
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Harley Merlin 20: Persie Merlin and the Witch Hunters

    

    




      
        Bella Forrest

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Nightlight Press]
          [image: Nightlight Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Problems reading?

      

    

    
      
        1. Persie

      

      
        2. Persie

      

      
        3. Persie

      

      
        4. Nathan

      

      
        5. Persie

      

      
        6. Nathan

      

      
        7. Nathan

      

      
        8. Persie

      

      
        9. Nathan

      

      
        10. Persie

      

      
        11. Persie

      

      
        12. Nathan

      

      
        13. Persie

      

      
        14. Persie

      

      
        15. Persie

      

      
        16. Nathan

      

      
        17. Persie

      

      
        18. Nathan

      

      
        19. Persie

      

      
        20. Persie

      

      
        21. Nathan

      

      
        22. Persie

      

      
        23. Persie

      

      
        24. Persie

      

      
        25. Nathan

      

      
        26. Nathan

      

      
        27. Nathan

      

      
        28. Persie

      

      
        29. Persie

      

      
        30. Persie

      

      
        31. Persie

      

      
        32. Persie

      

      
        33. Nathan

      

      
        34. Persie

      

      
        35. Persie

      

    

    
      
        HARLEY MERLIN 21: Persie Merlin and the Dying Song

      

      
        Read more by Bella Forrest

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020

      Nightlight Press

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Problems reading?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you happen to experience any problems reading this ebook—such as pages skipping, etc.—it’s a Kindle glitch. Just delete the ebook from your device and re-download it, and the problem should solve itself. If not, contact Amazon’s customer support; they’re helpful and efficient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Persie

          

        

      

    

    
      An arm slithered skillfully around my neck and squeezed. It might have been a tentacle suckered to my throat, for all the good it did me, trying to pry the thing away with desperate fingers. The pressure against my windpipe had the mark of an expert: not too much, not too little. The Goldilocks of headlocks. My eyes were beginning to bulge, inky spots dancing in my field of vision.

      I knocked my fists against the arms that held me in a vise, tapping out.

      As soon as I submitted, the pressure released and I slumped out of the headlock like toothpaste flopping off a brush, half-expecting my body to land with a similar splat as I collapsed sideways onto the lurid blue spring floor of the training room. I lay there in a fetal position, panting hard. I had three-months’ worth of bruises that could not even be soothed by the industrial-strength bath salts my mom had sent. Everything ached. The continued training had layered more strokes of mottled purple and blush atop the yellow remnants of my last battering.

      “Getting better there, lass! Not so soon to tap out this time.” Marcel McCarthy stood and bowed at my defeat, and I tipped my head in return. I could hardly manage that, the blood still trying to find its way back into my skull.

      “Thanks for… humoring me,” I croaked.

      As instructors went, Marcel had fast become one of my favorites, despite the fact that I left his classes completely exhausted. The pain and fatigue were relentless, as Marcel’s martial-arts training was held three days per week, providing insufficient time to recuperate from the repetitive defeat. Fortunately, the Institute gods had been gracious enough to slot the class into the last period of the day on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, so I could immediately rush to my room and grimace under a shower. The hot water was my best effort to preemptively unknot all of the bodily cricks I’d have in the morning. Even Teddy, lord of the biceps and perpetual hogger of the gym’s weight machines, struggled under the strain of Marcel’s sessions.

      Marcel snorted. “Nae humoring about it, lass. If you can’t beat ‘em, at least you can stay conscious.”

      As the scholar of Martial Arts, Marcel was something of a walking paradox. Before we’d started these sessions, I’d expected to see some willowy, balletic guy who moved with the stealth of a tiger and had limbs that flowed like water. Instead, we’d been met by this brutish bouncer of a Scotsman. He weighed 250 pounds, easy, with a perfectly oiled ginger mustache that curved up like Salvador Dalí’s, and not so much as a memory of hair on his shiny bald head. And yet, he moved as gracefully as a gymnast, able to flip and somersault his hefty weight through the air as though he weighed nothing at all—though the aftershocks when he landed still rattled my teeth. That was the beauty of Marcel: he could’ve used his beastly force to floor anyone, but he didn’t. He preferred technique over muscle, style over brawling. He never let anyone leave the room feeling desolate, even if he did dole out penalties for those loitering at the bottom of the class… and I was usually one of them.

      “Up you get, lass.” Marcel offered his hand and hauled me up so fast I almost got whiplash. “Right, then, since everyone else is licking their wounds, I’d say there’s only one of yez left. And dinnae forget, the quickest to yield gets the joy of sweeping the dojo. Currently, that’s—”

      I lifted a limp hand. “Me. I know.” I glanced around the dojo as I caught my breath, well aware of how much of a pain it’d be to clean. This wasn’t my first rodeo. The dojo itself was a large studio of sorts, with high-beamed ceilings and paneled walls of pale wood and white canvas, as well as sliding partitions that could be drawn for small group practice. Green and red dragons coiled along the beams, adding a hint of the Far East, where most of our fighting styles hailed from. It was clean and minimalistic, aside from the bright blue spring floor, which had been installed to take the edge off harder landings.

      “Ah, dinnae be so glib about it. One of these days, someone else’ll be at the bottom of the pile.” Something of a backhanded compliment, but he had a manner of delivery that made you believe the compliment part, no matter how impossible it seemed. Maybe, one day, I would scrape up to second-last. “So, who’s up?” Marcel asked.

      Genie bounded into the center of the floor before I’d even vacated it. “I reckon I can take you, McCarthy.” (She wasn’t being rude—he’d asked us to leave out the honorifics of ‘Scholar McCarthy’ or ‘Sir,’ to bring a bit of equality to our training sessions. Marcel or McCarthy were fine by him.)

      Marcel laughed with the entirety of his barrel chest. “Aye, the wee firecracker. I was wondering when you’d muster the plums after you botched that somersault on Wednesday. I thought you’d be in the Infirmary, seeing stars for a week.” He grinned mischievously. “Though I’ve got to say, you’d have had me if you’d not conked your bonce six ways to Sunday.”

      “No clue what you just said,” Genie retorted. There was laughter from the rest of the ten-strong class. Since finding the Door to Nowhere and rescuing our fellow hunters, we’d earned our classmates’ respect, and they ours: Teddy Isherwood, Suranne Redmond and Gem Phillips (formerly the Ponytails), Colette Requin, Ayperi Khoury, Adrian Gunn, Pia Sund, and Dauda Jalloh.

      It had been a lengthy road to reach this level of friendliness, especially for Genie. She hadn’t forgotten the way things had started, and she hadn’t let them forget their initial behavior, either. But she’d taken it upon herself to educate them instead of ignoring them, and she’d given them plenty of food for thought. Like when she earned the top ranking during our Arena sessions and they used to quip, “Well, you only won because you’ve got all that Atlantean juice in your veins.” They didn’t necessarily think they were saying anything wrong, but she’d called them out on the comment and explained the way it made her feel—as though she had no right to win, or that she’d somehow cheated because of what she was—and forced them to unpick the nuances in what they’d said and understand why it was more of a slur than they realized. Or when older students or graduates made a sly comment about her, or Atlantis, and our classmates stayed silent. She asked them, outright, why they hadn’t spoken up, and made them see that silence was almost as bad as hurling an insult. Slowly but surely, they’d realized the error of their ways and had begun to unlearn the judgments that had been instilled in them since birth. After apologies, the reading of Genie’s suggested texts, and vows to be better (plus, proving that they meant it by creating a no-tolerance policy of any anti-Atlantean sentiments), a truce had finally been struck. It was a good start.

      “Aye, well, you should count your lucky stars—all them ones that were swimming round your noggin last time we met in combat—that I didnae come from Glasgow, else you’d still be figuring out what I was saying after I’d already wiped the floor with you.” He maneuvered into position, stepping behind a line of white duct tape at the far side of the room while Genie emulated him on the nearside, closest to where the class was watching from a safe distance.

      It had been three months since our martial-arts training began, but six months had somehow raced by since the Door to Nowhere incident. Our classes changed up with every season, and as spring had turned into summer, we’d had two new classes piled on top of the old ones. Our schedules were now fit to burst. Five days a week, from eight in the morning until eight at night, we sprinted from one two-hour lesson to the next. We had half-hour breaks in the mornings and afternoons for studying, and a half-hour for lunch—or a trip to the Infirmary, depending on how the day had gone. And once the day was over, we usually had a stack of homework to plough through: essays, notes-studying, preparing for the next day’s sessions, that sort of thing. Most people tried to get some of that done in our study breaks, but not me.

      For my part, I used my private study periods to visit Victoria at least once a day. She’d become my mentor, researching ways that I could better use my ability and guiding me through what she’d found. As it was a new ability, it came with a learning curve for both of us. At the moment, we were looking into the possibility that I might be able to Purge at will, to reduce the chance of a Purge sneaking up on me. The symptoms indicated when it was going to happen, of course, but we both thought it would make things easier if I could choose when I Purged. So far, however, our attempts had only ended in me being very sweaty and breathless, with a few burst blood vessels from straining too hard. She’d promised to research further, but we’d have to wait and see if it came to anything.

      Aside from that, the general schedule included Hunting Technique with Tarif Hosseini, Engineering with Naomi Hiraku, Monster History with Ingram MacLoughlin and Nathan, and Monster Sciences and Anatomy with Lisbeth Oriel, a sweet, soft woman who hailed from Finland. That was our daily roster—and the latter three, I was happy to say, I was acing. In addition to our core classes, we had arena time twice a week with Captain Pain, otherwise known as Johannes Noah—a fierce and terrifying South African taskmaster who made non-sequitur jokes that everyone was always too afraid to laugh at. All except Genie, who was never afraid to laugh, and who’d become the firm favorite in all the athletic classes. And, of course, we had Martial Arts with Marcel to fill up those last three spots in the week.

      “Bow,” Marcel instructed Genie. He put his gigantic sausage fingers together and leaned forward. Genie did the same. She was a foot shorter and a quarter of his width, but everyone in our class waited on tenterhooks, knowing this was going to be an interesting bout. The size difference didn’t matter one bit—she’d come close to flooring him a few times in the last three months, usually at a cost to her physical well-being. That somersault had been no joke. She’d soared over his head, misjudging her rotation and proximity to the wall, and crashed into the mirror, shattering it to pieces. Naturally, she’d brushed it off like she’d just grazed her knee, winning everyone’s awe for the thousandth time since defeating her first gargoyle in Hosseini’s class. But she’d felt that collision later. She’d splayed out on my bed, groaning with an icepack on the huge goose-egg that had risen on the back of her head, bemoaning her actions.

      And that’s why I love you. I settled down beside Teddy, who gave me a firm pat on the back with his meaty paw.

      “You did good, Pers,” he said with a smile. Most animosities had fizzled away after the revelation that I’d saved everyone from Fergus’s realm and that my pixies had been helpers, not kidnappers. After I’d watched their growth and progression with Genie, I hoped in the future they’d have the knowledge to stop themselves, and others, from acting the way they had.

      Still, my classmates got a bit wary if I went pale or shaky, especially after I Purged a Wyvern at the May Day festival in the orchard. They’d heard a lot about my Purges over the last six months, but their fear was diminishing now that Victoria and I had our capturing synchronicity down to a fine art. I buzzed her when things got hairy, and she sent hunters to stand at my door, or wherever the Purge was taking place, in case I couldn’t deal with the monster myself. Nine times out of ten, I managed, using their momentary distraction of bowing or acknowledging me as their creator to launch a puzzle box. Sometimes, I used hex bags that Naomi had taught me how to craft, with Genie or a classmate adding a spark of Chaos to it to charge it up if the distraction didn’t work. A big gold star to shove in O’Halloran’s face, though he was still resolute about not letting me return to the SDC. But it wasn’t as though we’d been given a summer break, so I didn’t feel like I was missing out. My parents had been suitably disappointed that I wouldn’t be visiting, though. Video calls just didn’t cut the mustard as far as they were concerned, and it wasn’t often that they could get away for a visit.

      Still, we’re halfway through our first year already… Putting it like that was bizarre. It felt like yesterday that Genie and I had arrived and the Door fiasco had gone down. Apparently, when nothing was threatening the peace and we only had our studies to focus on, time slipped through my fingers like sand. Well, I suppose it hadn’t been entirely peaceful; Leviathan still visited my thoughts from time to time, mostly during the private tirades of frustration I launched at my bathroom mirror after a particularly brutal arena session, or during moments of deep exhaustion. Anytime I was at my most vulnerable, it seemed—like he had a radar for my gloom. I might not have minded if he had more interesting things to say, but he was usually interrupting the hours of personal study that I had to do after classes ended, and he brought nothing of value to the conversation. He chitchatted, mostly one-sidedly, about the glory of Purging and how magnificent I’d look by his side, as his queen. That last bit tended to cut the conversation off sharp, every damn time.

      My attention was snapped up again by Genie, in the center of the dojo floor. She darted forward like a furious honey badger, hands up and ready to boogie. This was the only athletic class that didn’t allow magic, but Genie was like a fighting chameleon, able to adapt to any and all circumstances and surroundings. On the other side of the training room, Marcel took a few casual steps toward his swift opponent. The sensei and the grasshopper, though I had no idea how this was going to end.

      “Ah, come on, I know you can move faster than that! Don’t give me this shuffling old bear trick!” Genie shouted, peacocking a little. She wasn’t a show-off, but she was a bit of a performer. Now that our classmates had our backs and we had theirs, the Institute definitely felt more like home. Mom was part thrilled, part miffed by that revelation, but I’d come to learn that moms always had a gear to grind, even when things were going well. Or maybe she just missed me as intensely as I missed her.

      Marcel snickered. “You fight with your hands, Genie, not your gob.”

      Genie ignored this jibe and dropped to her knees, skidding right between Marcel’s legs. I could’ve sworn I saw a flicker of confusion on the scholar’s face as he processed what had happened. Genie jumped up on the other side and drove a kick into the back of Marcel’s knee, but his leg stayed firmly rooted, like the oak trunk it imitated. “I swear, you’ve had your bones replaced with metal,” she said, ducking away from his arm as it swung back to pull her into that deadly headlock.

      “Aye, and you grease yourself up before you come to my classes. Slippery as a jellied eel!” Marcel leapt into a breathtaking swan dive, curving his head up at the last moment before impact with the spring floor, so his shoulders took the hit. As the rest of his body followed through the roll, he popped up to his feet, all in one fluid motion. My Uncle Finch, with his troubling enthusiasm for that ancient film Flashdance, would’ve been whooping and hollering right about now.

      “It wouldn’t be any fun if you could catch me,” Genie shot back, pacing in front of her assailant.

      Colette exhaled a tense breath in the brief pause. “Yeesh, that was close. When he gets you in that headlock, it’s all over.” She rubbed the crimson shadow on her throat, evidence of her turn with the scholar. Marcel’s headlocks were infamous, and though he’d taught us how to use them, they were never as precise or deadly as his.

      “At least ya arm stayed in its socket, eh?” Dauda winced as he rolled his own injured shoulder in a circle. The clicking sound that emitted from his bones turned my stomach. Dauda was a six-foot-five, hard-as-nails Sierra-Leonean, so I felt slightly better knowing he’d had his ass handed to him too.

      Marcel mopped his shiny brow on the back of the Institute’s version of a judogi, which we all wore for these lessons. The judogi worn by trainees was black and durable, with a strip of white cutting through the center to identify us as first years. Marcel wore a solid maroon belt, which he tightened before lunging back in to silence Genie’s smart remarks. Finally, they were in close combat. For every strike that Marcel put up, Genie blocked it with a forearm, a palm, a shoulder—the sound of the fast impacts smacked through the room, making everyone flinch. For every strike Genie tried to land, Marcel countered as though he were flicking lint off his uniform.

      “You’re thinking too much,” he warned as he advanced on her, forcing her to retreat before jabbing the heel of his palm into her sternum and knocking her backward.

      She recovered quickly, steadying herself by squatting low. “I thought I was supposed to have a concussion?”

      “Maybe your head is the thing made out of metal.” Marcel covered the distance between them in two strides, his hand slicing downward, aiming for the space where her neck met her shoulder. She took advantage of the vulnerability of his body, left defenseless by his attack. She countered with a dragon rana, flipping herself forward through the air so that she landed atop his shoulders, her legs hooking around his neck. Then she heaved her bodyweight toward the ground while the rest of us watched, breathless, as Marcel toppled, pulled down by the unexpected move. He arced in seemingly slow-motion before his back thudded hard into the floor, sending out shockwaves through the room. He lay still for a moment, stunned.

      “Holy crap!” said Suranne.

      I nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

      Genie got to her feet, towering over Marcel, and pressed her foot to his chest. “Do you surrender?”

      “Not even close.” Marcel grasped her foot and pushed upward, sending her sprawling.

      I unclenched my fists, not realizing I’d balled them up out of anxiety for my friend. Marcel wouldn’t admit it until the fight was over, but she definitely had come close to winning.

      “You almost had him, G!” Adrian Gunn shouted. Adrian was a long-haired Welshman who may or may not have had a huge crush on Genie, so who knew how objective he was.

      “Sock it to him!” Teddy yelled.

      Pia Sund, a Swede with a sharp blonde bob, punched the air vehemently. “Do that flippy thing again!”

      Is this really the same Institute? I observed my classmates with an amused smile. No one jeered, they just offered advice and commiseration, and even promised to save a slice of pie for me at dinner while I swept the dojo floor.

      “I’ll be coughing up bits of lung for a month,” Genie joked, lurching back up.

      Marcel cackled. “Well, dinnae go telling the medics it was me who dislodged ‘em.”

      “Pfft, I’m no snitch.” Genie round-housed Marcel while he was mid-laugh, catching him square in the almighty chest. I made a mental note of everything she did, determined to try it out when I got back to my room. Maybe not the flippy stuff, but I could definitely improve my kicks and slices and spins.

      I have liv’d long enough for others, like the Dog in the Wheel, and it is now the Season to begin for myself: I cannot change that Thing call’d Time, but I can alter its Posture and, as Boys do turn a looking-glass against the Sunne, so I will dazzle you all. I’d been reading more British and Irish literature since coming here, thanks to Nathan’s recommendations, and that quote from Peter Ackroyd’s Hawksmoor had struck a sincere chord. I did feel as though the seasons had changed, not just literally but figuratively, and these last days of summer had formed the firm foundations of the hunter I would become. I wasn’t a fumbling, staggering newborn foal anymore. Maybe I was still hitting the floor in Martial Arts, but I was making huge leaps elsewhere. I finally had a handle on my Purges, thanks to all I’d learned in training and the puzzle boxes I now carried at all times. And Genie… well, she was dazzling everyone. I’d never seen her thrive like this, and it buoyed me up, knowing we’d made the right choice in coming here.

      Marcel stumbled back and Genie landed another roundhouse on the exact same spot, whirling like a dervish as she struck him with kick after kick after kick, until, like a tree that had been chain-sawed at the base, he finally toppled. The ensuing crash made the mirrors tremble, and some older students peeked through the training-room windows to see what had happened. A few inquisitive eyes widened in shock, seeing Marcel downed like Goliath to Genie’s David.

      “YASSSS!” Gem shouted, before flinging her arms around Suranne.

      “Genie, Genie, Genie, Genie!” Teddy started up the chant and everyone jumped in, cheering my best friend before the match was even properly over. Carried away by the mob mentality, I added my voice to the mix, shouting until my voice went hoarse. Genie had ranted about this for weeks, exasperated that she kept getting beaten by Marcel at the last moment, but she’d finally done it… Marcel was down for the count.

      Genie, sweating buckets, walked to Marcel and stood over him. “Do you submit this time?”

      Marcel held out a hand. “I submit, lass. Three months of near misses, and you finally did it. Landed me on me arse, like a prize wally.”

      “Hey, Ms. Jules is always harping on about patience and modesty.” Genie grabbed his proffered hand and helped him up. “I’ve learned modesty by getting floored 99% of the time—or maybe that’s humility. And I’ve learned patience by persevering to reach that 1%.”

      “Well earned, lass.” Marcel dusted himself off and tightened the belt of his judogi variation. “I could’ve done without the gawping spectators, but there’s nae shame in losing.” He nodded toward the observers behind the training-room glass. “You only learn how to win by taking a whole lot of hits first.” His eyes sought mine with a pointed nod, and I heard his encouragement loud and clear.

      If I’m ever going to get out of last place, I need to up my game. Poring over books and absorbing endless notes came easy to me, but I sometimes forgot that the physical part of my training also needed care and attention outside of lessons. It wasn’t enough to prance around in my bedroom, trying to kick seven bells out of imaginary attackers. I needed to learn from my mistakes and come back harder and faster and fitter than before, which meant cardio, and maybe persuading Genie to spar with me. Or perhaps I could ask Teddy or Dauda to step in, to imitate battling with physically bigger opponents. Either way, I wanted to show everyone that both of us SDC women were a force to be reckoned with.

      Marcel smiled, unfazed by the loss. “After that, I need a sit down, so yez can scoot early and sort out your aches and pains. Persie, you know where the broom is, aye?”

      “Aye,” I mimicked.

      Ayperi shouldered her backpack, while the others were already halfway out the door. “Do you want us to get you anything from the canteen?”

      “Not today, thanks. I’ve got to go see Ms. Jules and then come back here to sweep the decks, so I’ll grab something later,” I replied, grateful for the offer.

      She smiled. “We’ll be hanging around the rec room after, if you change your mind.” Her gaze turned to Genie, who never left before I finished sweeping. “That was awesome. I’ve got a feeling we’ll still be talking about that at graduation.”

      “Hopefully you’ll all have gotten the better of me by then,” Marcel retorted as he, too, made his way from the dojo.

      Genie had put in the work, and it had paid off. She ran for pleasure, for crying out loud. But it served as a double reminder that I needed to start making changes to my fitness regimen. I glanced out of the dojo window, where the sea frothed in the distance, stormy and carrying a chill in the air—not one I could feel, but one I could sense in the slate gray of the sky and the shiver of the waves. The tides could turn in my favor. It was all in my hands now.

      Fall was on its way. It had always been my favorite season, filled with warmth and burnt colors, and I had a feeling that this one was really going to be the making of me.
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      Ten minutes later, I sat in Victoria’s office for one of our daily half-hour sessions, which sort of made Marcel’s early finish meaningless for me. She’d cancelled this morning’s tutorial and rescheduled it for the end of the day, but I didn’t fancy stretching my evening out further than I had to. I hoped I could catch her a little early and make quick work of the dojo once I was done. Genie had gone to do some private study, with a promise to meet me back at the dojo afterward. I just had to send a text and she’d be there to keep me company, grateful not to have to pore over Gatsby’s Encyclopedia of Monster Anatomy, a book so heavy you had to wheel it on a cart to your study spot.

      “You look tired. Are you eating and sleeping properly?” Victoria began, not very flatteringly. “Has there been a Purge I do not know about?”

      I shook my head. “I think I’m just starting to look like a student. Twelve-hour days have a way of catching up to a person.”

      “Yes, perhaps.” She gave a small sniff which I guessed was supposed to be a chuckle. “Now, how are you getting on with your Euphoria techniques? It’s been a few days since we discussed that, but I do believe it may be key to unlocking voluntary Purges.”

      “I… keep trying, but nothing really happens,” I admitted.

      “Even with the Astral Conduit I gave you?” Victoria furrowed her brow. Being sans-magic came with a particular set of difficulties that tended to frustrate the bejeezus out of the head huntswoman. If the key to voluntary Purges was Euphoria, then I doubted I’d ever be able to manage it. Only magicals could tap into that higher state, device or no device.

      I took a flat disc that looked like it was made of hematite out of my backpack and slid it across the desk toward her. “I can’t even get it to light up the way you did last time.” I waggled my fingers. “I don’t have the right fuel. It’s like trying to ram a square peg into a round hole.”

      “That just means we can strike that option off the list, but I have a whole host of alternatives for us to delve into.” Her black eyes glinted with eagerness. “This is as new to me as it is to you, but we will find a way together. I simply refuse to believe that your ability is random. Ironically, Chaos is an entity of order. There must be a system to it.”

