunter still hovering behind me—and not Devan.

      Lunging toward Brand with another charm in hand, I squeezed, firing the shot of ink and infusing it with power at the same time. Brand used the sword and swiped away the power as if it were nothing.

      Damn.

      He pointed the cylinder at me. I was sprawled out in front of him. I could roll, but there wasn’t much else I could do to get away from him.

      “Don’t,” I begged.

      He tipped his head. Light started to form in the cylinder. I ducked my head, not wanting to watch as it struck me. There was a strange sucking sound, and I wondered if I was shrinking.

      Nothing came.

      I twisted my head and looked up. Devan’s fox creature stood on top of Brand, pinning him to the ground. His mouth clenched tightly to the arm holding the sword, keeping him from swinging it.

      Scrambling forward, I grabbed the cylinder from Brand’s other hand. The fox bit down, and Brand dropped the sword, unable to do anything else. I quickly triggered the cylinder, not giving Brand a chance to move.

      Light flashed from it, striking Brand in the arm. He immediately started to shrink, slowly contracting into a miniature, much like Nik had. The fox started away.

      I grabbed the sword, scooped up baby Brand, and dropped him into my pocket as I spun to see what would happen with the shadow from the tree. Devan stood over a body. Her twin trolls stood on either side of her, looking like bouncers providing protection. The shadow I had seen before slithered away from the tree, moving toward Devan. Clearly my earlier maneuver had been unsuccessful. There was no doubting that it was a hunter, only one like I’d never seen before.

      Without waiting, I pointed the cylinder. I was tired from the energy I’d used tonight, but hoped I still had enough to push through the cylinder one more time. Aiming at the shadow, I pressed all the power I could muster. White light shot from the cylinder, catching the shadow. Like with Brand, it started to shrivel and shrink, twisting into something that was all condensed angles.

      “Devan?” I asked.

      “Ollie—”

      I staggered toward her. The troll bouncers let me pass. Devan caught me and gave me a tight hug. “What happened? Who is…” I trailed off as I saw who it was. Taylor lay on the ground, not moving. “What happened?” I asked again.

      Devan motioned toward a new figurine on the ground. It vaguely resembled the miniature Agony charm I had. “The hunter.” Well, at least I had hit my target this time. “How did it cross?” I asked, but even as I did, I was starting to have an idea; only what came to mind made me incredibly uncomfortable.

      I crouched next to Taylor and rested my hand on her neck. There was no pulse, nothing that told me she was alive. The hunter had gotten to her.

      It was strange that she looked otherwise fine. There were no injuries, nothing that I could see that would explain her death. Only she no longer breathed. Her heart had stopped. I knew hunters fed off painters’ magic, and it was as if sucking the magic from her had killed her.

      There was a flurry of motion.

      I spun, raising the sword in front of me, but I didn’t see anyone. Then I looked down.

      There was little Nik. He stood next to Taylor, his grayish hand grabbing her shirt. “The Druist did this?” he said.

      Devan’s bouncers turned toward Nik, readied to attack. I held up a hand, restraining her.

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      Nik turned and looked up at me. His eyes drifted to the sword and widened slightly. He recognized it. “Sorry about the car. I had to slow you down if I wanted to reach the shardstone first.” He looked to Agony, staring at it like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

      “That was you?” Shit, and I’d thought little Nik wouldn’t have much power remaining. How wrong was I? He had enough to stop a car moving along at a pretty good clip.

      He forced a smile. “Now you’ve taken away any chance of me crossing.” He glanced back at Taylor. “And the Druist has taken away the only person I’ve managed to care about,” he said softly. He seemed to take a deep breath, as deep as his little body would allow. “I will teach you what you need to stop him.”

      I pointed the cylinder at him.

      “Hey, I said I’d teach!”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “But after what happened, I’m going to keep you in storage for a little while until we sort things out.”

      I fired.

      With him already small, I wasn’t sure what would happen, but he only shrank back to his previous size, freezing into place. I plucked him from the ground and dropped him into my pocket next to Brand. Let the two painters duel it out in there.

      I reached for the hunter figurine as Jakes appeared out of the darkness. He was bloodied, a gash in his arm bleeding. He managed to wear pants, but no shirt. I didn’t have to look over to know that Devan was checking him out.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      I paused and pulled my hand away from the figurine. “What?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not certain how safe it would be for you even in that form.”

      Jakes grabbed the mini hunter and then crushed it between his hands with a grunt. Dust burst from his palms, catching the wind and disappearing.

      “What now?” Devan asked.

      I looked over at the compass, and at Agony. Somehow we would put them back where they belonged, but first, there was something else I needed to do.

      “Now we summon your father,” I said.
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      We stood in woods much like those where we’d lost Taylor. I waited, staring at the trees, my painted pattern circled around to provide as much protection as I could. Which at this point, wasn’t much. Devan stood outside the circle of protection, three shifters standing near her. I wasn’t sure if the Trelking would try to take her, and right now I didn’t want to take the risk. Not if what I suspected was right.

      Jakes stood next to me, dressed in his T-shirt now stained with blood from the injury to his arm. He refused to stay outside the circle. I felt a certain reassurance having him with me, even if he probably couldn’t do much to help.

      “Are you certain this is wise?” he asked.

      “Not really,” I said.