      We had gone over endless possibilities throughout the last six months, without coming up with much to show for it. I agreed with her that there had to be hidden depths to this ability, but Leviathan had been no help in suggesting what they might be. Still, my Purges had evened out of their own accord, to a certain extent. I knew they would come at least once a week, but they still spewed out of me whenever they felt like it. I couldn’t schedule them to arrive at six o’clock on a Thursday evening, regular as clockwork, but we’d both come to the conclusion that life would be much easier if I could schedule a Purge. It was the kind of control that I dreamed of, taking the unexpectedness out of this curse. But, right now, it was exactly that… a dream.

      “I think we should go back to the emotion thing,” I offered. “Meditation calms me down, and that keeps a Purge at bay. My worst Purges happen when I’m at a fever pitch of anger, or sadness, or stress. Sure, they come along when I’m fine, too, but I just feel like we’re missing something by not playing on emotion.”

      Victoria got up and paced behind her armchair, tapping a finger on her lower lip. “Okay, we’ll try that for today’s session.” She paused and looked at me. “How is your monster diary coming along?”

      “It’s pretty detailed,” I replied. She’d suggested I keep a journal of sorts, writing down every Purge beast I created and how I’d felt when it happened. I’d turned it into more of a detailed sketchbook, with close-up diagrams and labels I could reference if I needed to.

      “Any sort of pattern emerging?”

      I shrugged. “Not that I can see. I’ve had Nathan take a look at it, and he can’t see any uniformity to it, either.”

      “After six months, I would have thought there would be some regularity to the kinds of beasts you Purge.” She sighed, evidently exasperated that my ability continued to baffle and bemuse. “Perhaps, if we can uncover a way for you to choose when you Purge, you will also be able to choose the size and type of beast that you create.”

      “Sure, let’s add that to the abstract theory list.” I flashed her a resigned smile. We kept bandying theories between us, but so far none of them had actually formed into something real. I was beginning to wonder if they ever would. Maybe, if I was a true magical, these things could’ve been possible. But there was every chance that Echidna and Leviathan had bet on the wrong horse when they’d “gifted” me with this ability. They might’ve thought what everyone else thought, that being a Merlin immediately meant magic up the wazoo. Ergo, by not having said Chaos up the wazoo, there would always be peaks of this ability that I would never be able to climb to.

      Victoria waved a hand through the air. “I only have you for half an hour. Why don’t we begin with the emotion theory, and combine that with your meditation practices? Focus on a moment in which you have felt overwhelmed with emotion, and try to relive it as I have taught you—retracing the footsteps of a memory—and use that to see if you can urge a monster to come out.”

      “I’ll give it a whirl.” Shifting until I felt more comfortable in the armchair, which was so large that it swamped me, I closed my eyes and tried to do what she’d instructed. I knew precisely which part of my memory I needed to claw my way into, though it wasn’t so much an actual memory as the recollection of a dream.

      I took a few deep breaths, sinking deeper into my subconscious with each lungful, the way Victoria had taught me over the last six months. The feel of the smooth armchair underneath my fingertips disappeared and the sound of Victoria’s breathing faded to nothing, my awareness of her office melting away until there was nothing but blank darkness in my mind. A clean slate with which I’d start building the image I needed.

      Think of glass. It’s smooth and cold to the touch, with a bluish tint and a breath of frost across it. It’s all around me—a pane on each side, one on the floor, and one forming the roof of the box. Like a construction worker, I brought the pieces into that dark space in my head, putting myself in the center of it. Well, a projection of myself. The glass panes slotted into position, trapping me. Already, a flicker of claustrophobia made my lungs clench slightly, though I tried to carry on breathing deeply for the sake of the meditative state.

      Dark figures in cloaks. Everyone I love, standing watching, doing nothing. A shadow breathing down my neck. He’s cold, and his voice sends a shudder up my spine. I’m trapped in here with him, because they think I am what he is. A monster. I used the narrative to bring in the primary players, the cloaked members of the SDC—family, friends, and those in between—appearing in front of the frosted glass. Using my artistic flair, I added detail to my mother’s sad face, drawing in the crow’s feet around her eyes and the trembling of her lower lip as she condemned her daughter to a life of imprisonment. I did the same with my father, manipulating his face so that he had it turned away, his eyes lowered as if he couldn’t even look at me. For Tobe and Genie, I made sure they looked distraught, their eyes wide and glittering with un-spilled tears. I needed it to hit me hard.

      It’s safer for everyone… As if I had pressed play on a paused screen, the scene began to play out as it did in my dreams. I didn’t have that nightmare as often as I used to, but it still popped in once a week, usually around the same time I Purged. I’d chosen the trigger most likely to set me off, as my psyche now associated the two things.

      I was inside the box now, no longer seeing it as a projection but feeling as though I were actually, physically, painfully there. Everyone began to turn away from me, the jangle of keys rattling in my ears and giving the imprisonment a sense of finality. It played out familiarly. I screamed. I pounded at the glass. There was blood, sweat, and tears. And I was infinitely alone.

      Except for one person, if you could call him that.

      Persephone? Are you in pain? Leviathan’s voice boomed in my skull, but he wasn’t behind me, as he always was in this nightmare. This was the real Leviathan, making contact through my meditative state. Persephone, talk to me. Are you reaching out to me? Are you in trouble? I am here. I am always here.

      I scrambled free of the image I’d crafted in my mind, using the skills Victoria had taught me to unravel what I’d built. It began with pushing my finger hard into the slight dip behind my ear, where there was a nerve point—a trigger method we’d worked on long and hard so I would always have a way out of the “re-experiencing walks,” as she called them. The box stayed exactly where it was, my family and friends still visible in the near distance. Utter terror seized me, freezing the blood in my veins. The nerve trick had never failed before, but my memory wasn’t fading.

      Persephone? Your heart is beating too fast. Calm down, my darling. You must breathe… Leviathan urged.

      I pushed harder into the nerve point behind my ear, still crying from the experience of the nightmare. I didn’t know if it was possible to get stuck inside a memory, but this wasn’t one I wanted to be trapped in.

      I felt cold fingertips on my neck, brushing back my hair. I am here, my Persephone. You must calm down. Your heart is beating too fast and you have forgotten to breathe. I became vaguely aware of Leviathan behind me, his scaly arms wrapping around my waist until my back was flush to his armored chest. I am expending a great deal of energy to join you here, in this memory. You must listen before I have to go. Breathe with me. I need you to breathe, my darling.

      My hands somehow held onto his forearms, my fingertips sensing every ridge and indent of his scales, as though he really were here. I… can’t. I can’t get out.

      You can, and you must. Breathe with me. I felt his chest rise against my back, and instinctively took a breath to match his. I held it until he exhaled, following his example. Over and over, I copied the rhythm of his breathing, the panic subduing in my chest. I felt as though I were meditating all over again, but within my own mind, a Russian nesting doll of meditations. Now, release yourself from the memory, he said softly, and I felt the hiss of his breath against my cheek.

      Lifting my finger, I pressed it into the dip behind my ear… and everything fell away. The glass shattered and the darkness erupted into light, my eyes flying open to find myself back in Victoria’s office, panting for dear life. She stood in front of me, her hands on my arms as though she had been shaking me.

      “Persie, are you all right?” she gasped, paler than I had ever seen her.

      I nodded uncertainly. “I got… stuck.”

      “There were wisps of black smoke coming off you, but I couldn’t snap you out of it!” She sounded as panicked as I’d felt. “You were shaking and mumbling and sweat was pouring off you. I really thought you might have cracked it, but then I wasn’t able to stir you...”

      I pressed the back of my hand to my forehead. Sure enough, I wiped away a slick of sweat. “There was smoke? For real?”

      “There was, but… I don’t know if we should try that again.” Victoria straightened up, masking the panic with her usual brand of firm confidence. “What was the memory, if you don’t mind me asking? Perhaps it held too much emotion.”

      “It was my box dream,” I admitted. I’d told her about it many times before, though I always left out the part where Leviathan spoke to me. I didn’t want her thinking that was a regular occurrence.

      Victoria pursed her lips. “Let us leave it there for today. Next time, I think we ought to use a slightly less perturbing memory. Something that still sparks sadness or anger or panic, but nothing quite so volatile. I did not enjoy seeing you like that. One should never be trapped inside their own mind.” She unleashed a strained breath. “I thought I was going to have to get some of the Scholars in here to try and release you or use a spell or two of my own. But I do not like to meddle in the affairs of another’s mind.”

      I nodded, getting up on unsteady legs. “I’ve got to go and clean the dojo floor anyway, but I’ll make a note of this in my monster journal so I know what to avoid next time.”

      “Good idea.” Victoria leaned against her desk, gripping the edges tight. I’d evidently concerned her. It was the closest to rattled I had ever seen her, and that, in turn, rattled me. If Leviathan hadn’t managed to get me to breathe, would I really have gotten stuck in my own mind? I didn’t even want to think about it, but as I left Victoria’s office, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of gratitude toward the monster who had given me this curse.

      Leviathan and I were quickly developing the epitome of a love-hate relationship. Sometimes, when I needed answers, he gave me the silent treatment or became the master of evasion tactics. But then there were times when he showed up like that, making it impossible to decide what to make of him.

      For now, I chose to be thankful, until he gave me a reason to hate him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Persie

          

        

      

    

    
      I swept and scrubbed the dojo for a good half-hour, wiping clean every trace of my failures and the dread that my session with Victoria had left in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to start fresh the next time I walked into this room and hers. Maybe that was why Marcel got the biggest loser to clean house after the session. It looked, to the unknowing eye, like a penalty. But it was actually an opportunity to reflect on where I’d mis-stepped and where I could do better, going over the very ground where I’d made my mistakes. I supposed it made a poignant parallel to my work with Victoria, too. My mom would have laughed herself into a burst blood vessel if I’d admitted this to her, after the arguments we used to have about the state of my bedroom—paints and pencils and papers and canvases everywhere—but there was a serenity and a meditative quality to be found in sweeping and scrubbing.

      “You realize I could’ve skimmed a bit of Water over the floor and nobody would’ve known the difference, right?” Genie leaned on a mop, having just finished up the last corner. She didn’t have to help me out, but she always did, and she always whined about it. Secretly, I think she got something meditative out of it, too. The lady doth protest too much, as Shakespeare would’ve said.

      I chucked the big yellow sponge that I used for thoroughness into a clean bucket. “That would be missing the point of the punishment, and Marcel would definitely know the difference. I think he’s addicted to the smell of this lemon stuff.” I was pretty sure the scent of citrus detergent would bring my mind back into this room for the rest of my life.

      “Whatever floats your boat, I guess.” She gathered up the mop and broom, tiptoeing like a cartoon spy across the damp floor toward the storage cupboard. I joined her, locking away the supplies until I’d have to haul them back out again on Monday. She flashed me a wicked grin as she snapped the cupboard shut. “Does this mean we’re ready to get our weekend on?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’ve got a hot date with my bathtub and Mr. Epsom,” I said as we hopped from dry spot to dry spot on our way out of the training room. Obviously, Mr. Epsom was a hefty bag of bath salts; as far as romantic interests went, I’d only received one offer… and that came with a hell-crown that I definitely didn’t want, despite him being in my good books for the time being. I hadn’t mentioned much about my session to Genie, in case it freaked her out, but she seemed to sense something had gone on and had amped up her cheer to make up for it.

      She gave a low whistle. “Saucy minx.” A visible hint of excitement bristled through her, like she’d licked a battery to test if it worked. “But first, pixie time!”

      “I was thinking about skipping tonight,” I lied. I had a theory that I wanted to kick the tires on.

      Her mouth dropped in surprise, but then her eyes narrowed. “Ooh, you almost got me there.”

      “What?” I acted coy, glad to be distracted from what had happened with Victoria. “I thought you’d jump at the idea of a night off from my pesky Purges. Unless… there’s another, taller, lion-ish, handsome reason you want to spend your Friday evening at the Repository?”

      In terms of Genie’s romantic interests, she’d received a slew of love confessions, proposed dates, and secret cards left outside her bedroom door from a bevy of hunters who’d watched her meteoric rise through the first-year ranks, her talents giving older students a run for their money. But she only had eyes for one man. Frankly, I was sick of waiting for them to get their act together, waiting for that slow-motion, strings-coming-in-on-the-soundtrack moment that still hadn’t happened. It had been six months since Fergus and Lorelei, and even that heart-wrenching tale of star-crossed love hadn’t been enough to light a fire under either of them.

      “Tobe? He’s a peach, and I’m sure there are plenty of folks with a Beauty-and-the-Beast-fantasy, but he’s just not my type.” She grinned wolfishly, looping her arm through mine as we headed for our rock-and-roll Repository Friday. “Now, tell me you’re not going to bury your nose in books all day tomorrow. I was thinking we could have a little jaunt into town, or a walk on the beach.”

      “I know Nathan hasn’t asked you out yet, but I’m not much of a substitute,” I teased, refusing to drop the subject until they shouted from the rooftops that they were crazy about each other. I’d probably be ribbing her about it until graduation.

      She feigned shock. “You’re not a substitute! You’re the MVP. No one I’d rather spend a Saturday afternoon strolling with.” Her expression softened. “I mean that. Even if Nathan were to ask me out—which I’m not saying I want—it’ll always be sisters before misters.”

      “Can I get that in writing?” I asked, smiling, before the memory of a stack of textbooks diverted my attention from her love woes. “I’ve got a paper to finish for Monster History, and a couple of anatomy sketches for Monster Biology. I also thought I might… uh… hit the gym, so I’ll have to see how much I get done before I agree to anything.”

      Genie skidded to a halt and whirled me around. “Did you say ‘gym?’”

      “I might have.” My cheeks flushed a little. “I thought I’d string a load of weights around my neck to thicken it up so Marcel can’t choke me out anymore.”

      She chuckled. “You were awesome today, Pers. Everyone’s improving, and you’re no exception. I saw you land that sneaky kidney punch, and you hit him with a knee kick. I bet McCarthy is feeling it now. If he didn’t have those headlocks and legs like flipping steel girders, you’d have floored him ages ago.”

      “I appreciate the pep talk, but I need to push harder in the physical classes. The rate I’m going, I might as well get my name inscribed on that broom. I’m way behind in Hunting Technique and Martial Arts, and I swear Johannes is actually going to use his bullwhip on me if I mess up the chimera simulation again.” I got us walking again, our footsteps echoing in the empty corridors. By now, everyone would be in the Banquet Hall or the rec room, relaxing after another killer week of training. A few would be getting bruises and cuts seen to in the Infirmary, or begging for a revitalization tonic from the medics, while those lucky few who’d struck up a romance would be meandering in the orchard, making the most of these last warm(ish) days of Irish summer. Honestly, I’d been surprised that Ireland even had a proper summer, and even one with enough sunshine to coax out the inkling of a tan.

      Ah… bring back August. I’d had some incredible weekends down at the Institute’s private cove during the summer’s best days, along with the rest of our classmates. We’d dared each other to be the first to dive into the freezing sea and cooked up a storm on disposable barbecues, the coals lit by those with Fire abilities. Naturally, with a bunch of magicals, there’d been some Chaos displays, too. Genie, after a bit of coercion, had put on a stunning Water show as the sun went down, manipulating liquid formations of gamboling sea creatures, dancing mermaids, stampeding Kelpies, and a few sneaky scenes of the Atlantis cityscape.

      Genie crinkled up her nose. “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. McCarthy said you were getting better, and he’s not one to blow smoke up anyone’s ass.”

      “I have to be tougher on myself,” I replied firmly. “Sure, I’ve progressed by leaps and bounds when it comes to capturing my monsters, but there’s more to hunting than that. I need to be able to defend myself on missions, against anything—monster or otherwise—or I’ll always be the weakest link. And that starts with overhauling my fitness. That’s the foundation of my weakness.”

      “You could come running with me to increase your stamina?” She grinned.

      I groaned involuntarily at the mere thought. “Chaos, no. I’d rather bench press a rock golem.”

      “Do both. I could set up a circuit for you.” She cackled. “Sprint 400 meters, twenty reps with a rock golem, jog a mile, thirty reps with a gargoyle trying to smooch you, then finish off with a bit of electric muscle toning by lying down on a raiju.”

      “Have you been reading Johannes’s playbook of pain?” I envied that she could look forward to arena time, while I dreaded it with every fiber of my being. It was like a never-ending video game where I kept getting stuck on the same level. Fortunately for my ego, I wasn’t the only one who floundered during those sessions, and Johannes didn’t dole out penalties for the lowest scorer, but I knew I could do better. No, I had to do better, even if that meant… ugh, I could hardly bring myself to think it. Running.

      Genie snorted. “Where do you think he gets his ideas from? I’m the mastermind.”

      “One day, when you’re done hunting in the outside world, I bet you’ll be teaching here, cracking the whip and terrifying the living daylights out of first years. You and Nathan, securing tenure here for the rest of your working lives.” I genuinely could picture it vividly, and thought she’d find it funny—but her face told a different story. Her eyes turned downward, her expression pinched. I guessed she didn’t know what the future might hold for her. Her father had made a few comments over the last several months about her finding a “suitable” husband—AKA an Atlantean—once she’d put in a couple years of hunting. It was a life she didn’t want, and the topic never failed to put her in a grim mood.

      I decided to change the subject and ramble a little to distract her back to her grinning self. “I haven’t seen the pixies in a week, can you believe it? Poor things must be climbing the walls for a bit of fresh air. And mischief. You know, I really owe Nathan a huge favor for letting me take them out from time to time.”

      They weren’t supposed to leave the Repository, but I liked to view those particular rules as guidelines. True, I’d promised Victoria that there would be a bond of absolute trust between us, after the Door debacle. But if she insisted on keeping my pixies locked up like criminals, then what choice did I have? They deserved more than that. All of my Purges deserved more than that, but the rest had all gone on to the Bestiary already: a few gargoyles, a minotaur, a couple of goblins, a satyr that had gotten me a bit flustered thanks to my childhood obsession with Mr. Tumnus, and another banshee that had taken me out of training for three days. There’d been a quartet of al-mi’raj, large hare-like critters with twisted horns, and an orthrus, a two-headed wolf that had padded over and licked my face after I’d Purged him. He’d whined like an abandoned puppy when I’d dropped treats into his orb before he was taken to the Bestiary, and it broke my heart every single time. That was only scratching the surface of what I’d created in the last six months, but Victoria had only allowed the pixies to remain.

      And she only let the pixies stay because they’re small. Victoria had figured the Bestiary wouldn’t miss them, since they didn’t provide much in the way of fuel. It didn’t sit well with me, that living things could be categorized like that—valued for their size and power and what they could provide for the magical world. There was no consideration of their worth as sentient beings. When hunters brought back smaller captures, or I Purged something on the smaller scale, she always got this “oh well, I guess they’ll do” look on her face. But some battles were too big for a newbie to fight. Maybe, one day, I’d be able to make more of a difference, but I lacked the clout right now. As long as she didn’t find out I was taking the pixies out now and then, I’d be fine.

      “Nathan’s smitten with them.” A ghost of a smile returned to Genie’s face. “And Boudicca has major love-heart eyes for him.”

      I shook my head. “Poor Spartacus. He’s head over heels for her.” I thought of the pixie trio—Boudicca, Spartacus, Cynane—and my eagerness to see them ramped up a notch. They’d lost so many of their friends, but they were a surprisingly resilient species. Even through their grief, they could fill a room with babbling chatter and make a mess of strawberry punnets. With the destruction they left in their wake, you’d think there were still forty of them.

      “I think everyone is a little bit in love with Boudie.” Genie brightened a little more. “Personally, I think Cynane has the je ne sais quoi of the bunch, but maybe I’m biased.” She was named after another badass historical female warrior, to match Boudicca, and both of them lived up to their namesakes.

      I chuckled. “Because she’s not after your boyfriend?”

      “Not my boyfriend. Not even close.” The electric bristle came back into her demeanor, and I knew her mind was already in the Repository. “And no, it’s because she always comes to sit on my shoulder and helps me make Nathan turn beet red.”

      “You only have to walk into the room to make that happen,” I reminded her.

      Genie beamed, her own cheeks flushing with a pretty bloom of pink. “Last time, she told me that he still whips around when he’s alone and asks if I’m there. I don’t think he’ll ever get over me using that invisibility spell.” I tried to imagine Cynane pantomiming to get the story across, and a bubble of laughter rose in my throat. Poor Nathan. Suddenly, Genie broke into a sprint, glancing over her shoulder with a pixie-esque look of mischief. “Come on, Pers! Training starts now! Pick up the pace!”

      I took off after her, and immediately regretted the decision. My limbs ached like someone had replaced them with creaking logs and my arms pumped way faster than my legs could keep pace, which only made my awkward crab impression ten times worse. I was glad the halls were empty, because nobody needed to see this. Not unless they needed a lesson on how not to run.
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      “Someone looks a bit more chipper this evening. How are those mice sitting in that tummy of yours?” I sat cross-legged on the floor before Miss Bennet’s glass orb to watch her eat. Miss Bennet was a fiery-scaled naga: a seven-foot serpent with a cobra’s hood and carrot-colored eyes that, more often than not, held a withering glare. Her shining tail coiled beneath her like bronzed ropes. I knew I was growing on her because she’d stopped spitting venom at the glass every time I approached. Goodness, she was a beauty.

      Miss Bennet swayed slightly, watching a white mouse scuttle across the floor of her orb. In one precise burst, she snapped the rodent up and swallowed it whole. Others might have found the gulping sounds grotesque, but I observed in awe as her muscles visibly constricted to urge the creature down her endless neck. Her tongue flicked as she reeled back again, her eyes bright with the thrill of the hunt.

      I smiled. “Delicious, non? I have it on good authority that they’re gourmet.”

      She dipped forward and nudged the glass with her flat nose. “Nose” wasn’t quite correct, anatomically speaking—she didn’t have a nose at all, just two nostril slits that flared with each inhale and exhale. But it was easier to just say “nose,” so everyone understood.

      Now, I was no Dr. Dolittle (though that would have made my job infinitely simpler), but I took Miss Bennet’s gesture as a sign that she’d enjoyed her furry feast. I felt a touch sorry for the many mice that had been dropped through the hatch to their imminent doom, but carnivores would carnivore. Miss Bennet was usually fed a synthetic protein mix, but her stomach had been acting up in the past week or so. I’d noticed her languishing in her orb, the sheen of her scales dulled to a brassy hue. When one of my creatures was doing poorly, I did all I could to help, and that included, but was not limited to, a few sacrificial rodents. I’d come to learn that Purge beasts were typically sick for a few reasons: unsuitable diet, enclosure anxiety, or something in their environment. For sweet and spitty Miss Bennet, the diet change appeared to have done the trick.

      I stood, dusting off the seat of my trousers, and proceeded with the evening rounds. Duke, the two-horned abada, very similar to a unicorn, chewed morosely on a parcel of synthetic fairy dust. Ichiro and Gen, a pair of tortoise-shelled kappas, rested in bowed positions as the basin-like indents of their skulls sloshed water that I’d poured in to keep them from freezing anyone on the spot. A cluster of rompos, which I hadn’t gotten around to naming, tore up a protein block. They were relatively small creatures with rabbit heads, badger forelegs, and the hind legs of bears. They had emaciated middles and eerily human-esque ears. I had their orb hexed with a silencing spell so they couldn’t sing and draw humans to their deaths. And Dante, the Grootslang—a curious individual with the head of an elephant and the body of a serpent—splashed contentedly in his half-filled orb of water.

      I paused beside the large orb that held a pair of crocottas—wolf-dog beings that more closely resembled hyenas than any wolf or dog I had ever seen. “Pelias, Neleus, I thought you two had agreed to make friends?” I said. They were sulking at their respective ends of the enclosure, crying at one another before returning to their teenage moping. I’d moved them into this larger orb and made sure they had separate feeding drops in the hopes that it would lessen their frequent scrapping. I supposed it had worked, basically, since whining was preferable to fighting.

      Pelias, identifiable by the yellowish tuft of hair that stuck up like a mohawk, whimpered at me and snapped his jaws in his brother’s direction. It set Neleus off immediately, barking in disapproval at whatever Pelias had said to me in crocotta-speak. Sighing, I took a handful of monster treats—my personal recipe—and dropped them through the brothers’ separate hatches. The two beasts descended on the snacks, forgetting their fraternal quarrel in favor of delicious goodness. Sometimes, there was no better way to achieve behavioral peace than simple bribery.

      “Behave yourselves,” I said, leaving them to their crunching.

      I turned to a gaggle of yellow-eyed gremlins, whom I had also neglected to name as of yet. I always had a harder time with the larger groups, especially if they lacked any specific features that made it easier to tell them apart. Unprompted, one of them hooked his fingers in the sides of his mouth, his slimy green tongue hanging out, and waggled his head wildly.

      I believed I was doing some genuine good here, both for the monsters and the wider magical community, by bringing attention to the fact that these were sentient, if occasionally rude, beings who deserved better. It was on a small scale, through my thesis and my research papers and my teachings, but I knew that my work was valuable. After all, it only took a tiny spark to create an explosive change.

      Not all of the beasts took a liking to me, of course. Before she was taken to the Bestiary, I hadn’t dared go near Persie’s second banshee, not after she’d leapt out of the shadows at me and made me scream like a baby pterodactyl. But I tried my best. It was why I liked to give them names—that way, at least while they were in my care, they were not merely a statistic, a number, or a fuel source.

      Peace is hard to find. Harder still to keep. Some days, I could not believe my fortune. How many people could honestly say that they had landed themselves in their ideal job, where they experienced true contentment on a daily basis? My life here would have been utter perfection if it weren’t marred by the memory of what I had done to gain the position. I didn’t know if the ends could justify the means, but in my case, there had been no alternative.

      I could not lose this.

      I would not. Besides, people lied on their resumes all the time, and they mostly ended up fine. But I’d had the credentials and the work ethic and the passion, and I could live with the lies I’d told if they allowed me to stay here and make a difference.

      No, I told myself. No one could know the truth.

      “You understand, don’t you?” I asked the gremlin. He repeated his head-shaking, tongue-wagging motion, and I decided to take that as a “yes.”

      And no secret will prevent me from doing my life’s work, dedicated to the altering of minds. Not everyone would understand if I were to reveal the truth, so I chose to be cautious. I chose to show my worth through my devotion to the monsters and the Institute, in the hope that it would make up for any sins that I carried inside me.

      “Looks like no one’s here. I guess we’re good to open all the cages.” A familiar voice cut through my private reverie. That deadpan delivery could only mean Genie Vertis.

      I could write twenty research papers and still be no closer to understanding her.

      I hurried out of the aisles, wishing I hadn’t changed into jeans and a T-shirt after dinner. I felt more capable when I had my polo-and-tweed uniform on. Being so casual, I felt… exposed. I emerged from the orbs and saw the dynamic duo waiting for me, still wearing martial-arts clothes and matching smirks. “Very funny,” I said. “What would you unleash first?”

      “Good question.” Genie flashed me a disarming smile. “The biggest one, for peak mayhem purposes, then the rest.”

      I laughed nervously, my throat tight. “I’m not sure whether to be impressed or terrified.” I gestured to their clothing and asked Persie, “Were you on dojo duty again?”

      “Need you ask?” She rolled her eyes. “Every Monday, Wednesday, Friday—regular as clockwork.”

      “There’s always method in Marcel’s madness. I’m sure he’s trying to teach you something,” I encouraged. After she’d saved the day from Fergus, people at the Institute had finally given Persie the respect she deserved, but I knew that wasn’t enough for her; she was always looking for another challenge.

      Genie laughed. “McCarthy’s just trying to get free labor. If he had to do it himself, he’d snap the mop between his beefy mitts.”

      “So poetic.” I smiled, gesturing toward my study. “Now, can I interest either of you in a cup of tea? I was just about to put the kettle on. I think I have some shortbread somewhere, too, if you haven’t eaten yet?”

      “You’ve been in Ireland too long,” Genie teased. “But I’d take a coffee, if you’re brewing some. And I could murder some proper biccies, if you’ve got any? Look at me, picking up the lingo! Aren’t you proud?”

      She knew full well that I had coffee, and that I drank far too much of it. During most of our encounters, I had a novelty mug in one hand. As for her newfound love of colloquialisms… well, it was unbearably charming.

      “I have custard creams and chocolate hobnobs,” I said, feeling a little flustered.

      She smirked. “Hobnobs? That can’t be a real thing. You’re pulling my leg.”

      “I assure you, they are very real. They’re oaty, chocolatey biscuits—sorry, cookies. I think you’ll like them.” I turned to Persie. “Anything for you?”

      “Tea sounds good, with milk and sugar.” She grinned, a peculiar look in her eyes. As if she knew something I didn’t, and was having a secret, inner monologue about it. I could almost see her lips moving.

      I all but sprinted for my study to give myself a moment of quiet to compose myself. I liked to think of myself as a competent man who could socialize with the best of them, and I’d even been known to make a decent job of flirting when the fancy took me. However, since Genie had burst into my life, my tongue was forever tangling itself in knots and my complexion never failed to give me away. It was the fate of the Irish to turn red in the sun and, apparently, in embarrassing situations with women they found attractive.

      Ten minutes later, I emerged with a tea tray and carried it over to the small sitting area by the window, which was nothing more than a circular table with four armchairs around it. Genie and Persie had already made themselves at home, their hushed discussion coming to an abrupt end as I appeared. I didn’t want to call myself paranoid, but it seemed likely I’d been the topic of conversation. Ignoring it, I distributed the beverages and snacks and took a seat, glad to be off my feet for a moment.

      “No offense intended, but don’t you two have anything more exciting to do on a Friday night?” I asked, taking a sip of my coffee.

      Genie raised an irreverent eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “Uh… I don’t know, watching movies with your classmates?”

      Persie chuckled. “Genie doesn’t like to. She says everyone always talks through it, so she can’t enjoy it.”

      “I understand completely.” I didn’t watch movies often, but when I did, I liked to know what was going on. “My mum was the worst for that. She’d ask endless questions about things I couldn’t possibly know the answers to, and then fall asleep halfway through. At least I got to watch the end in peace.”

      Genie shrugged. “Exactly, who needs that? Besides, it’s nice here.” She gazed out the window for a moment, where the sea thrashed beneath the setting sun, and then snapped back to the present. “If you don’t get enough social interaction, you might try having a tea party with the monsters. Really, we’re helping you out.”

      “Ah, I see.” I laughed, wishing she would turn to look at the sunset again. “Is this a secret mission Victoria has given you?”

      “Maybe,” she replied, her slate gray eyes glittering.

      I pretended to sigh. “And here I was, thinking you visited because you liked my company.”

      Her eyelids flickered subtly, her smile fading. “You’re not so bad.”

      Really? It wasn’t much in the way of a compliment, but coming from her, it was akin to a shower of praise. That was part of the endless tug-of-war that forged our relationship—the push and pull of jokes and quips, interspersed with the occasional kind word or unexpected sentiment that slackened the rope.

      I decided to change the subject, in case Persie felt awkward. “Speaking of parties and mums, how are you both feeling about the family extravaganza next month? It’s always a wonderful occasion.” These family weekends took place biannually—halfway through and at the conclusion of the academic year. Everyone tended to get very excited by the prospect, as there weren’t many opportunities to see loved ones when you were bogged down in the rigors of training. Even phone calls and texts could be taxing after a long day.

      Genie made a disturbingly realistic retching noise. “I’d rather just wait until graduation to see my dad. It’s easier knowing he’s an ocean away.”

      For a clever man, you can be exceedingly dense sometimes. It had been so long since the Door mess that I’d almost forgotten what I’d seen and heard that day, when we’d found Genie under the hypnotic spell. She’d spoken about arranged marriage, and how much she hated the idea. I hadn’t realized there were deeper familial tensions, but I supposed that should have been obvious from her frantic state that day.

      Persie looked suddenly sad. “You don’t mean that. I’m sure he’ll be on his best behavior, and he’ll be thrilled to see you again, doing so well here.”

      “If I were to hold my breath on that, I’d die.” She grabbed a hobnob and devoured it with remarkable aggression.

      Against my better judgment, the words “You don’t get on?” somehow slipped out of my mouth. Genie was an enigma to me: bright and ferocious and brave, but there were occasional glimpses of vulnerability, and I wanted to know those parts, too.

      Genie paused, a few crumbs dropping into her coffee. “We do and we don’t. I understand now why he’s always been so overprotective, but I could do without all the hyper-traditional bull he’ll inevitably spew.” Her voice cracked, and she took a sip of her drink. “Still, I miss the stuffing out of him, and I do love him. The trouble is… this was never part of his grand plan for me. He’s come around in the past few months, sure, but I’m sure he’ll scoff and roll his eyes a lot.”

      “Well, at least you have that in common,” I joked, then worried she might not be in a joking mood. To my surprise, a grin shot back at me from over the lip of her mug.

      “Says you.” She laughed. “I’m shocked your retinas are still attached.”

      I smiled back. “I’ve trained them, over the years.” Curious, I turned to Persie. “How about you? There’s already a bit of excitement rippling through the Institute about the famous Harley Merlin coming to visit. Although I’d say you’re just as much of a celebrity as she is, after your recent heroics.” To have a famous, or infamous, parent undoubtedly came with a lot of unfair expectations, but she was enthusiastic, beaming as she spoke.

      “I’m really looking forward to it. My parents are already counting down the days, and my mom’s complaints about video calls get worse every time I call. I think it’ll put their minds at ease if they can actually be here for a while and see firsthand that I’m doing okay.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      “How about your family? I know your dad is sort of out of the picture, but will your mom come?” Genie interjected.

      I kept forgetting that these two were as thick as thieves. Nothing remained a secret for long. Not that I’d asked Persie to keep my family particulars from Genie, but everything I said to one seemed to reach the other via some female osmosis. However, there was nothing more I wanted to add about that part of my life. My dad had forgotten about us, so I’d made the decision, a long time ago, to forget about him. Which begged the question of why I wore his bracelet around my wrist, even now. I had no real answer to that, other than it served as a reminder that I had survived without him for most of my life, and I would continue to do so.

      “I’m a scholar’s assistant. I can take vacation days to go and see my mum whenever I want,” I replied, avoiding the subject.

      “I like the way you say that. ‘Mum.’” Genie chuckled to herself, the charming sound lowering my guard for the question that ambushed me next. “Are you still in touch with your dad? Would he come to see you if you asked him, or do you not know where he is?”

      I hesitated a moment too long. “I have no idea where he is, and I don’t much care.” That was half-true, but I had no desire to be fully honest, not even with Genie. “Anyway. You’re here for the pixies, right? You’re always here for the pixies.”

      They put on a pair of innocent grins that fooled no one, then Persie dove right to the heart of it.

      “Well, the pixies have been locked up for a while, and I was thinking it might be good for them to stretch their wings and get some air.” She tapped the side of her mug nervously. “I know I keep asking, and you’re not really supposed to let me, but they hate it in those orbs.”

      What sort of vicious cycle did I start? I hadn’t been able to resist their mutual pleas to let Boudicca visit Persie’s room while the two of them were quarantining after the Door business, and it had snowballed from there. Now it was requests for full-on excursions into the orchard or down to the sea, or for a walk in the walled gardens. And it was beginning to worry me. If Victoria discovered that I was permitting this, I would get more than a slap on the wrist.

      “Persie…” I started to protest, but she leapt up before I could finish and ran to the pixies. Genie followed her, leaving me no choice but to trail behind them, already knowing that I would relent. I had bent the rules for Persie, Genie, and the pixies so many times that it would’ve been nearly impossible to break the habit now. Nevertheless, I would attempt to put up a fight. At least, that was my intention, until I saw the pixies barrel toward the glass, shrieking with glee at seeing their creator again. No… she was more than that. She was their friend, and so was Genie. Boudicca pressed herself flat against the orb’s glass, swiping her arms up and down as though making snow angels, her legs jigging with happiness. Spartacus whooped and waggled his striped bum in excitement, while Cynane puckered her lips and smooched the glass, her arms wide as though she were trying to hug Persie through the barrier.

      “Please, Nathan,” Genie urged on her friend’s behalf, which, biased though I was, I was still able to identify as emotional blackmail. “Look at them.”

      I struggled to not feel moved as Persie pressed her palm to the glass and Boudicca placed her tiny hand atop Persie’s from the other side, her big black eyes swimming with bittersweet happiness. “It’s against regulations,” I said, my resolve slowly fizzling away. How could I say I was an advocate of the monsters and their freedom if I could turn my back on such obvious, and deeply mutual, adoration?

      Genie’s face hardened. “What about all the other times?”

      “I know, I know.” I took off my spectacles and wiped them on the bottom of my T-shirt, a nervous tic that never failed to calm me. “But I can’t keep going against the rules. You should get Victoria’s permission first.”

      Persie turned. “I can’t do that. Victoria was very clear that the pixies weren’t to leave the Repository, and she’ll smell a rat if I suddenly ask to take them out. She’ll know that the rules have been bent. She’s not stupid.” In truth, I doubted Victoria would have said yes, even if Persie had asked. After decreeing that the pixies could stay as long as they remained in the Repository, Victoria had ensured that they were tagged with small, yellow plastic rings around one ankle, as an additional assurance. They weren’t trackers, per se, but they set off an alarm if the pixies came close to the Institute’s boundaries. I had tested them myself, and also instructed Persie on how to remove and put them back on safely, so Victoria would never know they had been outside the perimeter.

      “You’re putting me in a very awkward situation,” I protested. To add insult to injury, all three of the pixies clasped their hands together, pleading with me. Boudicca chattered softly, and though I couldn’t understand her words, I heard the sadness in her tone.

      “They deserve a bit of freedom, Nathan. Victoria might not see it, but I know you do. All those missing Institute folks would still be in Fergus’s realm if it wasn’t for these pixies,” she reminded me gently. “Don’t let Victoria’s rules cause you to forget that. They are owed, and I’m just trying to do what’s right for them.”

      I put my glasses back on. “What are you asking for, exactly?”

      “One whole day of freedom,” she replied without hesitation. “I swear I’ll take good care of them, and I’ll make sure no one finds out. I haven’t let you down yet, have I? I’ve had them for half a day, and I’ve taken them to all sorts of places around the Institute, and nobody has ever caught on. Please, Nathan. They understand the risks, too. They’ll do their disappearing act if anyone comes near.” The pixie trio nodded effusively, Boudicca displaying the action by vanishing in a puff of greenish smoke, then puffing back again. “Do it for them. They saved you, they saved Genie—the least you can do is give them one measly day out of the Repository.”

      Please don’t let this be a grave mistake. I glanced from Persie to the pixies and back again. All of them wore the same imploring expression: wide eyes, hopeful smiles. The pixies even put on a glowing light display for me, their luminescent spots pulsing in soft pink flashes. I’d already known that I wouldn’t be able to refuse, but when I saw Genie’s gray eyes filled with an intangible faith, it cemented the fact.

      Grimacing, I approached the orb and placed my hand on the glass. “Do you have your puzzle boxes, just in case?”

      Persie shrieked happily. “Yes, and I promise I’ll keep them on me at all times!”

      “Very well, but please, don’t make me regret this.” I whispered the spell that opened the orb. A glimmering iris twisted open and the pixies soared out, making a beeline for Persie. They smothered her with love, fluttering around her head and twittering animatedly. Boudicca swept toward her face and landed a sweet kiss on the tip of her nose, while Spartacus and Cynane cooed affectionately.

      They really do love her… I envied her, in many ways, for she had an ability that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. I knew she had a love-hate relationship with her ability, but it resulted in some incredible moments. Truthfully, I was honored to be a spectator, finding nuances in her relationship with her creations that I would never have thought possible.

      “You won’t regret this, I promise.” Persie assured me, as she encouraged the pixies to hide away in her martial-arts outfit, Spartacus and Cynane finding comfortable spots inside her lapels, while Boudicca perched boldly on her shoulder, hidden only by Persie’s hair. “I’ll send you so many updates that you’ll turn your phone off, okay? And I’ll bring them back at the same time tomorrow.”

      I sighed. “Okay. Call me if you have any problems.” I passed a hand over the orb, conjuring a ‘glamour’ spell across the glass that showed a scene of three sleeping pixies at the bottom of their enclosure, in case anyone else happened to come by and wonder where they were. I’d done this so often it was second nature to me now.

      “Thank you so much!” She was giddy, already turning to leave with her stowaways. I waited for Genie to follow her, but she didn’t budge.

      “You’re… uh… not going too?” I asked Genie. Persie liked to make quips about me having certain affections for Genie, but she’d never outright left us alone together before. And it had an undeniable aroma of ulterior motive about it, though perhaps I was imagining that.

      “Not unless you’re sick of me already?” Genie replied, cool as a proverbial cucumber.

      Did I miss some telepathic discussion? I looked to Persie, but she’d already gone. Persie definitely knew I was very… fond of Genie, but did Persie know something I didn’t? Something along the lines of Genie returning my affections? I didn’t dare put words in absent mouths, or read more into this situation, in case I was grossly misinterpreting. But why would Persie have left us both here like this, if not to… set some kind of stage? Was I expected to do something? Say something? My nerves rattled, my tongue tying itself up good and proper. Still, I couldn’t deny that the prospect of time alone with Genie was nice, even if I couldn’t put on the anticipated play Persie might’ve been hoping for.

      I swallowed my anxiety. “I doubt that’s even possible. If you kept me any more on my toes, I would have to seriously consider a career with Riverdance.”

      She burst out laughing, the uncomfortable tension dissipating. “You really did check out that book on humor, huh?”

      “It was an excellent recommendation.” I tried to relax. “I know it’s not massively thrilling, but would you like to help me finish the evening feed?”

      “Can we put on some music?” she asked, trailing her fingertips absently across the glass orb, inching closer to my own hand.

      “Only if I get to pick.”

      She grinned. “Hmm… we’ll see about that.”

      “You never know, you might like my taste.” I resisted the urge to move my hand and grasp hers, afraid to spook her. This was the closest thing to physical contact we’d had in six months, and I didn’t want to burst this bubble with a potential rejection. I decided I would be content just to spend time in her company until I was sure that she wanted what I wanted.

      Her fingertips stopped an inch shy of contact, and her mesmerizing gray eyes locked on mine, a world of unspoken words and mysteries hiding within them. “Stranger things have happened.”
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      The last shards of crimson, cobalt, and burnished orange saturated the clouds outside my bedroom window, and the clock on my desk read five to nine. I’d just signed off a video call with my mom and dad, checking in on how things were going back home. “All good” appeared to be the general consensus, but my parents had gotten better at hiding their work troubles from me over time, and this time, they had avoided the subject completely.

      “What do you think? Did they look worried to you?” I asked the pixies, who’d made the video call… interesting, to say the least. Cynane was in the middle of creating a Picasso-esque masterpiece in my sketchbook, dragging my best lipstick—or rather, my mom’s best lipstick, which I’d rammed into a coat pocket and forgotten about—over the pages. Spartacus was slow dancing on the windowsill with my Thread Bear, and Boudicca had put on the show to end all shows, using the desk as her stage to mimic everything my parents had said in her usual brand of contemporary dance.

      Boudicca shrugged and walked over to Cynane’s makeshift art studio, scooping up a handful of lipstick from the bullet and streaking it across her cheeks and body like warpaint. She whirled around, contorting her face into a terrifying mask, then began to creep up on an innocent pencil. She leapt on it, dragging her victim to the edge of the desk before dropping it off the edge.

      “You think more magicals have gone missing?” I tried to interpret.

      She chattered agreement. To expound on her thoughts, she stretched her lips in a manic grin and batted her long eyelashes. I understood immediately.

      “They were acting overly casual, right? I thought so, too.”

      Boudicca pointed to herself and puffed out her chest, then jabbed a finger at my phone and pulled a sour face, swiping her hands through the air in a big cross.

      I laughed. “They’re not as good at acting as you are?”

      She grinned and nodded. At this, Spartacus flew over, with Thread Bear dangling from his embrace, and started to perform a dramatic scene of loss and love. Evidently, he wanted in on the acting accolades. When he was a few seconds shy of a Hollywood kiss with my childhood teddy, I grabbed the bear and held him to my chest before he could suffer any further indignities at Spartacus’s overeager hands. Cynane, who’d paused in her drawing, cackled at Spartacus, which led to a high-pitched argument that would’ve come to blows if Boudicca hadn’t launched a teaspoon at Spartacus’s head.

      Did I bite off more than I can chew? I’d taken the pixies out of the Repository before, many times, but the idea of having them in my care for an entire day suddenly felt daunting, especially since I’d decided to stop using Inwalla on them. I’d learned that the hypnotic-obedience effect only lasted until the next sunrise. After that, it had to be repeated—or else the spell broke and the pixies went back to listening as and when they wanted. Naturally, things were far easier when they were under the influence of Inwalla, but it felt wrong for me to wrangle them like that. I preferred the trust-and-friendship method to mind control. It wasn’t an exact science, but the four of us were making it work.

      “I wonder if news has filtered through to my parents about Charles Burniston yet?” I sank back in my chair, speaking mainly to Boudicca and Cynane, since Spartacus was busy rubbing his skull and pouting.

      Cynane snorted and shook her head, emitting a doubtful squeak.

      I sighed. “You’d think that after a few global threats, everyone would’ve learned to work together by now.”

      Boudicca gestured slyly at Spartacus, as if to say: “You just have to look at us to know that’s not true.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and thought about Charles, the missing research scientist from the Institute who’d never returned from Fergus’s realm. If my suspicions were correct, Charles hadn’t been taken there to begin with. It had been six months. I’d thought he’d resurface mysteriously, like the US abductees had, but there’d been zilch. I’d considered asking my parents outright many times, but Victoria’s insular mindset stilled my tongue every time. The Institute had avoided an investigation after the Door fiasco, since Victoria had spread the story that it was a code red simulation to test the Institute’s emergency protocols which, by some miracle, everyone had bought. I supposed the truth was weirder than the fiction. Although, those who’d actually been captured by the Wisps had faced private meetings with Victoria, and they had come out vowing to stay silent on what had really happened, for the good of the Institute. Either way, Charles’s continued absence would definitely ring some authority alarm bells, if he stayed missing. It hadn’t yet, likely thanks to Victoria’s knack for keeping things hushed up, but it was only a matter of time.

      “Anyway, it’s probably none of my business. My parents are pros—they’ll have the US stuff handled, I’m sure.” They hadn’t reached their high positions as secret agents for nothing. “And I know Victoria has people searching nonstop for any word on Charles. Maybe he’s already turned up somewhere, but all the international red tape is screwing with shared intel, or agencies in Europe haven’t located him yet. Just because he was taken from here doesn’t mean he’d be returned here, you know what I mean? They could’ve dropped him in Switzerland, for all we know.”

      Cynane took the tube of lipstick and stabbed it at her heart, melodramatically collapsing to the desk with her tongue lolling out of her mouth. As the lipstick rolled away, it left a bright red smudge above her heart. I got the picture, loud and clear.

      I shuddered. “Yeah, there’s always that possibility.” I looked over my semi-tidy bedroom, my eyes catching on a pair of leggings that dangled like a shed skin from the door of my rustic wardrobe. “It’s not like I could help much, anyway.”

      Boudicca and Cynane nodded effusively, which I wasn’t sure whether to take as an insult, while Spartacus admired himself in the back of a teaspoon. He always paused in front of mirrors and windows to pose and preen—had I known that before I’d named him, I probably would’ve gone with Narcissus.

      “But I can help myself,” I murmured, thinking out loud. My parents had already forged their legacies, but mine was still in the earliest of stages. If I wanted to make them truly proud on family weekend, then I had to start kicking things up a notch. The physical side made up half of the graduation score, so I couldn’t rely on academics alone. And I wasn’t about to waste these years only to fail at the end. I’d told Genie I would run, and I had to put my money where my mouth was.

      “Maybe I’ll go for an evening—” I gulped “—run.” It wasn’t too late, the island was more or less a crime-free zone, and the dusky twilight would mask most of my awkward technique. During the week, students were expected to be in their rooms by eleven o’clock—an unwritten rule of sorts—but the same didn’t stand for weekends. The older students would probably be in the pub by now, literally drinking in some Irish hospitality, and my classmates would be in the rec room. If there was ever a time to start my cardio journey, it was now, when I could be guaranteed peace and quiet.