      Typically, I’d have some smart-ass remark about never really being all that wise, but I wasn’t in the mood tonight. We’d lost Taylor. Brand had nearly stolen the compass and Agony—that bothered me more than it should—and a hunter had wandered free in Conlin. I was lucky to be alive.

      We didn’t have to wait long. Power surged as the doorway started to open.

      It came like a veil parting, peeling back to reveal darkness on the other side of the Threshold. The doorway opened and the Trelking stepped through.

      His hard eyes glanced past me to Devan and the shifters around her and then to me and Jakes. “This seems a little bit much, don’t you think?”

      I shook my head. “Not after what you tried to pull.”

      He tipped his head. “And just what do you think I ‘tried to pull’?”

      I pulled the sword from behind my back and held it out toward him. The Trelking reached for it, but I shook my head and withdrew it from him. Now that I’d seen what the sword could do, I wasn’t about to let the Trelking have it.

      “Don’t think so.”

      He smiled at me, giving me the expression I’d seen him give before sentencing someone to die. “Oliver. You were the one to summon me. I presume that means you have found the shardstone box that I require?”

      I shook my head. “No box. Not for you.” He wasn’t going to have that kind of power, not if I could stop him.

      “That…is unfortunate. Then I will require De’avan to return so that she can fulfill the bargain that was struck.”

      “Nope.”

      “Are you certain that is the path you wish to take?” the Trelking asked.

      I wasn’t certain of anything anymore, only that he wasn’t taking Devan back across the Threshold, especially now that I knew what he was willing to do. And by doing this, I would never find out what the Trelking knew about my father, if anything. That was the price I would have to pay. “You know, you could have left us alone. You could have given me the chance to learn what we needed to face the Druist Mage. That might have been enough. But you couldn’t, could you, not when he was involved?”

      “The Druist Mage presents a unique challenge to the Protariat,” the Trelking started.

      “Not the Protariat. And not the Druist. This was personal for you. You didn’t want Brand gaining any more influence, did you? You knew that he had learned to use painter power to augment his own, and that threatened you. I’m not sure why, but it must have, otherwise you would have left him alone. Instead, you sent the hunter after him. And only him, otherwise I would have been attacked sooner.”

      “You did this?” Jakes asked.

      I glanced over and saw a mixture of emotions flicker across his normally stoic face. He would struggle with what the Trelking had done. Allowing a crossing was one thing, allowing a hunter to cross was quite another.

      From the lack of emotion on the Trelking’s face, I knew that I was right.

      The Trelking ignored Jakes completely, as if he didn’t matter. “Where is he?”

      I sniffed. “You really think that you get to question me now? You let your war creep across the Threshold. And then you tried to draw me into it, using me to find this shardstone box that I’m not completely certain you were meant to have. That’s why my father hid it here, behind the protection of the compass. And you sent a hunter to kill your own son.”

      The Trelking smiled. “You almost sound like your father, Oliver, only he had the weight of the Protariat behind him. You? You have chosen your path. In time, you will fulfill the responsibility I set before you.”

      “I don’t think so. I’m done with your bidding. So is Devan. Conlin is my home, and it’s because of you that it was attacked. Again. You let your shit cross over and put others in danger. Innocents who have no idea about what happens on the other side of the Threshold.” I turned to Jakes. “Are you still willing for me to serve?”

      I looked past him and Devan nodded. If we were going to make a stand against her father and the Druist Mage, it might as well be somewhere difficult for them to reach, a place where others able to help surrounded us. A place where the compass might shield us from her father and the Druist Mage.

      “The offer stands,” Jakes said.

      I turned back to the Trelking. He studied me with an unreadable expression. That wasn’t anything new, but what was new from him was the tension at the corners of his eyes. Had he not foreseen this?

      “So now, Conlin will have the protection of a painter. I might not have the same skill as my father—yet—but I have something he did not.”

      “And what is that, Oliver?” the Trelking asked.

      “Why, I’ve got the heir to the Trelking to help.”

      The Trelking flicked his gaze past me and fixed on Devan. “What of my son?”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the little Brand figurine and tossed it over to the Trelking. “You can have him. Careful though. He’s fragile.”

      The Trelking took the figurine and slipped him into the pocket of his cloak. “You really think you can provide the balance the Protariat requires?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know. I’m sure as hell going to try.”

      He hesitated a moment, and then he smiled. The bastard actually smiled. “Good.”

      With that, he turned and stepped across the Threshold through the still-open doorway. When through, he released it, and the veil shifted closed, leaving us standing in silence for a moment.

      I released the barrier that I’d been holding. Devan ran across, and I pulled her into a tight embrace. Jakes glanced at us and then made his way to the other shifters, giving us privacy. “What if I just made a horrible mistake?” I whispered to Devan.

      “Why would you think that?”

      I looked over at Jakes to see him watching me. His normally hard eyes were softened with something almost like relief. “I mean, us protecting Conlin? We don’t know anything about what my father used to do to keep it safe. Hell, we don’t even know why he had to keep it safe. What if—”

      Devan shut me up by giving me a soft kiss on the lips. “You’re an idiot, Ollie, you know that?” When I frowned at her, she explained. “You were always meant to make this decision.”

      “Yeah,” I said, looking toward where her father had disappeared. The Trelking had seemed pleased that I’d agreed to serve. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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