      Cynane erupted into fits of giggles and set off across the desk in a weird, squat run that reminded me of a frantic lizard I’d seen sprinting across a pond in a nature documentary. She gasped loudly for air until she toppled over in a heap, cracking up.

      I shot her a stern look. “Hilarious.”

      Boudicca flew up to my face and grasped my cheeks in her tiny hands. She gave me a solemn look, clearly trying to show that she had faith in me, but the attempt was ruined by the half-smirk on her lips. I’d hoped I might get some encouragement from one of the pixies, but they all seemed to be thinking the same thing: “You? Running? HA.”

      “I suggest you drop the negativity, or I’ll put on so much boppy music that your ears will bleed. I need cheering on, not a reminder of how weird my legs are.” They hated pop music with a passion, screeching every time I cycled through the latest charts and trashing my room until I made it stop. They’d even gone so far as to launch an assault on my speakers a month ago while I was in the shower. Naomi had fixed them up for me, with limited questions as to how they’d gotten so wrecked in the first place, but I’d learned a valuable lesson—pixies despised modern music, but they were suckers for a folk tune. If I needed a break while they were in my care, I put on the Internet’s finest “Celtic Folk Jams” playlist and let them go to town, jigging away to their heart’s content.

      Cynane grabbed a pencil and hurled it at my chest like a spear, while Spartacus lobbed his teaspoon at me. Boudicca flicked me on the nose and chattered furiously, making violent retching noises in between bursts of rage.

      “Then I don’t want to hear so much as one snort,” I warned. Fitness was the one aspect of my life that I’d never taken seriously, despite knowing its benefits. But if toughening up and finally bolstering my endurance brought me closer to flooring Marcel, then I had to start. I mean, who knew, maybe a bit of cardio would help with my Purges, too. Being in better shape might help me recover more quickly, no matter the size or power level of my creations.

      Boudicca clamped her lips shut and drew her fingertips across like a zipper. Glancing back at Cynane and Spartacus, she reopened the zipper before hitting them with a tirade of shrieks and barks, which I guessed meant she was relaying the instruction. I had to laugh—my life had certainly been more colorful since these little beasties had come along.

      Exhaling deeply, I took my sneakers and exercise gear into the bathroom to change. I’d learned another valuable lesson early on, which was that it was never a good idea to change in front of the pixies. On one occasion, Cynane had done a mime piece involving two satsuma mandarins that would be forever seared into my brain.

      Heading back out, I pulled up the hood of my sweater, already trying to think up an excuse to avoid the evening jog. No… no excuses. I have to do this. If Genie’s running tales were to be believed, it would be life-altering.

      “I won’t be gone long, so don’t wreck anything,” I said to the pixies, resigned. “I’d take you with me, but you’ll be safer here.” They still wore their yellow tagging rings and, while I’d become an expert at removing them for previous excursions, it didn’t seem like a smart idea to take the pixies out in the dark. They glowed, for one thing, which might draw unwanted attention.

      Before I even reached the door, the pixies had rocketed through the air and divebombed me, forcing me to duck and cover my head with my arms. Clearly, they didn’t approve of the idea of being left in my stuffy room while I enjoyed the fresh air. Cynane had wrapped herself around the door handle, gnashing her sharp teeth, so I knew I’d get a nasty bite if I even tried to grab it; Boudicca pressed herself flat to the jamb and puffed up her lungs, letting me know she was ready to scream the place down if I resisted; Spartacus hovered in front of my face with a paintbrush poised at my forehead, bright green paint dripping down to the hardwood floor.

      “It’s not personal!” I protested. “If I take you guys out there, it’ll be like carrying three rainbow lanterns. And you’ve got those rings on, which I’ll have to take off first. I’m trying to keep us all low profile.”

      Spartacus brought the paintbrush closer, and Boudicca looked as if she was about to burst from inhaling so much. Reluctantly, she released her breath and fluttered down to my head, bending over so I had to look at her upside down. She gave me a sharp rap on the noggin with her clenched fist before unleashing a twittering torrent of pixie-speak that definitely wasn’t polite. I’d developed an ear for their language in the last six months, and they were major fans of the expletive.

      Boudicca dropped down to hover in front of my face and pointed to her cuttlefish spots, which were an irritated shade of vermilion.

      “I understand what you’re saying, but those lights come on as soon as the sun goes down. You won’t be able to not glow,” I argued. If anyone saw us, I imagined their first instinct would be to worry that the Wisps had somehow returned. We’d be swarmed by hunters before I’d even warmed up. And then Victoria would know we’d broken the rules, and I’d never be able to take the pixies out again.

      Boudicca rolled her eyes and dove, without permission, into the neckline of my sweater and began to rummage around, in what I assumed to be an attempt to harass me into concession. I yelped and patted wildly at the fabric. But she was faster, dodging my strikes. Thoroughly tickled, I grabbed the hem and tried unsuccessfully to shake her out.

      “Come out of there, or none of us are getting out of here this evening,” I commanded. Inwalla teetered on the tip of my tongue; I didn’t want to use it, but I didn’t want a pixie hiding out in my clothing, either.

      She scrambled down my sleeve, making me wriggle. I hated being tickled almost as much as I hated running. A moment later, her head poked out of the cuff, wearing a mischievous grin. She chirped, as if to say: “Does this mean we’re allowed to go with you?”

      I shook her out of my sleeve wordlessly, prompting her to fly straight back up and poise for another dive. I raised my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, you can come!” Boudicca backed off, smug as anything. “But, like I said, I’ll have to take the rings off first, and you have to swear that you’ll keep your lights as dim as possible and keep close to me. If you get me into even the tiniest smidgen of trouble, we’re all screwed.”

      I didn’t see why they had to wear the nasty things. Nathan had tested how they actually kept tabs on the pixies by running a tracking hex check on them, which had come back clean of any actual tracking technology. Delving deeper into how they were meant to work, he’d clamped one to his pinkie finger and run diagnostics with a device he’d “borrowed” from Naomi. According to him, it hadn’t seemed to do anything at all before he breached the perimeters of the interdimensional bubble. That was when the beacon had started to go off, though he’d only triggered it for a split second. So, unless I wanted to do circuits in the orchard, those rings would need to come off.

      The three pixies banded together and linked arms in the air. Their cuttlefish spots shifted to a warm shade of pink, showing their approval and their promise to behave.

      “Then sit on the desk, so I can get rid of the rings.”

      They perched on the edge of the desk like a novelty ornament, their legs dangling. I took a seat and pulled open the top drawer of the desk, removing a small tin box. To the unsuspecting eye, it looked like it might contain art supplies or sewing needles, but it really contained my lockpicking kit—one of my uncle’s, actually, and it had proven to be the perfect tool for unlocking the ring mechanisms.

      “Sit still!” I whispered, as Spartacus swung his legs to and fro like a little kid. He made a rude “ooh” sound, but still did as I’d asked. Taking out a razor-thin file and a pair of tweezers, I jammed the former into the hinge of the ring and pushed up until the minuscule pin in the center of the ring’s lock loosened. Grabbing the top with the tweezers, I lifted it cleanly out and dropped it in the box. The metallic clink made me smile. Yes, this was definitely against the rules, but it felt right to free them from their manacles, if only temporarily. In fact, I wished it could’ve been permanent, but Victoria would definitely notice that. After doing the same for Boudicca and Cynane, I stowed the rings away in the box with the tools and put them back in the drawer.

      “Hide in here until we’re outside,” I instructed, stretching out the pouch of my hoodie. The pixies saluted, chattering excitedly to one another, and slipped inside. “And no noise until it’s safe!”

      Boudicca chirruped in reply. I knew her tone, subtly different from Cynane’s or Spartacus’s. The trio fell silent, curled up in my hoodie pouch like the world’s peskiest joeys. I checked the clock to find that twenty minutes had gone by, and I made a silent promise to stay out for at least an hour. Even if I only managed to jog for half of that time.

      With that, I headed out. The Institute hallways lay eerily empty, peppered with the slightest hint of bass from somewhere else in the residential annex. I heard girlish laughter erupt behind one door as I passed and thought of Genie. We hadn’t exactly come up with a plan to get her alone with Nathan, but an opportunity had presented itself, and I was freaking glad that Genie hadn’t chickened out at the last moment and hurried after me. She was the most fearless person I knew, but when it came to Nathan… Well, I guessed that took a different kind of courage. I’d hear all about it later, no doubt.

      Pressing on through the Institute, I let myself out into the gardens and kept walking up the central path to the far gate. Overhead, the vibrant sunset leaked into the inky blue-black of night, soon to be swallowed up entirely. On my left, a chilly wind rustled the leaves of the pear trees, and I heard the hushed whispers of people hiding behind the sandstone sanctuary of the walled gardens. Friday night was date night for everyone but me, it seemed.

      Sliding back the bolt on the gate, I paused for a few seconds, filled with the same bizarre guilt that I felt when I left a store and knew I hadn’t stolen anything, but still wondered if a whole rack of clothes had somehow jumped into my bag. Except in this case, I actually did have contraband on me.

      Satisfied that no hunters were going to come and lock me up, I left the Institute’s perimeter and broke into an ungainly jog across the open fields. My knees jarred and my feet couldn’t find a rhythm, but I pushed on, putting more distance between myself and the Institute. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to move faster, knowing I probably looked like the bottom-ranking horse in a serious case of dressage gone wrong. After a hundred yards or so, I tapped on my hoodie pouch.

      “You can come out now, but remember—dim those lights and stick to me like glue. If you sense anyone, then puff out of sight.”

      The pixies shot out of my hoodie, nudging and smacking each other. It had been a bumpy ride, made worse by their cramped conditions. But they soon got over it, relishing the freedom of flying in the open air. They turned loop-the-loops like fairy dancers, plummeting to the ground before pulling up at the last second and spiraling high in a mesmerizing twist of wings and light. They had an elegance that my running skills desperately lacked, though I hoped I got points for trying.

      Engaging my inner crab, I stumbled along the uneven ground, using the moon as my spotlight to avoid rabbit holes and stones. With no pre-planned route, I decided to head for the small church where I’d dug up Fergus’s bones. After all, this was essentially a replay of the night I’d realized I had zero stamina whatsoever. Once I reached the church, I knew I’d find a flat path to follow.

      “This … really… freaking… sucks!” I gasped five minutes later, my lungs on fire.

      Boudicca fluttered alongside me, pumping her arms and cycling her legs like she was running in mid-air. She flashed me a cheeky grin and gave a whoop of encouragement. The difference was, she didn’t have to wade through lumpy grass and every other potential pitfall cloaked in the semi-darkness. Still, I appreciated the sentiment. Cynane and Spartacus joined Boudicca in pretending to run, and I found myself feeling even more determined to push on. All I needed was the Chariots of Fire theme song, the one my uncle used to play through a loudspeaker whenever the SDC had a sporting event.

      Eventually, I hit a shaky sort of momentum. I nearly rolled my ankle on a rock and the ricochets from every footfall splintered up my shins, but every time I slowed down, I got a whack on the back of the head from Boudicca, a jab in the ribs from Cynane, or a tiny slap in the face from Spartacus. They turned out to be far more effective than any trainer, mostly because they had absolutely no compunction about using violence to get results. They kept me moving until I couldn’t even see the Institute anymore.

      I’d taken a different path than the one I’d taken on gravedigging night, venturing toward the cliff trail instead of heading inland. Below me, the waves crashed against the rocks and I heard seagulls calling in the moonlit sky. I made sure to stay far enough away from the edge to avoid tumbling to my death if I tripped on my own clown feet. The lactic acid building in me felt like fire ants crawling through my muscles, but my mind felt clearer than it had in a long while. I didn’t have to think about anything other than the thud thud thud of my sneakers on the dirt path. And for a while there, I was at risk of thinking Genie had a point about the perks of running.

      I ran a little further to a lookout spot, which featured a solitary bench dedicated to an “Irene Cadman,” and stopped for a breather. I braced for the expected onslaught from my tiny trainers, but it didn’t come. I was about to turn to figure out what was keeping them when I heard a low, menacing growl drift from a thicket of gorse bushes that bordered the lookout spot.

      Has someone lost their dog? I thought, trying to stave off the encroaching nerves. Rabid dogs weren’t really a thing on this rustic Galway island, and I doubted wolves had paddled their way across from the mainland, but there were probably one or two lovable strays roaming around. If only that growl had sounded more canine-like, I might’ve been able to convince myself I had nothing to worry about. But it was deeper, gruffer, and a little more… monster-like than that.

      The pixies swept forward, linking arms in front of me. Boudicca glanced back, screeching at the top of her lungs, her eyes wide and terrified. I didn’t need to understand the language; all I had to do was look at the vivid crimson spots that pulsed across her body. She wanted me to run. Far away, and now.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I urged.

      She opened her mouth to answer. Instead of pixie words, a strained gargle bubbled out, as though someone held her throat in a vise. Without warning, her eyes rolled back, and her glowing lights dimmed to a barely discernible throb. She fell from the air, Cynane and Spartacus following suit. I lurched forward to catch them before they hit the ground. Against the pale shade of my hands, it looked as though all of the color—and life—had drained out of them.

      I jostled them gently, praying they would wake. “What did you see? What made that noise?”

      Setting the limp pixies on the bench, I took a breath and stepped toward the shadows of the gorse bushes. “Hello? Is someone there?” A few steps shy, I staggered back in horror as two red, flaming eyes ignited in the darkness. Growing larger by the second. Coming right for me. I was aware of a sudden heat rushing over my skin, like a desert wind. But I didn’t even have time to scream before all the lights went out.
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      In all my life, I’d never felt such pressure to avoid stilted silence with another person. Conversation with Genie had become an imperative need rather than a relaxed flow. I longed for a list of memorized bullet points that I could bring up casually, but my mind had turned to unintelligible mush, a mire of awkwardness preventing me from tapping into my social skills. She appeared interested in the things I had to say, like my description of the feeding frenzy that rompos went into when they smelled meat, but she listened more than she spoke. I wanted to know more about her—I wanted her to fill the gaps with anecdotes. But she seemed more reticent than usual, perhaps affected by the same awkwardness I felt.

      “Uh… how about these?” We’d finished the feeding rounds, and I was desperate to continue engaging her. I pointed to a large orb up ahead. “They’re leprechauns. Very prevalent in Ireland and notorious mischief-makers. If you’re ever fortunate enough to catch one, don’t take your eyes off it—not even for a second—or it’ll disappear and you’ll never find out where it’s hiding its pot of gold.”

      I led her to the orb where four of the creatures resided. Glowering at me with obvious disdain, they were amongst that select group of Purge beasts that I simply couldn’t win over. One puffed on a pipe with such vehemence that I wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t lit it with the fire of his own fury. A second sat with his back to the glass and raised two fingers at me—a rude gesture here in the British Isles.

      “You’ll notice they’re quite… lively.” I laughed stiffly. “You might think that gesture means peace or victory, but that is not the case here. If my history is correct, this two-finger swear originated from the English longbowmen of yore, as a sign of defiance to the French that they still had their shooting fingers intact.”

      Genie grinned. “It makes a nice difference from the bird. Swearing variety being the spice of life and all.”

      The third leprechaun hurled himself at the glass and pounded on it with a shillelagh, though I couldn’t say where he’d hidden the weapon. The fourth just stood in the center of the orb and glared, one hand tucked into the lapel of his dark green waistcoat.

      “Yes, I think leprechauns would agree with you on that,” I said, wishing I had something more profound or cerebral to say, instead of telling her about the history of rude gestures.

      Genie crouched down and smiled at the foursome. “Oh, I know these feisty bastards all too well. At the SDC, one of them is pretty much the director—or he likes to think so.” She laughed and relief washed over me. “I once called him O’Halloran’s talking parrot, and he almost brained me with one of those.” She pointed to the shillelagh.

      “Really?” It never failed to surprise me when I heard tales of Purge beasts living relatively free and integrated existences. The SDC had always been somewhat ahead of its time, and it gave me hope that the phenomenon might become widespread in the future. The SDC had been the first to welcome Atlanteans, and they had the accolades of taking down two global enemies—Katherine Shipton and Davin Doncaster—and they were in possession of the Bestiary. Perhaps the proximity to monsters made them more open to the idea of these creatures as sentient beings, deserving of freedom. Although that logic didn’t entirely hold up, considering that the Institute had the same proximity to beasts but existed to create hunters. Besides, Atlantis had never balked at the idea of using monsters for fuel.

      Genie nodded. “He’s called Diarmuid. Eight inches of pure terror. The friendship he and O’Halloran have is kind of sweet, though. They’re like an old, messed-up married couple who loathe each other as much as they love each other.”

      I chuckled. “I wouldn’t mind meeting them one day.”

      “I’ve never understood the pot of gold thing, though.” She turned to look up at me. “Isn’t that just stealing? Like, these leprechauns have clearly put in some serious work to get their dough, and then someone just comes along and demands it. Doesn’t seem right to me.”

      The leprechaun with his back to the glass whipped around and started nodding aggressively. His mouth moved a mile a minute, his hand gestures bordering on obscene. Unfortunately, I’d had to put a muting hex on their orb—otherwise none of the other Repository residents would have gotten any peace—so I didn’t know exactly what he was saying. I supposed I could’ve removed the hex to hear his argument, but I felt a duty to protect Genie’s ears from the cascade of expletives that would certainly follow.

      “It’s more of a historical thing,” I explained. “There hasn’t been a report of a person claiming a pot of gold in hundreds of years.”

      She furrowed her brow. “But what happens when their pot does get stolen? Do they get another one, or do they have to start from scratch?”

      “Hmm. Excellent question.” Finally, the conversation was flowing more naturally. “There are multiple theories, though nobody has ever been able to gain a leprechaun’s trust enough to ask directly. They aren’t typically… friendly. By the sounds of it, even this Diarmuid isn’t particularly warm and fuzzy.”

      “Next time I go back to the SDC, I’ll ask him for you. Maybe you’ll get yourself a Nobel Prize for Monstering or something.” She grinned, watching the livid leprechaun, her eyes curious. “You can write a paper and be world famous for figuring out, once and for all, what happens to a pot of gold after it’s taken by a human. I want to be in the acknowledgements, though.”

      I grinned. “Noted.”

      “What are those things?” Much to the chagrin of the silently clamoring leprechaun, Genie’s attention shifted to another large enclosure. He snatched the shillelagh out of his cohort’s hand and banged it with all his might against the glass, but the sound was too muffled for Genie to notice.

      Excited that her interest appeared genuine, I led her away from the angry foursome and headed for two of my favorites, despite their fraternal quarrelling. “These are Pelias and Neleus, crocottas of Ethiopian origin, recently brought in by an African-expedition team. They were called in by a village that was being terrorized by these guys.”

      Genie crouched low again and touched her hand to the glass. I resisted warning her about smudges, in case I ruined the moment. It was nothing a quick spray wouldn’t fix. The two hyena-like pups padded over to her, Neleus trying to nudge her palm through the orb. Pelias, not to be outdone, slobbered his pink tongue across the interior, trying to lick her hand.

      “They don’t seem scary,” she said softly. “They’re kind of cute.”

      Neleus flopped down in front of Genie and stared up at her with his honey-colored eyes. Pelias copied, resting his head on his brother’s, the two of them blinking sweetly at her with their tongues lolling out of their mouths. Had it not been for their big, leaf-shaped ears, their coarse, yellowed stripes, and their oddly bowed legs, they would’ve looked exactly like someone’s pet hounds.

      I crouched beside her, so close I could smell her perfume. Not sugary, but fruity and sweet, with sophisticated notes of bergamot and citrus. It suited her perfectly. “They’re misunderstood, and they often get mistaken for oversized hyenas. That’s enough to worry a village that’s trying to protect themselves. Hyenas are known scavengers, but they won’t hesitate to snatch a child or a goat, or even a full-grown adult, if the mood takes them.” I sighed, brushing my knuckles against the glass. Pelias and Neleus followed the movement intently, their eyes glowing brighter. “I don’t like them being locked up like this, but it’s better than letting them be destroyed by people who don’t know what they are.”

      “Do they… eat people?” Genie didn’t take her hand away, even with those suspicions on her tongue.

      “No, but their nature brings them close to settlements.” I smiled, the two of us exchanging a fleeting gaze. My heartbeat skyrocketed, just from that one simple look. “They’ve been brought tragically close to the brink of extinction over the last few centuries, just because they’re so often mistaken for hyenas and are killed for it. I suppose they should’ve evolved a fear of humans, but it goes against their purpose.”

      Genie nodded slowly. “And what’s that?”

      “They can smell death, which, I’ve theorized, is why they look so much like hyenas. Hyenas are known scavengers of carrion. Instinct urges them to warn people of impending doom, regardless of the risk to themselves.” I got a little choked up and hurriedly turned my face away. “It’s strange, isn’t it, how an alert can be misconstrued as a bad omen? These crocottas give people a chance to change a variable in their fate, but they’re too afraid to understand. In a way, they’d rather kill their would-be saviors than try to listen to a beast.”

      I turned back to find Genie staring at me, her eyes glittering with tears. “That’s the saddest thing I think I’ve ever heard.”

      “In the village close to where these two were captured, they were discovered sniffing around a child in his home. The mother’s first instinct, upon seeing what she thought were a pair of hyenas, was to sound the alarm, which brought armed men who tried to kill them. They escaped, and news reached the Institute, which is why we sent out a team.” I paused, my throat tight. “When the hunters went to speak to the mother, they found out that the little boy had died in his sleep from an obstruction in his throat. The crocottas were trying to warn her that he was choking, but she misunderstood.”

      Genie’s mouth fell open in horror. “Chaos… That’s awful. That poor boy, and his poor mother, and these poor beasties.” Her hand lifted from the glass and, for a split second, I froze, thinking she was about to raise it to my cheek, where a tear had spilled down. Instead, her hand hovered midway between us, as though my internal panic had stopped time.

      “It’s rare to see one, and rarer still to see a set of twins,” I said, breaking the tension and brushing away the tear. “I’ve really got to stop leaving their treat box open. I think I got a crumb or something in my eye.” I’d already told her that I made the treats myself, as a conversation starter, which had made her chuckle. She’d even threatened to buy me a novelty apron to go with my menagerie of novelty mugs, but I’d sensed she found the idea endearing rather than lame.

      Genie smiled and drew her hand back. “At least they’re safe now. You clearly love what you do, and I know Tobe will take good care of them when they go on to the Bestiary.” She lowered her gaze, leaving me longing for more. “I’ll have to ask him if he bakes treats for the Purge beasts. I doubt it, or he’d never leave the kitchen.”

      That was the moment, genius, and you well and truly fluffed it! I cursed inwardly. Her hand had been right there, an olive branch that I only had to reach out and take hold of. It was the surest sign I’d had so far that she liked me in return. It was a hypothesis rather than a concrete conclusion, but there’d definitely been something in the curve of her smile, the glint of her eyes, the faint flush in her cheeks, and the slight tremble in her fingertips. And I’d gone and let the moment whizz by me.

      I mustered a strangled laugh. “Tell him I’d be happy to give him the recipe.”

      If only there were a monster that could rewind time. I had dated before, with varying degrees of success, but I’d never found anyone who made me more focused on her than my work—which tended to keep the relationships brief. This was unknown territory for me. Moreover, there was also the matter of me being a scholar’s assistant and her being a trainee hunter. There was no explicit rule against it, but Victoria would likely frown upon fraternization. Or, perhaps I was merely looking for an excuse not to proceed with my affections. If I didn’t get involved, I couldn’t get hurt. If I didn’t get involved, I wouldn’t hurt her by falling into previous relationship patterns. And I was fairly sure the sight of her in any kind of pain would end me.

      But she was beside me, having chosen to spend time in my company. She had lifted her hand like she was going to wipe that tear away for me. She had listened to my awkward babblings about the scent gland of a swamp devil, even when I’d gone into olfactory detail about the rotten fish stench they emitted. Sure, there’d been some amused remarks, but they’d been framed as questions so she could learn more about my work. Such as: “How fishy are we talking? Mackerel fishy, salmon fishy, or whitebait fishy? Would I know it was a swamp devil just by smell alone?” All of that pointed to one distinct possibility—that, yes, she did like me.

      “I wish we could take them for a walk,” Genie said, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t know what you and Persie have done to me. I never used to mind seeing them behind glass. Now, you’ve both made things all… squiffy.”

      I laughed quietly. “Is that another new word you learned?”

      “Sure is.” She sniffed, wiping her nose on the back of her sleeve. “Can I ask you something?”

      I took a quick breath, ready to say yes if she asked me out on a date. I’d wanted to make the first move, but I could make up for that later if the first date went well. Hoping I looked casual, I nodded.

      “What started all of this for you? What made you want to work with monsters?” she asked, and my chest deflated a little. It wasn’t the question I’d hoped for, but it was still a question that made me smile. Another hint that suggested she liked me. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be so interested in getting to know more about me. Unfortunately, there was only so much I could tell her, personally speaking.

      I gestured around at the shining forest of orbs that brimmed with life. “Them.” I struggled with how to proceed with my story, realizing I hadn’t told it to anyone in years. “I was young, maybe fourteen. My mum had just given me my dad’s Grimoire, and I decided it’d be a great idea to run a tracking spell on my dad with it. I knew he didn’t want to be found, but… I was stupid, I guess. Anyway, I followed the spell to this volcanic island in the middle of the Pacific, and the tracking spark led me up a sheer rockface. After I climbed it, I came to a ledge, where the spark disappeared.”

      “Was your dad there?” Genie asked, her eyes wide as saucers.

      I laughed bitterly. “No. If he’d ever been there, it had been a long time ago. But I did find this.” I raised my wrist to show her the bracelet. “It must’ve been put there to trick anyone who tried to trace him by his Grimoire, and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker. Anyway, I took the bracelet and tried to climb back down the volcanic cliff. Do you know much about volcanic rock?”

      She shook her head. “Geology’s not my preferred bedtime reading.”

      “Well, it’s notoriously unstable.” I smiled, remembering. “I lost my footing and fell for what seemed like a lifetime. My mum didn’t even know I’d gone on that wild goose chase and all I could think about was her, at home, never knowing what happened to her son. The island wasn’t inhabited, and I hadn’t told anyone what I was up to. I could’ve simply… disappeared.”

      “Well, you look like you’re in one piece, so I’m guessing you survived. Unless you’re a really convincing ghost.” She was making her usual jokes, but they didn’t sound the way they normally did. It was as though she felt she had to be funny, to ease my discomfort in telling the story.

      I chuckled. “I bounced off a few rocks and blacked out. I thought I was dead. When I woke up, I saw an enormous, snow-white bird nestled beside me, one wing covering me like a blanket. I think I asked her if she was an angel, and she just looked at me. It was the most withering look I’ve ever received.”

      “I guess I can’t compete, huh?” She gave me a gentle nudge in the arm, and my chest clenched at the contact. Anyone who could have read my vital signs at that moment would have thought I was a weirdo who’d never been touched in his life. But this was Genie. She made the ordinary seem extraordinary, the mundane pure magic. “Go on,” she encouraged. “What was the bird?”

      “A Caladrius. She must have caught me at some point after I fell and carried me back to her nest, where she healed me. I didn’t have a single scratch on me, though I had the memory of hitting some rocks so hard I shouldn’t have been breathing.” A dense lump of emotion blocked my throat. “She had no reason to save me. She risked being exposed by doing that. Caladrii are rare to begin with, but they were hunted and captured over the centuries, exploited for their healing properties. In helping me, she put her own life on the line.”

      “Do you think she’s still there?” Genie moved slightly closer.

      I shrugged. “I hope so. I got to live. My mum didn’t have to lose someone else. That was all because of the Caladrius.” I glanced down at the worn band of the bracelet. “That’s why I wear this, to remind myself of the Caladrius’s selfless act, and to remind myself that my father never wanted to be found.”

      “Did you ever look again?”

      I shook my head firmly. “No. Why waste energy on someone who doesn’t want you?” Genie’s mouth moved ever so slightly, as though saying something to herself. Was she saying that she wanted me? I didn’t dare hope for it. “Anyway, that’s where it started. The Caladrius took care of me until I was ready to leave, and she cawed as I went. A fond farewell. I knew, then, that they weren’t mindless creatures who hated humanity. I knew they weren’t just fuel for our world. I’d seen one, free, and it was incredible.”

      “But they aren’t free. And they’re still fuel.” Genie scrunched up her nose, as though she was doubting everything she knew.

      “Change takes a long time. I doubt the system will alter in my lifetime, but I am content to sow the seeds. And if I can’t spare them from capture, the least I can do is learn more about them, spread that knowledge, and ensure they are taken care of.” I grazed my hand across the crocottas’s orb, and they let out a soft whine of understanding.

      There was another chapter of that Caladrius story, and I’d omitted a few details, but I kept it locked away in a box at the back of my mind. As much as I adored Genie, there were facets of my history that had to stay hidden. Silence had worked out for the best so far. All she needed to know was that I was trying to be the best version of myself—a good person, undefined by my past. Someone who wanted to be better, do better, and make the world better for monsters and magicals alike. Notoriety wasn’t something I had ever striven for. I wanted my work to speak for me, nothing else.

      Genie smiled sadly. “If Atlantis had never risen, maybe I’d have lived long enough to see that change.”

      “I know I probably shouldn’t say this, considering what happened back then, but… I’m glad it did rise.” There was more to that sentence, but my throat seized at the intensity in her eyes and I couldn’t say it aloud any more than I could find the words to ask her out.

      If it hadn’t, I’d never have met you.
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      Now that I’d finally found a way to keep the conversation moving with companionable ease, another hour passed by without any notice. Genie loved hearing about the monsters, and I had plenty to say about them. Indeed, it seemed as though Genie not only had a startling effect on the function of my mind, but on the usual rules of time itself. Minutes felt like seconds, and two hours in her company seemed like no time at all. But the hour was growing late—already half-past ten—and I knew the moment we would part ways, at least for today, was fast approaching.

      “When do we get to eat?” Genie poked her head around the side of an orb containing a cluster of hobgoblins, squat, gnarled-faced beings with skin that looked like tree bark. They had foul tempers and even fouler body odor, which was luckily masked by the glass orb. But even they were beautiful to me, in their own fashion.

      I frowned. “Pardon?”

      “We’ve fed all of the beasties, but when do we get to eat? I haven’t had anything since lunch. My stomach is going to start digesting itself, at this rate.” She rubbed her abdomen, which released a formidable gurgle. The sound threw out any ideas I might have had that it was an excuse for us to have dinner together.

      “I don’t really have anything here. But we could—” My throat tightened up as I considered suggesting that I cook her something in my apartment.

      She smiled, stepping closer. “We could what?”

      “Uh… we could find something? The Banquet Hall will be shut, but the kitchenettes are always well stocked.” I wanted to smack myself silly for not going with my first instinct. It was just dinner, no worse than a friend suggesting a bite at home.

      She looked away, toward the Repository window. She seemed to do that a lot when she came here, and I’d grown accustomed to her striking profile. No, not accustomed… rather, I’d started to watch for it. She never looked more at peace than when she was looking out that window. It was one of the best views in the Institute. The panes of the window ran all along the far wall, floor to ceiling. Constellations twinkled in the night sky, although it was still fairly light out thanks to the summer’s long days and the shining full moon.

      “Hot chips,” she said absently.

      “Come again?”

      She glanced back at me. “I want fried goodness. There’s always a food van at the car park on the cliff path, and they won’t be bombarded by the pub crew for a few more hours.” She stared down at her outfit. “If you give me five minutes to change in your study, we can go.”

      She didn’t give me time to argue. Plucking up her backpack, she sprinted across the marble floor and disappeared inside my study. Meanwhile, I stood by the hobgoblins like a prize lemon, marveling at how easily she’d arranged a non-date. Truth be told, my stomach had started to growl, and the thought of crisp, fluffy-centered chips certainly made my mouth water. I patted my pockets, making sure I had enough Euros for both of us. She might have brought up the idea, but I wanted to be the one to pay. Plus, if she protested, I could say it was compensation for the help she’d given me this evening.

      A few minutes later, she reappeared in leggings and a sweater. The bagginess of the latter was incredibly cute. She looked like a hamster in a ball of cotton wool. I smiled, feeling less bad about my own casual attire. Maybe it was better like this, with no pressure to get dressed up or eat somewhere fancy. No pressure to call it a date. We were just two friends going for a nighttime walk to get a snack.

      “I dumped my bag in there.” She pointed back at the study. “I’ll have to pick it up later.”

      A reason to see me again, maybe? I held onto the thought. It wasn’t as though Genie was a stranger to the Repository, but she usually brought Persie with her. I enjoyed Persie’s company, of course, but I’d take as much time alone with Genie as I could get.

      I shrugged. “No problem.”

      “Come on, then, before I turn cannibal on you.” She shocked me by weaving her arm through mine and dragging me bodily toward the exit. Maybe she’d realized that I was hopeless at romance and was taking the initiative. It was very… her. Bold, determined, utterly baffling.

      “Apparently human meat is rather like pork,” I said, before I could stop myself. I should’ve kept my mouth shut until I was prepared to construct a normal sentence.

      She barked a laugh. “You’re a strange one, Nathan O’Hara.”

      Do you like strange? I cast her a side-glance, but all I could see was her smile, which masked any other emotions she might have been feeling. Still, I supposed it was a good sign that she hadn’t run off yet.

      “Yes, I guess I am.” I matched her step as we walked through the Institute’s quiet hallways. I kept expecting her to take her arm away since we were in such a public domain, but she held on contentedly. It felt nice to have her so close, to the point where I could easily forget that someone might see us. Maybe I didn’t care if they did. “Are you pescatarian? I don’t want you to, um, you know, think I’m stereotyping or anything, but I know a lot of Atlanteans prefer seafood.”

      Genie arched an eyebrow at me. “Have you met a lot of Atlanteans?”

      “Well, no. But I’ve read a lot.”

      “I’m not.” She chuckled, fixing her gaze forward again. “I think I’ve been topside too long. My dad depends on seafood, though—as traditional about his food as he is with everything else.” Her smile faded and her forehead creased at the mention of her dad.

      You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I’d longed to tell her so, ever since I’d seen her in that trance state in Fergus’s realm. But what right did I have to meddle in her personal affairs? She would make her decision, one way or another, if or when her father made demands of her. I only hoped that, if that time ever came, she would be as brave as she was now.

      I decided to shift the mood. “Do you think your mum would’ve liked the surface world?”

      “Nah, she was a water baby through and through. At least, that’s the image I get of her.” Genie’s expression changed subtly; her eyes stayed sad while her lips smiled again. “And she never got to see all the bad stuff that went down in Atlantis. Don’t get me wrong, the rot had already set in, but everyone thought they were in a utopia until… well, until the truth came out. They were living in a dying world. But I think she liked it there. I know she loved her job, my dad, her friends, her family, her life. If she came topside, she’d have been one of those hippies living in a cabin by the beach. Somewhere so close to the ocean that you could roll to it, you know?”

      I discreetly pulled her closer to my side. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “It doesn’t, does it?” She grinned up at me. “Anyway, she’d probably be making waves in the Hunter Hall of Fame if she were still around. There are creatures in Atlantis’s Bestiary that would make your eyes pop out. And she caught a lot of them.”

      “Do you think you were destined to follow in her footsteps?” I realized I was being a bit Spanish Inquisition with our conversation, but I wanted to know everything about her. And I doubted she had secrets to keep buried, like I did.

      She nodded slowly. “I didn’t realize how much I wanted it until I passed the exam. Honestly, I don’t know where I’d be if Persie hadn’t suggested coming here. Maybe I’d have picked another vocation. Maybe I’d still have wound up in this field. But the moment I got in, it was like the stars were aligning. It felt right.” She paused. “I’m not a massive believer in fate, but this feels close to it.”

      “It can be frightening to think we have no control over what happens to us,” I said, mulling her words over. “But I think fate comes with variables. I don’t think it’s one road from start to finish. I think it’s more like a road with smaller paths branching off. Some of those paths might lead to the same ending, while others might not. Does that make sense?”

      “Weirdly, yes.” She eyed me with an observant curiosity, as if she were seeing something new about me.

      Paranoid, I lifted a hand to my cheek. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “No, I just didn’t expect you to be a philosopher.”

      “I’m not sure that I am,” I admitted, unsure if that was what she wanted to hear. “But I’m a researcher and a scientist—I like to find logic and answers in everything. True, that’s generally based around monsters, but I’m intrigued by humanity, too. And fate is a concept that’s been around for a very long time, so perhaps that’s evidence that there is some truth to it.” She leaned closer as I said this, the two of us almost sandwiched together as we headed out into the night.

      She peered up at me, one eyebrow slightly bent in confusion. “You’ve got layers, O’Hara.”

      “An onion of sorts, or perhaps a cabbage?” I felt the cool breeze touch my face and wished I’d brought a sweater of my own. Irish summers had their balmy moments, occasionally competing with Mediterranean temperatures, but the heat rarely clung on into the night. I’d have to keep Genie close. Purely to stay warm, of course.

      She tilted her chin up and drew a deep, deliberate breath. There wasn’t much in the way of light pollution out here on the island and the constellations were in full bloom, glittering against the bruised, purplish sky. A ghoulish impression, perhaps, but the true darkness of autumn and winter were not yet upon us. I felt happy—it was just a light summer night in the clean countryside air, with the perfect company.

      “Let’s go with cabbage. Onions make you cry,” she murmured.

      I hope I never make you cry, Genie. With her tugging gently on my arm to keep us moving, we cut through the gardens to the back gate and headed out across the rolling fields, veering right so we’d meet the cliff path. For the first time since she’d decided to stay in the Repository, I didn’t feel the need to fill the silence with mindless chatter. I was happy just to walk with her on my arm, enjoying the whisper of the waves susurrating against the coves below and the prospect of a warm snack to soothe my growling stomach.

      We were no more than a third of the way to the public car park when Genie suddenly stopped. Her body language transformed from relaxed to alert in the space of a second, and she yanked her arm away from mine. She whipped around, eyes narrowed as she scrutinized the shadows around us.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      Her forehead crinkled, her Esprit—a barrette of crossed silver feathers—glowing faintly. “I’m picking up bad vibes. Spidey senses tingling.”

      “What do you mean?” As far as I knew, she didn’t have Clairvoyant abilities. But something had evidently spooked her.

      “I don’t know.” She turned in a circle, her expression grim. “It’s like an echo of… badness. Footprints of something nasty. Not literal footprints, but… a residual horror. Like something bad happened to someone out here.”

      I patted my pockets and took out the specterglass that I’d taken to carrying around. “Has this ‘Spidey sense’ happened to you before?”

      She shook her head. “Not like this. I get feelings sometimes, usually when I’m super focused. But this is… different. It’s a clearer sensation.”

      Hmm… I can’t feel anything. I scanned the area, looking for the red and white mist that would have suggested a local spirit. But I found only red-tinged darkness. “It doesn’t look like we’ve got any ghosts or spirits loitering around. Did you hear something, maybe?”

      “No. I’m just… feeling it. It’s like… a silent cry for help.” Genie darted forward, running along the cliff path, her head scanning left and right. I raced after her, trying to help her look, but without any idea what we were searching for. Part of me wondered if she’d just heard a seagull or a fox and taken it for a scream.

      After another 200 yards or so, we reached a lookout point. I came here quite often, especially when I happened to be struggling with a research project or a paper, to sit on the lone bench and think. And though I sensed nothing amiss, Genie appeared to. She stood as still as a statue, her eyes closed. Evidently trying to gauge more from our surroundings by focusing.

      “What are you? Why am I feeling like this?” she whispered.

      A flash of something pale from beneath the black-painted planks of the bench caught my attention. Three tiny figures, cowering behind the overgrown weeds that tufted up. One edged forward cautiously, her small figure trembling as she peeked out from behind the bench leg. I knew her instantly: Boudicca.

      “Genie!” I shouted, running to the pixies. Kneeling to their level, I scooped Boudicca into my hands. Her body shook violently, and all the color had drained out of her. Her wings had turned a worrying shade of gray, and her bioluminescent lights looked like miniature stars that were about to sputter out.

      Genie appeared beside me a second later, bundling Cynane and Spartacus into her arms. Unlike Boudicca, they couldn’t even hold their heads up. They just lay in Genie’s grasp, spasming and snuffling as though they were in immense pain.

      “What’s wrong with them?” she gasped, her voice tight with panic. “And where the hell is Persie?”

      Boudicca managed a pitiful squeak and lifted a weak hand toward a row of spiny bushes on the opposite side of the lookout spot. I looked in the direction of her gesture, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. They were just gorse bushes. Still, something terrible had obviously happened here. And, between the weakened pixies and Genie’s ominous feeling, that something probably had to do with Persie’s absence.
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      My nostrils flared as though someone had put smelling salts underneath them. A rancid stench drifted in on swarming shadows, creeping through my semi-conscious confusion. The gut-churning reek of rotting fish—and not just slightly on the turn, but fully festering, eye-watering decomposition—like opening a can of fermented sardines that were ten years past their sell-by date. Beneath the smell, I could make out the earthy decay of moldering wood and the sharper tang of rust.

      Is this one of Leviathan’s dreams? I had no idea where I was, or how I’d gotten here. My eyes still hadn’t adjusted to the gloom. But both the darkness and the claustrophobic sensation in my chest were definitely his MO.  I didn’t think he smelled this overwhelmingly foul, but then I’d never encountered his true, physical self without a pane of glass between us. I blinked frantically, as if that would help my vision clear, and I waited for his familiar voice to speak and let me know this wasn’t real.

      After a few moments had passed and Leviathan still hadn’t made himself known, and my eyes were still struggling to acclimate, I resorted to one of my other senses: touch. My hands were bound behind my back and I seemed to have been chucked onto the ground, which explained the dull throb in my shoulders, wrenched backward to keep my hands together.  I unfurled my hands and reached out gingerly with my fingers, skimming across a cool, hard floor, and retched as a viscous jelly slid wetly over my skin. Gelatinous and cold and stinking.

      Where am I? Leviathan was a master for detail, but this no longer felt like his handiwork—he wouldn’t have used restraints. I tried to wipe the slime away, but only ended up smearing more of it over my hands. A spark of hope came to me, only to sputter out when I remembered I hadn’t brought my phone on my jogging expedition, so it wasn’t as though I could call for help.

      “H-hello?” I called into the murk. Not my brightest idea, but now I understood why victims in horror movies always said that when they entered a dark, creepy house. It was human instinct, desperation to hear someone’s voice call back and say that everything was okay. But no one answered.

      I scrunched up my eyes and thought back to the last thing I could remember. There was the lookout point and the low, terrifying growl. A set of burning red eyes. A strange heat. And then I woke up here. Could it be a djinn? Most of them were living a happy, independent existence in Erebus’s former otherworld, Tartarus. But Raffe and Kadar knew of some who’d broken away from that realm and returned to our world to find a different sort of freedom. Maybe this was one of them? But why would they have targeted me? Did they have an axe to grind with Raffe and Kadar, and planned to use me as leverage? It didn’t make a lot of sense since Raffe and Santana had their own children who would’ve made for better targets, but perhaps the Levi-Catemaco kids had been harder to snatch.

      Opening my eyes again, I began to make out vague shapes in my surroundings as I adjusted to the darkness. Slices of faint light shone through broken slats on the far side of wherever I was, revealing looming shapes that could’ve been mechanical… or could’ve been human. Fear gripped my throat in an icy hand as I waited for the shadows to move, for something horror-movie-esque to happen. The steady drip drip of water splashing onto the slimy floor. The wet, cold, awful feeling of this place. I guessed I was in a warehouse of some kind. An old one, probably a fishery that had been abandoned a long time ago, if the stench was anything to go by. This kind of location was used for one reason, and one reason alone—to make people disappear.

      “Hello?” I shouted again, trying to smother my terror. Maybe it would bring help.

      Or maybe it would bring my abductor back.

      I tried to shuffle my hands underneath me so they weren’t trapped behind my back, but my stiff limbs wouldn’t allow it. It was only then that I felt a familiar sensation: a faint bristle like an electric shock, tickling up my arms. I’d felt the same thing when Victoria’s hunters had clapped me in Atomic Cuffs.

      A djinn wouldn’t use these on me… I wasn’t even sure a djinn could use them. And if they knew who I was, then they would’ve known that Atomic Cuffs were useless on me. I had no abilities to inhibit, aside from Purging. And I wasn’t sure if they’d be able to stop a Purge.

      The pixies! With my head all foggy, I’d forgotten they’d been with me at the lookout point. “Boudicca?” I whispered. “Cynane, Spartacus? Are you here?”

      None of their squeaks or chirps echoed back. Only that persistent drip drip and the faint clang of metal somewhere in the near distance. Wherever I was, and whoever had taken me, they’d left the pixies behind. A rock of dread sank in my stomach. The pixies were my best line of defense. Without them, I was completely at the mercy of my abductor. Even Leviathan didn’t seem to be showing up to give me a telepathic hand, though I was pretty sure this counted as heightened emotion. Perhaps he was choosing to ignore me because I’d thought this was his trickery, or maybe his last visit inside my box dream memory really had taken a lot out of him.

      “Are you a djinn?” I yelled, my voice bouncing back. I wanted to be sure, in case I was wrong about the cuff thing. According to Marcel, in a fight for your life, it was best to get the upper hand as quickly as possible. “If you are, you’ve got the wrong person! But I know you like deals—we can strike one, if you show yourself!”

      I froze at the sound of footsteps. The acoustics made it impossible to tell which direction they were coming from. Any moving shadow could have belonged to my attacker. I shuffled backward, trying to make myself as small as possible, even though it went against everything Hosseini had taught us during hunting classes. The trick was to make yourself as big and intimidating as possible, but right now my instinct was to hide, no matter how futile the attempt might be.

      A bitter laugh cut through the fishy air. “A djinn, eh?”

      Hmm… The voice was deep and masculine, with a distinct Irish accent. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a djinn; I could be dealing with a Kadar-Raffe-esque shared body scenario.

      “Are you cursed?” I battled to keep my words steady. “I can’t undo any djinn curses, so if you’re thinking I can help you, you’re wrong. Only the djinn can undo djinn curses.” A curse was all I could think of to explain the red eyes, the heat, the petrifying growl. It fell cleanly into djinn territory, and my mental monster compendium couldn’t come up with anything else. Unless he was another kind of monster entirely.

      I heard a switch flick, and an anemic lightbulb blinked into existence. Stepping precisely into his sickly spotlight, my kidnapper finally revealed himself. He was standing much closer than I’d expected him to be, not more than two yards away, and dressed all in black. Towering well over six feet, he had the broad V-shape of a swimmer, all wide shoulders, toned arms, and lean waist. He probably hadn’t even broken a sweat when he’d carried me away. My abductor was a young man in his early twenties, I guessed, with a full head of tousled black curls and hard, dark eyes that glared at me. The rest of his face was obscured by a bandana that covered his nose and mouth.

      “Why do ye keep harpin’ on about these djinn? Do I look like a djinn te ye?” His glare intensified.

      I gulped. “I saw r-red eyes.”

      “Aye, well I ain’t no djinn,” he spat the words and strode forward. I wriggled backward to try and escape. He could crush my skull in his large hands if he wanted to, and I had no idea what abilities he might be hiding. “But ye seem te know an awful lot about curses, and yer goin’ te tell me who put this one on me.”

      I paused in my helpless getaway. “So… you are cursed?”

      “As if ye don’t already know.” He knelt down, getting in my face. “I know yer sort. Ye have te know who did this te me. All ye witches, yer all know each other, so don’t even pretend ye don’t.”

      “W-witches?” I stammered, my mind a blur of terror and confusion. In the magical world, “witch” was a derogatory term. The same went for “warlock” and “wizard.” Even “sorcerer” and “sorceress” were considered archaic.

      His eyes narrowed to reptilian slits. “Yer goin’ te pretend ye don’t know what they are now, are ye? Yer goin’ te barefaced lie te me, when I know yer one of them?” He lifted his hand to my face as if he was going to punch me. I flinched, my eyes snapping shut. But the blow didn’t come. Instead, I felt something soft being draped around my shoulders. Startled, I opened my eyes to find that he’d covered me in a woolen blanket. “Don’t look at me like that, witch. I don’t want ye dyin’ of hypothermia before I’ve got this curse lifted.”

      “Why do you keep saying that?” I blurted out, confused by the thoughtful gesture.

      “What?” he barked.

      “Witch.”

      He pulled back, snorting under the bandana. “‘Cause that’s what yer are.”

      He’s not a magical… Understanding dawned. No magical would call another by that term. I’d thought he was trying to insult me before, but now I could tell he didn’t know any better. He thought that was the right word. But if he wasn’t a magical, then how the heck had he known that magicals even existed? Or gotten hold of Atomic Cuffs? And why had he chosen me to help him with his curse? He clearly didn’t know as much as he thought.

      “Where did you get these Cuffs?” I asked him outright, trying to turn my fear into courage.

      He snickered. “Ain’t no business o’ yours. I’m the one askin’ the questions. So, start squawking—who put this curse on me, and how are ye goin’ te remove it?”

      “I don’t know what curse you’re talking about!” I shot back, hoping it didn’t get me a smack in the face or worse.

      “I think ye do, since this all started with ye.” The man grabbed my hoodie drawstrings and pulled, jolting me forward. “I didn’t have no problems before ye arrived at that secret witch place. I’ve been watchin’ it for a while as part of me duties, then—bam!—I’m turning into a growling, smoky beast like I’m a were-something, only it don’t give a damn whether there’s a full moon or not.”

      Panic jangled in my veins. “You know about our… hideaway?” I didn’t want to call it the Institute in case I gave something valuable away, but if he’d been watching us, then it stood to reason that he already had a decent idea what it was.

      “Yer Institute, aye.” He pulled harder on the drawstrings, puckering the hood. Given the flicker of pure rage in his eyes, the action proved as menacing as a hand around my throat. “My people wouldn’t let me get te the root of this curse thing, but here I am, showing I can handle it, despite what me da might have te say.”

      There were too many missing pieces for me to properly keep up. This guy clearly had some father issues, but there was more to the picture. He’d mentioned duties and dealing with an unknown curse, and he definitely knew a fair bit about the Institute. How much had he seen of what went on there?

      “Who are your people? Who do you work for?” I mustered some bravery, trying to ignore his searing eyes and harsh tone.

      “That ain’t none of your business, either,” he retorted sharply. “Though it’s kinda funny how ye all think yer so high and mighty, but ye don’t even know when yer bein’ watched. But that ain’t the point. I were assigned te watch ye, then I started turning into that… thing as soon as ye came to the Institute. So, who did it, eh? Who did this te me? Seems like it were ye, since it all began with ye.”

      “You were assigned to watch me?” The words hissed between my teeth. If he’d been observing me from afar, did this have something to do with my lineage? Did the people he worked for want to harm me in some way because I was a Merlin? If a handful of humans had found out about the existence of magicals, my surname would’ve come up as a big hitter on the list of power players. They’d just missed out on the fact that I was the family dud.

      His eyes widened, as though he hadn’t meant to tell me that. “Stop trying te distract me, ‘cause it won’t work.” He let go of the drawstrings of my hoodie and picked up a fairly blunt-looking knife, which he’d taken off a plate of food just within my reach. I didn’t know if the food was his or if he’d left it there for me, but I imagined he could do a lot of damage with that bit of cutlery, blunt or not. If he tried to stab me, I had no way of defending myself. He turned the blade over in his palm and peered at me intently. “Give me intel, now, or ye’ll regret it. How do I break this curse, eh? If ye did this te me, ye’ll know how to stop it.”

      “How can I know that?” I watched the blade closely, hoping I could duck out of the way if he lunged. Maybe, if he threw himself off balance, I could ram into him and try to stagger to my escape. But how far could I really get with my legs in a dead state of numbness and my arms bound behind my back? “For one, I didn’t do anything to you. I don’t even know who you are. Secondly, you haven’t even said what the curse is.”

      He tapped the blade to his concealed chin. “Yer the witch, ye should know what it is. It turns me into some monster-thing, with them red eyes. Someone called me a ‘fear dog’ once but I don’t know if it means aught. Anyway, it gets folks all riled up with fear that makes them lose their minds, and it’s got te stop, ‘cause it’s makin’ other people sick. My people.” His forehead furrowed, and a glint of sadness overwhelmed the anger in his eyes. It was becoming clear that this guy had kidnapped me out of sheer desperation, and perhaps that was an angle I could work. I just had to calm him down a bit.

      “Do you mean a ‘Fear Dearg’?” I had heard of those, though they hadn’t come into my dreams for a decade or so. The memory of the creatures stirred vaguely in my mind—the flaming red eyes, smoky bodies of black and red mist, snarling jaws. Even being a few feet away from a Fear Dearg plunged a person into an immobilizing grip of despair and terror, like the dream had done to childhood me.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Aye, maybe that were it. Fear Dearg.”

      “And you say you keep turning into one?”

      “Are yer ears bunged up or somethin’? Aye, that’s what I’ve been sayin’ over and over!” he snapped, sounding exasperated. “I’m not goin’ te let it hurt my people. I didn’t ask for this, and one of your lot slapped it on me. So, yer going te fix it or I’m goin’ te do te ye what we used te do te witches back in the day!” He slipped a hand in his pocket and took out a lighter, sending my nerves into panicked overdrive. He clearly intended to burn me at the stake, and I had no idea how I was going to get myself out of this mess. I couldn’t fix it for him. If he’d wanted a powerful Merlin to help him, he’d gone for the worst possible choice.

      You really needed to do more research, whoever you are. But I sensed he wouldn’t listen to a word I said if I tried to tell him that I was a magical dud. He wanted this curse off him, and he was willing to do anything to get the antidote for whatever it was doing to his people. Whoever his people were.

      He clicked the lighter and the flame erupted, the yellow glow reflected in his dark eyes. The second he found out I was of no use to him, I’d be toast. And this rotting, abandoned fishery would be the last thing I saw before he made me disappear.
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      “Where is she?! What happened here?” Genie attempted to get some information out of the pixies, but Cynane and Spartacus couldn’t muster a word. The poor little creatures were terrified beyond reason, shaking so violently they had difficulty sitting still, let alone talking. They had managed to engage their neck muscles and lift their heads, but they were evidently weakened. It was as though something had drained the vitality out of them—I only had to observe their pallid coloring to know that.

      “I’ve seen this before, I think,” I said, checking Boudicca over. She appeared to be the calmest of the three, but she was still rattled. She had her knees drawn up to her chin, hiding her head behind them. “Or have I? I’ve certainly read about it.”

      Genie glanced up at me with desperate eyes. “What is it? Could it be linked to Persie?”

      “It’s on the tip of my tongue.” A frustrated sigh escaped my throat. “I know that I know about this, but I can’t remember where I saw it.”

      “Then think harder! Wipe your glasses or something—that always seems to work!” she urged.

      I did just that, using the familiar motion to try and focus my mind. But the answer simply would not come. There was nothing more frustrating than knowledge that had grown fuzzy over time, drifting out of reach into the abyss of memory. The human brain was not an infallible piece of technology. Much like a computer, it had a tendency to glitch, and could lose files when you least expected. I had seen and studied a great deal, and, on occasion, the information muddled together in my mind, the neurons of my hippocampus unable to fire fast enough to bring the data I needed.

      “I’m sorry, Genie. I… can’t remember.” I hated saying that, especially as I knew it would likely come back to me at the most inopportune time. I would be in the shower tomorrow, or eating breakfast, or drinking coffee, and it would pop into my head as though there had never been an issue.

      Cynane managed to break out of her terrified silence for long enough to emit a low, disapproving whistle and mimed, with feeble hands, sawing open her skull and letting her brain fall out. She pretended to scoop it back up as she swayed about on Genie’s palm like a zombie, shaky arms outstretched. I would have to make a note that even when the pixies were at their lowest ebb, they still maintained a propensity for humor.

      I gave a resigned sigh. “I do feel a little bit like that, Cynane. Thanks.”

      She saluted and sank back against Genie’s hand, pulling up the sleeve of Genie’s sweater to cover her shivering body. Spartacus, clearly envious of the warmth, slithered down to join Cynane in the makeshift blanket. Looking down at Boudicca, I lifted the edge of my T-shirt and wrapped her in it. She burrowed adorably into the fabric and chirped with a little more energy, having a good old sniff of the T-shirt as she cocooned. The pixies were sensitive to smell, and Boudicca always seemed to appreciate my particular scent.

      “Can you tell me where Persie is?” I asked Boudicca. I didn’t want to panic too soon, in case there was a reasonable explanation. Perhaps this was an unexpected side effect of Persie’s ability that we hadn’t seen yet. Maybe she’d run off out of guilt, or she’d gone into a Purge and the pixies had been caught in the crosshairs. She could be out there, somewhere, trying to catch up to whatever she’d Purged. I consoled myself with the thought that her absence didn’t necessarily mean something terrible had occurred.

      Boudicca gestured again to the gorse bushes.

      “Did someone attack her from there?” Genie jumped in, in full-blown detective mode.

      Boudicca nodded, wriggling her hands out of my T-shirt. She raised them like menacing claws and growled, straining with her eyes, until they were pretty much bulging, to get some kind of image across. Persie was the one with the best interpretation skills; we would have to do our best to intuit what the pixies were saying.

      We wouldn’t have to stretch our limits far, because I had a feeling I already understood what Boudicca was getting at. “A monster attacked her?” I said.

      Boudicca chirped her confirmation and growled again, for good measure.

      “Did Persie Purge the monster?” Genie pressed, panic evident in her strangled voice. This was her worst nightmare come true. I’d seen Persie go through it, fearing that her best friend might be lost forever, and now Genie was experiencing the same agony. I wanted to put my arm around her or hold her hand, but I didn’t think the timing was appropriate.

      Cynane snorted, which sounded an awful lot like “no way.” To add to the implausibility, she disappeared down Genie’s sleeve before popping back out with her arms up, snarling cartoonishly.

      “The monster took Persie by surprise?” I translated.

      Cynane lowered her arms and nodded, her face relaxing into sadness. These three adored Persie. They must have been experiencing the same fear and worry that Genie was. I knew I had to be the one to stay calm and logical.

      “Did this monster take Persie away?” I asked, rubbing Boudicca’s back gently, urging warmth into her.

      She chirruped a sad “yes.”

      “Do you know where?” I continued.

      Boudicca scratched her chin in thought before shaking her head and miming herself passing out. That didn’t require much interpretation. Something had surprised Persie, had attacked her and had taken her away, but the pixies had been knocked unconscious before they could see where. Still, the pixies seemed to have a sixth sense for their creator. Even in their weakened state, they might be able to lead us to her.

      “We need to look for her,” Genie gasped, breathing too fast and too shallow.

      I nodded in agreement. “First, we need to call for backup. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here. Whatever took Persie is likely dangerous, and I don’t think it’s wise to proceed without letting Victoria know what’s going on. There is strength in numbers.”

      “We can’t wait that long!” Genie shook her head, holding her free hand to her chest as though she was in pain. Recognizing the signs of an anxiety attack, I stood behind her, placing my arm around her waist.

      “Breathe, Genie. Follow the rise and fall of my chest.”

      She dropped her head and tried to relax, her hand closing over mine in a desperate grip. Her ragged breaths wheezed in and out as she did as I’d instructed, copying the slow intake and exhalation of my breathing. After a minute or so, we were perfectly in sync, her panicked breaths having slowed to a normal pace. In Genie’s sleeve, Cynane grabbed Spartacus and did an impression of what we were doing, which I chose to ignore.

      Tentatively, Genie twisted to look up at me. “Call Victoria. You’re right—if Persie’s in danger, I want all hands on deck to get her back.” She looked to the pixies in her sleeve. “And you two can pack it in. This isn’t the time for jokes.”

      I removed my arm from Genie’s waist and took out my phone, dialing the head huntswoman. I realized, as I did, that I wouldn’t be able to tell her about the pixies without getting myself, Persie, and the pixies themselves into a world of bother. I quickly formulated a lie to cover us.

      Victoria picked up after two rings. “Nathan?”

      “Victoria, we’ve got a problem.” I leapt right in. “I’m at the lookout point on the cliff path with Genie Vertis, and we’ve found evidence that Persie is in trouble. We can’t find her anywhere, just a piece of jewelry and signs of a scuffle. Do I have the go ahead to use a tracking spell on the jewelry?”

      I heard a sharp inhale on the other end of the line. “No, do not proceed. Stay where you are and wait for back up. We can’t be sure what we’re contending with. I’ll dispatch a squad of hunters immediately.”

      “Affirmative.” I hung up, knowing there was no use in arguing. Once Victoria made up her mind about something, she rarely changed it.

      “What did she say?” Genie asked.

      “You won’t like it,” I said grimly. “We’ve been told to wait for the cavalry.” Sure enough, her face twisted into a grimace, her hands subconsciously tightening around the pixies. They squealed and whacked her fingers, forcing her to loosen her grip.

      “Are you kidding me? Every second counts, Nathan! If we wait and something worse happens to my best friend, I’ll raze the entire Institute to the ground!” I had no reason to doubt Genie. Persie meant the world to her, and Victoria’s instruction threatened Persie’s safety. Even so, I couldn’t change the order that had been given.

      “It won’t take long for them to get here,” I promised, certain they would already be on their way. “But, pixies, you need to stay hidden. No one can know that you’re out of the Repository. And Genie, I might need to borrow that.” I gestured to the silver bracelet on her wrist.

      She slid it off immediately and put it in my hand. “But it’ll lead back to me.”

      “You can say Persie borrowed it, which is how you knew what it was,” I replied, focusing back on the trio of little monsters. “Pixies. Hide. Now!” I tucked my T-shirt into the waistband of my jeans and dropped Boudicca down the collar. I felt her tumble down to my waist and tried not to flinch as she tickled my abdomen and snuggled in close. Meanwhile, Cynane slithered deeper into Genie’s sleeve, kicking Spartacus out to find his own sleeve to hide in. He did so with pouty reluctance, fluttering over to Genie’s other arm and tucking himself inside.

      Genie’s eyes met mine with a fierce defiance. “No, screw this. I’m not waiting. Persie wouldn’t wait if it was me.” She started walking, crashing through the gorse bushes. “If we find her before the hunters arrive, we can just send an update with our location. Say the monster came back and we chased it or something. This is Persie. That’s all I should have to say.”

      I followed her, knowing she was right—Persie wouldn’t have waited. If she had heeded orders, both Genie and I would still be stuck in Fergus’s realm. And I didn’t want to find out what difference a few minutes might make now that she was the one in need of rescue.

      I patted Boudicca gently. “Can you track her for us?”

      A muffled squeak of agreement echoed back, and a sharp finger dug into the right-hand side of my stomach. I jumped in shock, but I got her message loud and clear.

      “Genie, you’re going the wrong way!” I called out, and she reappeared through the gorse bushes. “My living compass has spoken. We’ve got to keep heading along the cliff.”

      She tried to put on a brave smile, but it registered hollow. “You couldn’t have said that before I got thorns all over me?”

      “Sorry. Boudicca was buffering.”

      “Come on, then.” Genie grabbed my hand and, together, we took off along the path that would bring us closer to finding Persie.
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      He wouldn’t stop flicking the lighter on and off. I guessed it was supposed to be an intimidation tactic… and it was working. Every time the flame lit, my heart lurched. Between that and the knife, my chances of getting out of here felt slimmer by the minute. I fully believed he could hurt me. That he would hurt me. It was only a matter of time before my value decreased to nothing, and his need for me ended.

      But what if there’s another way? Maybe I could persuade him that I’d find a way to help if he just let me go. It seemed unlikely, but I didn’t have any other options. And my stomach had begun to churn, a prickly heat crawling up my spine and tingling at the back of my neck. A sensation I knew all too well.

      “Silence ain’t goin’ te help ye,” he said gruffly, now sitting on the floor in a strangely boyish way. Legs crossed neatly, his knee jiggling impatiently.

      I took a deep gulp of rank, fish-gut-flavored air and spoke. “I won’t help you. Not because I don’t want to”—a blatant lie—“but because I can’t. I’m not a magical. I don’t have any abilities, so I don’t have the power to undo this curse.”

      He jumped to his feet and stalked toward me, getting right up in my face. “Veritas thought the same thing at first, even though ye’ve got that fancy ancient bloodline. But then ye started throwin’ up them beasties, so say what ye like—I know what ye are. Magic as anythin’ and powerful enough te break a curse like this.”

      My blood ran cold. The jig was definitely up. He absolutely knew who he’d kidnapped. More than that, he understood a lot more about magical society than he’d previously let on.

      “Wait… what is Veritas?” I pulled my head back, away from his fury. Judging by the sudden widening of his eyes, he’d let something slip that he really shouldn’t have.

      He shrugged and turned his back, trying to cover his mistake. “Just a nickname for me and me mates.”

      You need to learn to lie better. I didn’t believe a word. Whoever the Veritas were, they were important. I could see it from the beads of sweat that bloomed on his forehead, one trickling down his temple where it soaked into his bandana. He started pacing, his whole demeanor agitated. I had a feeling they were the very people who’d sent him to watch me. The people he was defying by bringing me here, so he could prove something. An instinct I knew all too well, but I wasn’t a fan of being the catalyst to his self-discovery.

      I decided to try to wiggle open a path of enquiry. “Are you working for magicals? Why did they ask you to watch me specifically? You already said this wasn’t part of their plan, so I’m guessing you’d be in trouble if they found out.”

      He stiffened, pausing in his pacing. “As if I’d ever work for the likes of ye! Yer exactly like the rest of them, thinking yer smart, tryin’ te get intel out of me, but it’ll not work. These lips are sealed.”

      The rest of them? A horrifying thought splintered my skull. What if this group, the Veritas, were the same people who were taking magicals—the ones who’d likely snatched Charles Burniston and who knew how many others? The venom in his voice after I’d suggested he was working for magicals spoke volumes. This had to be a non-magical organization, and it was obvious they had decent intelligence filtering in. Yes, he’d gotten some details mixed up, like not knowing the term “magicals” and thinking that someone like me could fix his problem—details he wouldn’t know unless he was a magical himself—but someone was certainly giving information to the Veritas.

      “Did you get your intel from magicals? Do you have allies from my world, or do you just torture it out of them?” I couldn’t hide the anger and fear in my voice. I’d heard about the returnees that came to the SDC for treatment. They’d been so badly tortured that they were terrified of their own shadows, and that was only when they weren’t staring blankly ahead like the living dead. Is that what he had planned for me? My stomach roiled violently, a sheen of cold sweat bristling across my skin. The muscle spasms and the shakes would come next, followed by a blinding headache, and then he would wish he’d never brought me here.

      Unless the Cuffs push the Purge back down… Another horrifying thought. I had no idea what would happen to me if I couldn’t physically get the Purge out. If it got trapped inside me, maybe it would poison me? Make me ill? Transform me? Break me? The thought scared me more than Purging in front of this bastard who only gave a flip about himself.

      “That’s it, ain’t it? Ye think we’re all brutes, no better than animals compared te ye in yer lofty towers.” He whirled around and flicked on the lighter again, so close to my face that I could feel the heat on my skin. The flame danced in his dark eyes, until I didn’t know if he was turning into a monster again. “I’m givin’ ye a chance te tell me everything ye know about this curse. I’m offerin’ ye a way to go free. All ye have te do is tell me who did this, and then get rid of it. I don’t have no quarrel with ye, aside from what ye are. I’ve got a quarrel with the person who made me like this.”

      Join the club. He wouldn’t have cared, but he and I were in very similar boats. He had become a monster because of a curse someone had put on him, and I spewed monsters out of me. He didn’t want people he cared about getting hurt because of him, and neither did I. The parallels resonated in my clenched chest. Had he not already decided to hate magicals, I wondered if I might’ve been able to win him over. But I couldn’t change whatever brainwashing he’d endured, not if he loathed us this much.

      “I’ve told you, I can’t do it.” I grimaced as a shooting pain ricocheted between my temples. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything.

      “Then ye’ve left me no other option.” He reeled back and extinguished the lighter. Blending into the shadows, he walked a few yards into darkness and heaved something across the floor with a scrape that shivered up my vertebrae, setting off another blinding pain that heralded an incoming Purge. Rocking slowly back and forth, I remembered my breathing routine. In for ten, hold for ten, out for ten. Lather, rinse, repeat.

      It might’ve worked if I hadn’t seen the object he’d dragged over: a bulky car battery connected to a pair of jumper cables. An instrument of torture, if ever I’d seen one. I thought of those listless returnees, covered in cuts and bruises. Had they suffered something like this? He brought the two metal ends close to one another, and a spark jumped across the gap. I had no idea how many volts, but I could only hope it wouldn’t prove a deadly measure.

      It might even jump-start the Purge. I’d never actively looked forward to a Purge before, but I couldn’t deny the impeccable timing. If anything could give me an opportunity to escape, it was a wild monster. As long as it wasn’t so big and powerful that the Purge knocked me out or left me too weak to run away, and assuming the Atomic Cuffs didn’t prevent the Purge from coming. That was the never-ending roulette I played with every Purge—I could never guess the outcome.

      “I hate te have te do this, but ye can’t say I didn’t ask nice first.” The man stalked forward, wielding the cables. He was a few paces away when his eyes suddenly turned red, flickering flames taking over his pupils. A ripple of red mist swelled across his body, making his hands spasm. Unfortunately for him, it drew the cables inward to his abdomen. He jolted violently, his arms shooting up in a comedic waggle. Well, it would’ve been funny if I wasn’t petrified for my life. The electrocution seemed to ward off the red mist, sending it back into his body, and the fire in his eyes died.

      He paused, seeming to reconsider his decision to apply the cables to me. “It’s b-barbaric anyway,” he stammered, clearly still feeling the aftershocks. He switched the battery off and kicked the cables as far away as possible. They slithered across the floor like snakes, away from him, and he knelt back down. All the bravado seemed to have melted away, leaving desperation in place of anger. “Look, just tell me what I want te know. Who did this te me? People’s lives are at stake.”

      “Then maybe you should’ve started with that and just asked me for help, instead of kidnapping me and scaring me with freaking jumper cables!” The Purge was taking control of my tongue, doing away with any niceties. I desperately wanted to wrap my arms around my stomach to alleviate the churning, but he’d made sure I couldn’t. This was its own kind of torture.

      He looked surprised. “I… didn’t think ye’d listen.”

      “I bet that’s what you said about all those other people you’ve hurt.” I lurched forward, feeling the familiar tug of something creeping up my throat. “And I’m guessing you didn’t stop with the car battery.”

      “What?” He tilted his head in confusion. “I didn’t touch ye with the bat—” He didn’t get to finish. My mind flashed with images of the returnees, though I’d only seen the pictures and reports in my mom’s files when she’d had her back turned. Their faces beaten to a pulp, their bodies scarred and dappled with bruises. I remembered reading about a girl’s screams whenever a man came near her. I wondered if he’d looked like this guy, hiding his face so he might lessen his own guilt. The sheer horror that I could be used and dumped like that triggered the final stages of the Purge.

      I glared at my abductor as my body convulsed. You really chose the wrong magical, asshole.
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      “Oi! Don’t even try te use yer beasty business on me, lass!” the guy shouted, snatching up the knife and waving it awkwardly in front of him. “I’ve put them Cosmic Cuffs on ye. Ye can’t use yer witchy powers while ye’ve got them on, so you can pack it in tryin’ te trick me!”

      My mouth curved into a sneer. “They’re Atomic Cuffs, you moron. This monster is coming, and nothing is going to stop it. Not you, and not these Cuffs.” I didn’t sound like me at all. I sounded like Leviathan. I swallowed this realization, along with the imminent Purge, with all the ease and comfort of dislodging a fishbone. But it would come creeping up again in a minute or two. It always did.

      “Aye, sure. And ye’ll be wantin’ me te just let you walk off next, happy as ye like.” His eyes turned wary, and his eyebrows knitted together as though he almost believed me. “I were warned about yer sneaky ways, so don’t think ye’ll get one over on me. Ye won’t.”

      “It’s your funeral,” I hissed back, my head throbbing.

      He lowered the knife, taking a step back. “I just want the truth, Persephone.” His tone softened, taking me by surprise. That, and his use of my full name. “It’s hurtin’ so many folks, and I don’t know what te do. I’m a walking virus and I don’t have the antidote. Ye’ve got no idea what this thing can make me do, and… I don’t want te inflict pain or fear or misery on anyone.” He gave a gruff laugh. “I realize that’s goin’ te be hard for ye te believe, after what I’ve done te ye, but it’s true. I’m just… desperate. Do ye have any idea what it’s like te see the people ye care about suffer, all because of somethin’ ye’ve got no control over?”

      My shoulders shook with bitter hysterics. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ve got no control over these… Purges.” I dry heaved as the symptoms returned with a fury, my throat instinctively fighting to swallow the mist. “And this one is going to take you out if you don’t… let me go right now! So, yes, I know what it’s like to have… something inside you that you can’t… control. That hurts people.”

      I focused on breathing techniques, determined not to Purge while I had these Cuffs on my wrists. What if I Purged something dangerous and I was still tied up, helpless? And if it got into the nearby village…

      “Well… this is all yer fault anyway, so don’t try and get me te sympathize with ye.” He turned his face away and returned to playing with his lighter. “Ye were here all of a few days before things started gettin’ all sorts of mad. I were watchin’ from yer third day or so. Anyway, the timin’ ain’t important. I saw what ye got up te in that church, diggin’ up bones and the like. I saw them glowies an’ all.” I lurched forward, feeling as if my entire chest was about to explode. “Ye caused a whole storm, and I’ll bet that’s what set off this monster thing in me. Me da thinks I must’ve had the curse for years, without any of us knowin’, but what ye did got its knickers in a twist and puffed me into that misty beast. Ye’ve turned me into the thing I hate most—somethin’ magical.” Frantic, I sucked in breath after breath, praying it would make a difference. All the while, he monologued obliviously. “And now it’s infectin’ others, doin’ the same te them.” He paused, his eyes flaring a fiery red. “I’m pourin’ me bloody heart out here, and yer not even listenin’!”

      I scowled up at him. “I’m sure you’ve been rehearsing that sob story for ages, but I’m trying to… stop whatever’s coming from ripping your throat out. Not that you deserve… my intervention.” Truthfully, I had been trying to listen, but the tug of the Purge was impossible to ignore and I knew I didn’t have long to suppress it.

      “Nah, ye’ll not fob me off like that. I know them… ‘Atomic’ Cuffs work.” He continued with his speech as though both our lives weren’t in imminent danger. “This curse has te be the Institute’s work, and that’s where ye’ve come from. There have always been rumors of witches hurtin’ and experimentin’ on humans.”

      I snorted. “Oh, please, that’s a load of bull. You’re just trying to validate… your own narrative, that we’re the… bad guys and you’re the good guys. If you’d try to think on your own instead of following some shallow doctrine, you wouldn’t… be minutes away from getting devoured. All you’d have had to do is ask for… my help, and I might’ve… considered it.” I wheezed through every sentence, still battling my internal conflict. I still had no idea what it was he thought he knew. There was no way the Institute was conducting human experiments. Nathan would’ve found out, and he definitely wouldn’t have let something like that fly. Whoever these Veritas people were, they’d brainwashed their followers good and well.

      “Shallow doctrine? That’s rich, comin’ from a witch. The whole lot of ye keep yerselves secret from the rest of the world, and ye mess with us when we get too close te the truth. Ye think we’re lesser—that we don’t deserve te know what’s right under our noses.” His eyes flared bright as a smoky red mist began to ooze off him like a visible stench, rolling over his body like scarlet dry ice. As the crimson tendrils crept toward me, I felt that unusual heat again. And, with it, a bad vibe that hit me like a punch to the gut.

      Then the fuse of my Purge caught. My spine creaked and hunched as though it was going to break through the skin, my ribs straining under the pressure, my entire torso convulsing forward as black mist cascaded out of my mouth. Something huge was on its way.

      My abductor staggered back in alarm as the dark smoke began to solidify into hulking scaly legs of golden-green, up to a long, reptilian body with a lashing tail. Dagger-like spikes protruded from the end like a mace, giving way to sharp spinal blades that ran the length of the monster. Bulging muscles tensed under shining scales, and mountainous shoulders provided the base for a thick neck that led to a snub, wolfish face. There, instead of scales, it had leafy green fur cut with tufts of pure black hair, which stuck up between its pointed ears and carried on down to its shoulder blades. Dripping fangs, a lipless mouth, and talons that put raptors to shame completed the picture.

      A Grendel.

      I had read about them, but I’d never seen one in my dreams. It was the beast that had tried to take down the fabled warrior, Beowulf. Could it be that this was the first Grendel since then? I didn’t know.

      With a deafening bellow, my Grendel rose up onto his back legs, towering at twice the height of my abductor. If this beast got out into the open… Chaos, I didn’t even want to think about it.

      As I saw it, I had three options: run, capture the creature, or try and get him to listen to me. I might not have known much about this particular beast, but I knew enough about my Purges to believe I had some sway over it. The first minute of his existence was crucial if I wanted to influence it. Plus, capturing was out, as I had no idea where my abductor had put the puzzle box that I always carried. And running… well, I’d have to get through my kidnapper, and possibly my purged monster, first.

      “Grendel?” I wheezed, working hard for every breath. “Can you… help me? I need you to take me back… home. Can you… do that?”

      It lumbered around to face me, vivid green eyes giving me a confused look. Slowly, he dipped his upper half in an ungainly bow. A gesture of respect for his creator. These were the valuable seconds, where I could turn a potential catastrophe into a near miss.

      “Please, Grendel. Take me… home.”

      He lifted his head and growled softly. He hadn’t understood. He sensed I wanted something from him, but he didn’t know what. Suddenly, he lunged for me. I yelped, thinking I was a goner. Those jaws would crunch me in one gulp. But he stopped just short of my face and gave me a gentle nudge with his flat nose, puffing air onto my hot cheeks. I didn’t know what that meant, but it felt as though he was trying to communicate something. That I was safe, maybe? I wasn’t sure, and my mind was too rattled to think about it more deeply.

      After one more gentle nudge, the Grendel turned and gunned straight for my abductor, perhaps misinterpreting my cry for help. Instinctively, I reached out to try and grab his tail, realizing as I did so that my hands were free. The Atomic Cuffs lay in cracked pieces on the slimy ground.

      My Purge had snapped them like twigs. I stared in disbelief, only for the sound of a fight to snap me out of my trance. My abductor had transformed into a seething mass of red and black mist, with two burning eyes that lit up the bleak fishery. He launched himself at the Grendel, sending sparks of red light flying as they collided. But my Grendel had no intention of going easy on him. The beast swiped a sharp claw at the Fear Dearg, prompting the Dearg to leap back, creating space in the room and an opening for me to make an exit.

      This was my shot. And, since I had no phone, I needed to get out of here and back to the Institute, ASAP. I knew I wouldn’t be able to handle the Grendel alone. This called for lots of hunters—the more, the better. I just had to hope the Grendel and the Fear Dearg fought long enough for the cavalry to arrive before the monster got loose on the island. Dragging myself to my feet, I staggered for the exit and broke into the cool night.

      I’m sorry, Grendel… Apologizing to my Purges was a habit I’d developed in the last six months. They would bow to me, show me respect for creating them, but I owed them an apology because I knew what their fate would be. What I’d created them for: existence in a box. It hurt like a perpetual ache in my chest, but I couldn’t change the way things were. Nights like this reminded me of why. If that Grendel was left to roam free, there would be nobody left on this island by the time he was finished. That was the nature of the monster, and he couldn’t change that any more than I could change what would happen to him. All I could do was say sorry and hope that, one day, he might forgive me.
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      Boudicca had gotten a bit too comfortable in my shirt, falling asleep at the wheel in her role as navigator, so I held her in my hands as we raced along the cliff path as fast as our legs would carry us. If the hunters appeared through chalk-doors, I could tuck her away again before anyone saw her.

      “How far could the monster have taken her?” Genie asked. I knew she liked to run, and it showed—she was barely out of breath while I was lumbering along, my throat filling with that peculiar, warm mucus that only ever made itself known when I ran distances. I didn’t tell her that, of course. Mucus definitely wasn’t on the list of approved conversation topics.

      I glanced at her. “It depends on the monster. We just have to hope it doesn’t have wings.”

      “Crap! I hadn’t even thought of that!”

      We’d just passed the car park by 100 yards or so, all our casual dining plans firmly on the backburner, when I pulled Genie to a standstill. A figure was racing toward us from the opposite direction. Dark hair flapped behind her, her pale gray sweater marking her out like a reflector in the moonlight.

      “Is that…” Genie gaped. “It is! Oh, thank Chaos! It’s Persie!” She bolted away from me, sprinting to meet her friend. I stopped a few paces shy of the pair and waited on the sidelines, relieved that Persie was safe.

      The two women collapsed into each other’s arms, hugging so tightly I worried that one of them might crack a rib. Cynane and Spartacus, crushed inside Genie’s sleeves, fought their way out in a series of peeved chirps and rude hand gestures—until they saw why. They flew at Persie’s face, grabbing her and kissing her feverishly, taking no heed when she tried to bat them away. I opened my palm to let Boudicca join the festivities. She flashed me a grin and fluttered off, landing flat on Persie’s head and spread-eagling over her hair, tangling herself in the strands.

      “You nearly gave me a coronary! We were all geared up to be rescue rangers, but you’re okay. Thank Chaos you’re okay!” Genie pulled back and clutched Persie’s face in her hands. “What the hell happened?”

      Persie looked frozen, her mouth scrunching up as if she was trying to figure out what to say. “I… got taken by a monster—a Fear Dearg. Only, it wasn’t really a Fear Dearg. It was a person who could change into one, but a non-magical. It’s all pretty muddled, I know.” She smiled nervously. “But he had me tied up in an abandoned fishery, close to Curran Cove. I must have walked that way a thousand times, but I’ve never seen that place before.”

      A Fear Dearg? Goodness, that did not spell good tidings. I only knew of those monsters vaguely, which meant I would have to do a great deal of research. And I had certainly never heard of one who shifted between monster and human. That didn’t fit the characteristics at all, even in my limited knowledge.

      I edged nearer. “It was abandoned when the Institute was built, and everyone has mostly forgotten about it, since it’s so out of the way.”

      “The perfect place to keep me captive,” she said quietly, tears filling her eyes. Her frozen façade cracked, as though her experience had finally caught up to her. Her face crumpled and she fell into Genie’s arms, her shoulders shaking with sobs. Genie wrapped her arms around Persie tightly, pulling her close. Not knowing if my comfort would be welcome, I put my hand on Persie’s shoulder and squeezed gently, letting her know I was there if she needed me.

      “You’ve been through the ringer, haven’t you?” Genie laughed through her own tears as she stroked Persie’s hair, avoiding the affectionate pixie enveloped in her friend’s locks. “Scream, cry, yell, do whatever you have to. I’m here. We’re both here for you.”

      “I feel like… I’m going to… explode.” Persie clung tighter. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how to be of assistance. She sounded desperately sad, and I could find no calming words to offer. So, I just carried on standing there, my hand on her shoulder, letting her best friend do what she did best.

      Genie rested her chin on Persie’s head, making soft hushing sounds. “Sometimes, you need to purge all the bad stuff. Not just monsters,” she soothed. “You’re a bottler, and I know that’s part of who you are, but eventually things fizz over. From the Door fiasco up to now, it’s all been building up inside you. All the emotions and fears and worries. Then you get kidnapped by some monster-person, and you survive on your own. You must’ve been so scared, but you came out fighting, Pers. Bravest woman I know.”

      Persie sniffed into Genie’s shoulder. “I thought he was going to kill me or torture me. I thought I was going to end up like those missing magicals.”

      “You’re here and you’re safe, and whoever this guy is, I’m going to nail his crown jewels to a wall.” Genie glowered at the distant horizon, as though Persie’s abductor might be listening.

      “We’ll certainly investigate,” I added. “This won’t go unresolved, I can promise you that. Now, I need to call Victoria and tell her not to send in the troops.” Persie had told me about the missing magicals that her parents were investigating not long after one of our scientists vanished, in case I came across any information that could help, but I wasn’t sure if she was suggesting the two things were related. If she was, then that opened a gateway into a whole new, deeply concerning mystery. After all, one of the missing was an Institute scientist. If that was tied to this, we had a suspicious series of events on our hands.

      Persie suddenly reeled back, her eyebrows shooting up in alarm. “I forgot to say, I Purged a Grendel.”

      I almost choked on my own gizzard. “Pardon?”

      “At least, I think it was a Grendel. I’ve been reading those books you lent to me, Nathan, and… yeah. A Grendel. And he saved my ass!”

      As far as date nights went, this was fast becoming the most interesting one I’d ever had.
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      With midnight nearing, the evening’s twists and turns had mostly been put to bed. Nathan had managed to slip the pixies away, right under Victoria’s nose, and put them back in the Repository, though I doubted he planned to get any sleep tonight. There was something very wrong with my little critters, and if I knew Nathan, he already had a list of books in mind to search for remedies.

      Victoria had insisted on taking me back to the scene of my brief captivity, with a full army of hunters in tow. The fishery was in an even worse state than it had been when I’d left, with planks of wood smashed to pieces, old barrels busted open, and rusted machinery scattered around like metallic corpses. They were the fallen victims of my captor and the Grendel, though there was no sign of either fighter, or any indication of who’d won. I supposed I should’ve been a shaking, quivering mess, returning so soon to the scene of my abduction, but I was too numb and too exhausted by the Purge to be as petrified as I should have been. Perhaps that was a good thing, at least in terms of being able to recount what had happened.

      “What can you tell us about the man who kidnapped you?” Victoria folded her arms behind her back, looking around the dank fishery with a hint of disgust. A few of the hunters had already withdrawn, retching, because of the stink. “Any discernible features that could help us track him down?”

      I tried to find a comfortable sitting position on a rickety crate, but my body ached all over from the Purge and I gave up, sinking into my discomfort. “He had dark hair and dark eyes. He had an Irish accent, pretty thick, and he’s…he’s tall and… um… well-built.”

      “Anything else that might be of use?” Victoria pressed. She looked like she was focused on me, but I could tell she was scanning the area out of the corner of her eye. The moment I’d told her there was a Grendel on the loose, her nostrils had flared. For her, that was as emotionally explosive as howling in frustration.

      A memory floated back into my exhausted brain. “Maybe.”

      “Go on…”

      “I remember my mom telling me, once, that there might come a time when some evil people try to take me away, to use me against my parents. The Merlin name being valuable and all that jazz,” I said, aware of everyone staring at me. Fortunately, I had Nathan and Genie flanking me to shield me from most of the intensity. Nathan had arrived as soon as he’d slipped the pixies back into the Repository, and I guessed Genie had persuaded him to bring her as my moral support. “And here I am, freshly abducted, albeit safe now.”

      Victoria arched an eyebrow. “And how might this be of use? Do you think your kidnapper is tied to your family in some way?”

      “No, that’s not it. Sorry, I know I’m babbling—it’s hard to get my thoughts in line.” I gripped the damp edges of the crate. “The abductor had eyes on me because of my name, but that wasn’t why he snatched me. He took me because he’s desperately searching for answers to a curse that’s been put on him. He thought I could fix it for him.”

      Victoria’s mouth twitched, ever so slightly, into the ghost of a grimace. “Despicable,” she murmured, clearly furious that magicals were being targeted by these people.

      Nathan crouched to look me in the eyes. “Did you say he’s been watching you?”

      “That’s what he said. He mentioned something called the Veritas. I think they’re the ones who ordered him to keep an eye on me.”

      He glanced up at Victoria. “It could be witch hunters. It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve sniffed around the Institute.”

      “You’ve met people like this before?” My gaze flitted between the two of them, trying to read something more than concern on their faces. He’d said it so casually, like I should know the term. And I did, but not in a modern sense. In American history, “witch hunters” brought images of Salem and the gruesome, biased trials that no “witch” could ever win. By the time they were accused, their accusers were already measuring rope, building pyres, and preparing contraptions to drown those poor souls.

      “I’m going to make some calls.” Victoria turned to Charlotte, leaving my questions unanswered. “I will leave you in charge of the hunt. Please report back to me as soon as the beast has been retrieved, and I would like updates on the status of this criminal who tried to hurt one of our own.”

      Charlotte dipped her head. “Yes, Ms. Jules.”

      “Who are these people?” I asked, trying to stand. My knees buckled, and I plopped back down onto the crate, thoroughly spent.

      Victoria gave me a rare smile of encouragement. “We will talk about this again soon, Persie, once you’ve had the chance to recuperate from this traumatic experience. I am profoundly sorry that you were put in harm’s way. Rest assured, I will get to the bottom of this. No one terrorizes my people and gets away with it.”

      Before I could pry any further, she drew a chalk-door in the nearby wall and vanished through it. What her calls would entail, or what avenues she was going to investigate, I had no idea. I supposed I would find out when we next spoke. After all, we’d agreed to mutual honesty, and I had a right to know what she planned to do about this.

      “So, let’s get back to business.” Charlotte took over, squaring her shoulders as she shifted into action mode. “What else can you tell us about this guy?”

      I looked around at the debris of the fight, trying to find any sign of my kidnapper. A torn bit of clothing, or his lighter—anything that confirmed he’d been here. But even though the fishery was in a state of annihilation, it seemed like he’d cleaned up after himself. The blanket and the food were gone from the corner where he’d tied me up, and even the fragments of Atomic Cuffs had vanished. Almost as though he knew if he left something behind, one of us nasty magicals could trace it—a sure indication that he’d encountered tracking spells before.

      And yet… a certain sensation lingered in the fishery. A residual bad vibe, just like the one the man had created before. It prickled my skin and slithered into my belly, putting me on edge. Sure, it might have been the building itself, which was creepy and old and thrummed with haunted-house energy. But I had a feeling there was more to the wrongness of this place than that. I’d been sucker punched by the red mist that had rolled off my abductor in smoky waves. What lingered in the room was a diluted version of that sudden, illogical terror that had pulsed off of him.

      “I know this is going to sound like a weird thing to say, but does anyone else feel spooked? In a way that doesn’t make sense?” I addressed the entire group of hunters, who shuffled awkwardly. Apparently, none of them were willing to admit that they were scared, at least not in present company. But one or two had a wide-eyed stare, like spooked horses, that made me wonder… I couldn’t be the only one feeling this, could I?

      Genie put her hand on my shoulder. “You might just be reliving what happened. And this place isn’t exactly a day spa.” She gestured around at the creepy warehouse.

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t totally convinced, but she did have a point. It had barely been an hour since I was last in this dripping, stagnant place, seconds away from being hooked up to a car battery. Naturally, I wasn’t going to feel comfortable here.

      “Do you want Victoria to let your family know about all of this?” Nathan added his concern to the mix.

      “NO!” The word exploded out of me. “No, Chaos no! I know Victoria will want to handle it all in-house, and I happen to agree. My mom would freak out, and she doesn’t need the added hassle. Then she’d want to get involved, and she wouldn’t be allowed, and that would just cause way too much drama.”

      There were things that I didn’t mind telling my parents, but this couldn’t be one of them. I already knew about the difficulties of international relations, and telling her about my kidnapper would do nothing but frustrate her. She’d be stuck in the States, wanting to help me but constrained by red tape and Victoria’s jurisdiction. Even if Victoria wasn’t dead set against external interventions, we didn’t have time for bureaucratic hoop-jumping to find out who these people were. I’d asked for independence, and this was it.

      “I think that’s wise,” Charlotte agreed. She lowered her voice to a murmur. “And if Harley were to get embroiled in this, she would bring that brother of hers.”

      It appeared the Finch-Basani feud was still alive and well, even though Finch and the twins hadn’t seen each another since the Mapmakers’ Monastery. I didn’t have much to laugh about right then, but the idea that the Basani twins had passed the bad blood down to Charlotte made me smile in spite of myself. How could Charlotte have a vendetta against my Uncle Finch when she had never even met him? My mind turned briefly to thoughts of Family Weekend, and I wondered if my uncle would dare set foot in the Institute again. Maybe he’d burst into flames.

      I took a breath to push away the black spots in my vision. “Now that we’ve got that sorted, I’m not sure there’s much more I can tell you about the guy. He spoke about a curse that turns him into a red misty creature—a Fear Dearg, if I understood him right—and he mentioned a group called the Veritas, as I said. He tried to pass it off as a nickname, but I think that might be the organization behind this.” I carried on, telling them everything else the captor had said to me, from his insistence that this was all my fault, to his pleas and the possible damage his curse was inflicting on other people. “Do you think the Veritas might be these witch hunters?” I finished with the most burning question, directing it at Nathan, since he’d brought them up. In my periphery, I watched Charlotte’s reaction, but she didn’t seem fazed by anything I’d said—not “witch hunters” and definitely not “Veritas.”

      “I’m sure Victoria will speak to you about possibilities another time,” she replied, flashing Nathan a warning look. He bowed his head slightly, and I knew I wouldn’t get my answers that night. “Nathan, Genie, you should take Persie back to the Institute and stop by the Infirmary. The medics should evaluate her to make sure she’s okay.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Genie put her hand on my arm. “You need to rest, Pers. You’ve had a crazy-long night and you’re going to feel that Purge in the morning.”

      Admitting temporary defeat wasn’t the conclusion I was after, but it was the best I was going to get for now. Still, if Victoria thought she could evade my questions forever, then she’d sorely misjudged our agreement. There was something going on here, and Charlotte clearly knew more about Veritas and these witch hunters than she was letting on. At the very least, she’d heard the terms before. I contemplated telling her more about my mother’s investigations into the missing magicals, in case she thought it was connected to the Veritas. But I could already hear her party-line response: “It’s above our paygrade.” “It’s none of my business.” “Victoria will handle everything.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” My eyelids were getting heavier by the second, but I couldn’t go yet.

      Charlotte wore an exasperated expression. No doubt she thought I was going to keep harassing her about this witch hunter stuff. “What’s that?”

      “The Grendel. It’s still out there somewhere, and it’s not a small, timid thing.”

      Nathan jumped in. “They are notoriously volatile, and they do have a tendency toward destruction, as evidenced by the mayhem it caused here.” He laughed uncomfortably. “Take extreme caution and don’t creep up on it, whatever you do. When spooked, Grendels have lightning reflexes, and they can deliver a bite that will turn your blood to jelly in less than a minute.”

      Once again unfazed, Charlotte wafted a casual hand at the squad of hunters. “You heard O’Hara—watch your backs and be careful out there. Let’s just make sure we find it and bring it back to the Institute.”

      “Preferably alive!” Nathan and I cried in unison.

      Charlotte smiled coolly. “I’m sure we’ll do our best.” With that, she led her squad out of the fishery, leaving the three of us to make our own way back to the Institute.

      Nathan took charge, sketching a chalk-door into the same wall where Victoria had exited. Meanwhile, Genie stayed at my side, the two of us staring out at the fishery together. The mystery was thick here, on all sides of this triangle. My captor had his secrets, and the Institute seemed to have knowledge that was on the down-low, and my parents were buried beneath endless NDAs. And yet, part of me felt certain that this troubling trifecta was connected.

      Genie side-eyed me. “Are you sure you don’t want to tell your mom?”

      I smiled, realizing we were thinking the same thing. “Until I figure out without a shadow of a doubt that all these things are linked, I don’t think there’s much point. I’ll just end up pissing people off, and that’s not what I want. Things have been going well for me, aside from the kidnapping. I’m not about to screw that up now.” I met her gaze, flashing her a conspiratorial glance. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t do some investigating of our own. Technically, if we look into it, that’s still keeping it in-house. And if I find something useful, I’ll give my mom the intel, if only as a fresh lead.”

      “I like your style, Persie.” She helped me to my feet, grinning. “Why, it’s almost like you read my mind.”
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      It seemed I was due to get my answers sooner than I’d thought. The very next day, a hunter came knocking on my door, disturbing me from the oblivion of Purge-battered Persie. Hair sticking up, eyes bleary, mouth like sandpaper, and every muscle throbbing like I’d run a marathon last night, I answered after his third impatient rap.

      He reeled back in horror at my disheveled appearance before gathering himself. “Uh… Victoria has asked to see you in her office as soon as possible. I can give you ten minutes if you need it, though?”

      “That bad, huh?” I leaned against the doorjamb, feeling woozy. It was far too early for me to be awake—I didn’t care that the clock read past noon. This body had Purged a freaking Grendel, and I felt the burn of every Chaos atom I’d put into making that gargantuan beastie. The medics had run a myriad of tests, prodding and poking my tender skin, adding some inky bruises to go with the rest of my aches and pains. Having given the all clear, they’d sent me packing to my room to sleep it off, with Genie acting as my wheelchair chauffeur. She’d been way too enthusiastic about it, whizzing me through the Institute like we were racing in the Grand Prix.

      The hunter, whom I vaguely recognized, gave an apologetic laugh. “You gave me a bit of a fright, that’s all. I’ll just wait out here until you’re ready. Please, take your time.”

      Charming. I closed the door on him and set to work on making myself presentable. He must’ve thought I was under attack again as I made all manner of gasps and sharp “ouches” as I forced myself into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and pulled my hair into a messy ponytail. I didn’t even bother to tie my shoes; I just shoved my feet into a pair of sneakers and jammed the laces inside. Dragging my ass to the bathroom, I splashed some cold water on my face and rushed through the fastest tooth brushing of my life before puffing a quick spritz of deodorant under the old pits.

      Looking and feeling slightly less like a cavewoman, I headed out. A fleeting expression of relief crossed the hunter’s face as he saw me, prompting part of me to wonder what Victoria would’ve said if I’d rocked up to her office in my PJs, looking as though I’d just been dragged backward through a hedge.

      “Lead the way.” I gestured down the hall. I knew where Victoria’s office was, but she’d evidently sent this guy to escort me. Not in a you’re-under-arrest kind of way, but more in a she-might-keel-over-at-any-moment kind of way, which I appreciated. If I got hit with another dizzy spell on the walk, I didn’t fancy faceplanting on the marble.

      He nodded and offered me his arm like some kind of Regency gent. “You can hold onto me, if you want. I heard you had a rocky night.”

      “Thanks. And yeah, that’s putting it mildly.” I looped my arm through his, leaning on him as we set off. Chivalrous as it seemed, I didn’t feel at all comfortable being this close to someone I didn’t know, and immediately regretted linking arms. After last night, I wasn’t sure I’d ever trust a stranger again. The unsettled feeling from the night before remained, making me shiver even though I wasn’t cold.

      “You’re probably still in shock. Here.” The hunter took off his black blazer and draped it over my shoulders, another kindly gesture that had the opposite effect on my addled brain. All I could think about was the blanket that my abductor had draped over me in the same way. But I was too polite to hand the blazer back, so I left it, a reminder of my trauma.

      “Did Charlotte and the rapid response squad manage to catch the Grendel?” I asked. After getting checked out in the Infirmary and being Formula One-d back to my room, it’d been lights out the moment my head touched the pillow. Nathan had promised to update me, but I’d left my phone back in my room. I imagined he looked a lot worse than me right now, after pulling an all-nighter to care for the pixies.

      I knew it wasn’t right to play favorites, but that mischievous trio were, of my Purges, my pride and joy. If that sneaky bastard had hurt them, I’d be the one wielding the jumper cables next time. And he wouldn’t get a blanket to warm him from my bitter wrath.

      The hunter shook his head reluctantly. “Not yet. Last I heard, the Grendel had gone underground.”

      “Literally?” The Grendel didn’t look like a ground-dweller, but it certainly had big enough claws to dig out a hiding spot.

      He chuckled. “No, I mean the monster has gone off the radar. Charlotte and the RR team, plus two other squads, are still out looking.”

      I didn’t bother voicing my wish for the Grendel to be brought in alive—I’d be preaching to the wrong choir. Nathan and I had been vocal about our position, but the safety of my Grendel relied on its perceived level of threat. So, I supposed it was a relief to find out that he’d decided to hide instead of rampaging across the island. The moment he hurt a civilian, I knew Charlotte and the hunters would have carte blanche to use lethal force.

      “What about the man who kidnapped me?”

      The hunter shrugged. “Same news on that front. Whoever they are, they’re keeping a low profile. And they were smart, as well—they didn’t leave anything behind for us to track and trace.”

      I already knew that. That had been the strangest part about returning to the fishery last night. My abductor had been meticulous—staying, or returning, to clean up after himself, even after a brutal fight with my Grendel.

      I thought of a quote from Fyodor Dostoyevsky as we walked on in silence: People speak sometimes about the “bestial” cruelty of man, but that is terribly unjust and offensive to beasts. No animal could ever be so cruel as a man, so artfully, so artistically cruel. It struck a poignant chord within me, bringing back the conflict I experienced every time I brought another monster into the world. The Grendel had charged into the fray with no thought for his own safety and without knowing if he could trust me. He’d heard my plea and acted, and I was alive and back inside the Institute because of that. And yet, even having harmed no one, he was being hunted down right that very moment. Once captured, all it would get as a reward for saving me and going against his hungry instincts was a lifetime in a glass box. Just another log on the furnace that kept our world running. If that wasn’t artfully, artistically cruel, I didn’t know what was.

      “Are you feeling all right?” the hunter asked.

      I blinked, remembering where I was. “I’ll survive.” It was more than could be said for my Grendel.
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      Fifteen minutes later, my exhausted body got some respite after I sank into the comfort of the cream-colored wingback armchair in Victoria’s office. She sat opposite me in an exact imitation. I’d already downed the two full glasses of water she’d offered, which took the edge off my arid throat. Fortunate, considering I had a lot to say. She’d asked me to go back over the details of last night, leaving no stone unturned, no matter how small or insignificant it might’ve seemed to me. I’d rattled through most of it, struggling to piece it together in a linear fashion.

      “Um… he said someone had called him a Fear Dearg when they’d seen him turn, because of this curse. He mispronounced it, but I knew what he meant. It starts as this thick red mist that tumbles over him. The mist kinda sparks with embers, and… when the mist touched me, I felt this overwhelming sense of terror and dread.” I neared the end of the recounting, my third refill of water at the ready. “That triggered my Purge, I puked up a Grendel; they fought, and I ran away. That’s when I bumped into Nathan and Genie, while they were waiting for backup.” I hadn’t forgotten what Genie had whispered to me on the walk back to the lookout point—that they’d been instructed to stay put and had been flagrantly disobeying when I’d run into them. I wasn’t about to throw my pals under the proverbial bus.

      I remembered the abductor’s clumsiness, his small gestures of humanity, and decided to throw caution to the wind. “This might not mean anything, but I don’t think it was super planned. It felt like he was acting out of… desperation, on behalf of these Veritas people,” I added.

      Victoria sat there in stiff silence for an eternity. I tried to read her expression, but she was chillingly good at maintaining a poker face. She was like a majestic swan gliding effortlessly across a lake, while its orange, webbed feet paddled frantically, invisibly, underneath. Watching her, I realized that her silence said more than she wanted it to: she was trying to figure out what to say, and how to say it.

      Which meant something in my tale had rattled her.

      What aren’t you telling me? There was something undeniably fishy going on. Neither Charlotte nor Victoria seemed surprised by the existence of Veritas or witch hunters. It stank of the same need-to-know secrecy that my parents employed. Perhaps it hadn’t been a big deal before now—a backseat problem that had never come this close to the Institute’s borders. Something to keep a lazy eye on, which now called for their full focus. I could understand that. Why worry everyone needlessly? And he’d only targeted me; he hadn’t made a threat to the Institute as a whole.

      At last, Victoria cleared her throat. “Thank you for going through all of that again. I know it could not have been easy, and I am, once again, truly sorry for what you have endured.” She sat up straighter and steepled her fingers. I noticed them trembling slightly—another sign that not all was as well as she wanted me to believe. “My most elite hunters and myself will take care of everything, and I will continue to make inquiries. In the meantime, I think it best for your welfare and your recovery if you stay inside the Institute. I must insist that you do not venture out on your own again.”

      I’d already expected her to hand me a not-so-veiled order like this, but I hadn’t dragged myself into daytime clothes and wrangled my hair into a ponytail just to hear that. I’d come for answers to my questions, too—AKA her end of the honesty bargain. But I had to be subtle about it.

      “Are the witch hunters Nathan mentioned the same as the Veritas, maybe?” I took a gulp of water to stop my voice from cracking. “Do you think they might be linked to what’s happening in the States? The guy who captured me didn’t seem like an expert in torture, but he had the basic idea and equipment. And the missing magicals that my mom is looking into have been tortured.”

      Victoria fixed me with one of her most intense, obsidian stares. “Everything will be investigated. It’s in the right hands now.”

      “Has something like this happened before?”

      “No,” she said simply.

      Frustration bristled up the back of my neck. “Okay, so this might be a new turn of events here, but they might’ve done it before in other countries. They could even be the ones who took Charles Burniston. It could all be linked.”

      “We will be thorough in our investigation, Persie.” There was a curt note in her voice, warning me not to keep flogging this particular horse. “I have heard your account, and it will be correlated with other evidence. We are hunters. Tracking things down is what we do, whether that be a monster or an answer.”

      I leaned forward, scooting toward the edge of the armchair. “Are witch hunters a commonly known problem, or are they more of a local thing?”

      “Nathan was theorizing, using a term that encompasses many things.” She brushed the question off. “You shouldn’t trouble yourself any further. We will look into every possible angle. Leave it in our capable hands.” Part of me itched to keep fighting until she relented, but that would’ve been like chipping away at a boulder of solid diamond with a toothpick. It was clear that she had divulged all she was willing to.

      Still, it felt wrong to just bow my head and accept her word on the matter. I was the one he’d captured. Didn’t I deserve to know more? Apparently not. At the same time, I knew if this had happened in the outside world, I would’ve left it to detectives to figure out the truth, because that was their job and not mine. This was no different. I lacked the experience and the skillset to be useful on this. I was a trainee, not a seasoned hunter.

      I was still trying to figure out my place in the magical world, and right now, my mind was a blur of burning eyes, car batteries, and the fuzzy warmth of a clean blanket. That made me even less useful to Victoria and her hunters. The best thing I could do was follow her orders, leave it to the pros, and wait patiently for news.
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      “Will it help them?” I cradled the pasty pixies in my arms like tiny triplets. After leaving Victoria’s office, there had only been one place my recovering self wanted to go: the Repository. I knew I’d be back to full health soon, but I had no idea how things might pan out for my beloved creations. I mean, I knew they were capable of dying—I’d seen enough of their kind fall, protecting me from the Wisps—but it was impossible to think of losing these three. They’d become such a huge part of my life. That didn’t take away from the other losses I’d experienced, but it was different after a strong bond had developed. It would devastate me.

      Nathan squeezed the top of a dropper, forcing a vibrant pink liquid to shoot down the pipette’s tube into an elegant, green glass bottle shaped like a leaf. “I hope so,” he said. “This is a powerful regenerative tonic, which I developed myself.” He stared at the liquid. “I had some help in the developmental stages, but the recipe is mostly my own.”

      “You’re quite the chef.” Genie cast him a shy smile, and he smiled back, pleased. I didn’t get the inside joke, but perhaps I wasn’t meant to. I felt as though I were on the outside of something, looking in, even though I knew it was silly to think that way. Genie had promised it would always be sisters before misters, but damn, were there some fireworks flying, and those two idiots didn’t even seem to realize.

      Nathan flashed her a grin. “Can I expect that apron in the post, then?”

      “Already ordered.” Genie nudged his ribs and, instead of stepping away again, she stayed close. Like she’d used her playfulness as a subconscious excuse to be nearer to him.

      What else did I miss last night? I longed to be allowed into this private realm that was developing between the two of them, but Boudicca’s big black eyes drew my attention back to the pixies. She looked so mournful, drained of her usual vibrancy. Whatever my abductor had done to them, they were suffering because they’d tried to protect me. And that hurt far worse than any residual pains I was feeling.

      “Can you give them the tonic now?” I asked, a note of impatience in my voice.

      Nathan shook his head, like someone had just doused him in icy water, and said, “Of course. Apologies.” He lifted the dropper to Boudicca’s lips first, but she clamped them shut. “I need you to open your mouth. It’ll help, I promise.”

      Boudicca folded her arms across her chest and sniffed the pipette dramatically, wrinkling her tiny nose in disgust. Unfortunately for her, as she opened her mouth to pretend to vomit, Nathan squirted the pink liquid into her mouth. Thinking quickly, I pinched her little nose and held her mouth closed, forcing her to swallow it and ignoring her furious glare. Once the tonic had gone down, I snatched my hand away as she went in for a bite.

      “I’m sorry, but I need you to get better!” I protested, as she flew into a tirade of pixie curses. “Nobody likes taking medicine, I know. Yes, I’m a terrible person, but you’ll thank me when you don’t feel like death warmed over anymore.”

      She pouted and twisted around in the nook of my arm, sulking. But I smiled as the subtlest hints of blue and red and green filtered back into her pale skin, like someone had dabbed her gently with watercolor. Seeing her color reappear, Cynane and Spartacus lay back in my arms and opened their mouths wide, eager for the tonic. Nathan dropped the liquid onto their tongues while Boudicca gave them a cursory scowl each, as if to say, “traitors.” I took that as a sign that she was already feeling a bit more like herself.

      “So, what did Victoria say to you?” Nathan asked as he stoppered the tonic and set it on a small metal ledge beside the pixies’ orb.

      “I thought it’d be days before she called you in,” Genie said. “Any juicy gossip on this Veritas thing?”

      “Nothing. I told her everything, and in return I was told to mind my business. That’s basically it.” I sighed, gazing down at the pixies like they were my babies. Spartacus stretched out his arms and tried to slip one around Cynane’s shoulders, getting a swift headbutt for his sneaky efforts. He yelped and cowered into the crook of my elbow, where he pretended to fall asleep, feigning an overenthusiastic snore.

      “She didn’t say a word about witch hunters?” Genie asked, eyeing Nathan. “How do you know about them, if Victoria isn’t spilling the beans?”

      Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know much, to be honest. I’ve heard about them in passing— small groups of anti-magicals who document magical sightings and that kind of thing. They’re mostly conspiracy theorists, and they’re always dealt with pretty quickly if they step over any lines. Mind-wiping and the like. But they’ve never targeted anyone like this before. Not that I know of, anyway.”

      “Why did you suggest it might be them, then?” I pressed.

      “You mentioned the person who took you wasn’t a magical, but he knew an awful lot about you. The moment I heard ‘non-magical,’ my mind went to witch hunters. Besides, your surname is known even in non-magical circles, regardless of whether they know that the bloodline is still alive and as powerful as it was in Arthurian times. Your family is a living legend. If this guy thought a magical could help him out, you would be top of his ‘power’ list, especially if he’d witnessed a Purge as he claimed. That looks like a superpower, even if the truth is slightly different.”

      “I just wish I’d gotten his name. Know thine enemy and all,” I muttered. Looking down, I saw that Boudicca had actually gone to sleep in my arms, with Cynane cuddled beside her. They deserved a good rest after everything they’d done. Though I kept wondering what might’ve happened if I’d heeded Boudicca a moment sooner, and not wandered toward the bushes. Could I have outrun that fiery-eyed devil, or would he have caught me anyway?

      Genie punched her fist into her palm. “Someone needs to let him know it’s almost lunchtime, and I’ve got a knuckle sandwich waiting for him.”

      I laughed. “I guess desperation makes people do insane things.”

      “Maybe, but kidnapping and threatening my best friend isn’t on the approved list.” Genie’s mouth set in a determined line. “If he needed your help, he should’ve asked in a civil manner.”

      “That’s what I told him,” I agreed. “But he just looked at me like I’d suggested he ask the president for a handout.”

      Nathan frowned. “Like he’s been taught to think of magicals as the worst of humanity, people who wouldn’t raise a finger to help him even if he was dying in the street.”

      “Right?” I remembered the shock on his face in the fishery, when I’d told him we weren’t averse to helping out non-magicals. Followed by the utter venom he’d spewed at me, claiming we were “all the same.” Whoever he was, and whatever group he belonged to, I felt certain there was some brainwashing in his past.

      Just then, Nathan’s phone pinged. He took it out of his pocket and sucked in a sharp breath. “Charlotte’s on her way! Get the pixies back in their orb!”

      “What?” I spluttered.

      “They finally caught your Grendel.” Nathan opened up the iris of the orb and beckoned frantically. I hurried forward and tipped the pixies into the orb, where they landed with an unceremonious plop on the glass bottom. It jolted all three out of their peaceful slumber, prompting them to jump at the glass and bang on it in annoyance.

      My cheeks reddened with heat. “Sorry, guys.”

      Spartacus round-housed the inside of the orb, while Cynane blew a loud raspberry and Boudicca shook her fist. Clearly, they were feeling sprightly again.

      With the pixies back inside their orbs, Nathan, Genie, and I raced over to the seats by the window and tried to pretend we hadn’t been doing anything suspicious. Nathan flipped through a book he’d pored over all night, unaware that he was holding it upside down until Genie lunged forward and flipped it right-side up. I picked up a cold cup of coffee and tried not to balk at the intense espresso smell. I was always uber-sensitive after a big Purge, though the effect usually went away after a few days. Meanwhile, Genie took out her phone and pretended to swipe through it nonchalantly.

      A few minutes later, Charlotte entered with a puzzle box in her hands. I almost dropped my coffee at the sight of her. One of her eyes was swollen shut, her hunter’s blazer was ripped to shreds, and most of her visible skin was covered in an angry crosshatch of scratches.

      “Hey, a little help over here? I know Persie has an excuse for resting up, but the same doesn’t go for you two.” Charlotte brandished the puzzle box, the engravings glowing a faint sea green. She looked like I felt. “Thanks for cooking up one of the nastiest pieces of work I’ve encountered in a long time, by the way.” Her one good eye turned to me.

      I offered her a sheepish shrug. “Sorry. I don’t really get much say in what comes out.”

      “And I thought you were supposed to be the toughest cookie out there?” Genie cut in, giving a low whistle. “It looks like the Grendel beat seven shades of sugar out of you. How does the other guy look?”

      To my surprise, Charlotte laughed. “It tested my hunting prowess, that’s for sure. And the Grendel is annoyingly unscathed, despite my team hurling everything we had at it. I had to pull out some of my best moves to subdue it.”

      “You turned into a bear again, huh?” Genie smirked. She’d been crazy jealous that she hadn’t witnessed that transformation with her own eyes and had died laughing when I’d told her about the horse incident. But I’d sworn Genie to secrecy about that, and she’d never yet revealed a secret outside of our duo.

      “Dragon, actually,” Charlotte said proudly.

      Genie’s jaw dropped. “You’re pulling my leg.”

      “I guess that’s something you’ll never find out.” Charlotte grinned and waved the puzzle box again. “Now, help me get this in an orb so I can get my ass to the Infirmary. If any of this permanently scars, I’m going to blame you, Persie.” She gestured to her injured face, but her tone wasn’t exactly unfriendly. We’d come a long way since our first days of hostility, growing into “almost” friends.

      Nathan jumped up and took the box out of Charlotte’s hands. I watched him carefully select an orb, one of the biggest in the Repository. It was more of a huge room than an orb—more than double his height and about twelve feet wide in every direction. He touched his hand to the glass and opened up an iris, then unlocked the puzzle box and let the black mist pour inside.

      Was he okay? Was he hurt? I padded over to the orb just as my Grendel materialized. The moment he set his bright green eyes on me, he flopped down onto all fours and scurried up to the glass, tail swishing like a happy puppy. I smiled as I put my hand out, and the huge beast tried to nuzzle into my palm through the orb. A puzzled look came into his eyes as he nudged the glass over and over, frustrated that he couldn’t get closer. A soft whine escaped his throat as he butted his head gently against the interior, and when he lifted his head again, two crystalline tears steaked down his enormous cheeks. He licked where he should’ve been able to feel my hand, his quiet, confused whine breaking my heart. I felt his sadness brimming in my chest, bringing tears to my own eyes. He wanted to feel human touch, but there would always be a pane of glass in the way. How was I supposed to explain that to this creature, after he’d leapt to my defense? He probably thought he was being punished and didn’t understand why.

      “Looks like you got yourself a big, scaly boyfriend.” Charlotte chuckled as she came to observe. She pointed at her swollen eye. “You act all sweet now, huh, after you did this to my face?”

      The Grendel snapped his jaws at her, but she didn’t even flinch. She had nothing to be afraid of. My Purge was imprisoned. Besides, I knew she was the sort of person to take pride in her injuries. She would wear them like a badge of honor until the medics healed them.

      “You probably spooked him.” My voice hitched as he turned back to me, bumping miserably into the glass and staring at me, willing me to release him. I stroked my hand across the glass and tried to imagine the softness of his tufty fur, hoping he understood that I wanted to stroke him for real. That I didn’t want this fate for him.

      Charlotte snorted. “Have you seen the size of him? I doubt anything could spook him.” She banged her knuckles against the orb, and I resisted the urge to shove her away. The noise and vibration sent my Grendel jumping back in alarm, where he dropped flat to the ground and rested his head between his forelegs. “You’re not fooling anyone, monster,” Charlotte continued. “You might act like a big, harmless pet around Persie, here, but you were ready to bite off a bunch of heads not so long ago.”

      Wouldn’t you, if you thought your life was in danger? I bit my tongue and tried to keep the Grendel’s eyes on me. I didn’t have the telepathic abilities that Leviathan had, using me as a monster cell tower to hear what other creatures were saying, but the Grendel’s face said it all. All I wanted to do was talk to him… but what could I have said? “Sorry about this. I know it’s going to suck, but you’re going to be sent off to an even bigger, badder version of where you are now, and you’ll spend the rest of your life fueling the magical world. It’ll be a comfortable prison, though, so you can blind yourself with that silver lining.” I struggled to hold back my tears as the Grendel shuffled forward and nosed the glass in front of me. I crouched down and put both palms to the orb, hoping he knew how sorry I really was.

      Charlotte dusted off her hands triumphantly. “Right, that’s a job well done, I’d say. Took longer than I hoped, but we got there in the end. Now, I’m off to get this eye depuffed. I’ll probably see you all later if you aren’t lazing about, enjoying your Saturday afternoon while the rest of us are hard at work.” She smiled and gave the Grendel a mock salute before turning on her heels to exit.

      “Wait!” I shot up, realizing I might not get this opportunity again. She was in a good mood after capturing the Grendel, and I knew that could make her more amenable to telling tales.

      Charlotte turned back. “What’s up?”

      “I was just curious about the guy who abducted me. Do you have any more leads on where he might be?” I blurted out. “I don’t know if you remember me saying yesterday, but he mentioned something called ‘Veritas.’ Do you know anything about them?”

      Charlotte’s entire demeanor shifted from buoyed up to clammed up in two seconds flat. “We don’t have any new leads at the moment. As for Veritas, it could be anything, so I wouldn’t waste energy thinking about it. There are groups with all sorts of snazzy names all over the world, but they’re usually just wackos who believe in lizard people and stuff like that. Victoria will know where to look and how to proceed, so leave it in her hands.” I eyed her—the forced casualness in her voice couldn’t make up for her shifty body language.

      You sound just like Victoria… Clearly, this was the party line. I felt like I was banging on a closed door, begging to be let in, but I didn’t have the credentials. I wished I could just forget about my abductor, but I hadn’t been able to. And until he was found, or named, or dealt with, I knew I wouldn’t be able to rest easy.

      “I’m… trying,” I replied quietly.

      Charlotte stepped forward and put her hands on my shoulders. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you went through, Persie. Honestly, I didn’t think you’d be out of bed for a week, and I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d hidden away.” She sighed. “But you don’t have to be tough for toughness’s sake. You don’t have to carry the weight on your own. The weight of your name. The expectations. I get it, more than most people would. That’s why I’m giving you this advice: leave it to the experts and try not to get into any more trouble, because there are only so many emotional hits a person can take before it starts to change who they are. There’s a reason why lone wolves never last as long as the pack.”

      I met her gaze. “I will.” I could see the sympathy in her good eye. We both had our legacies to fulfill, and reaching for those lofty heights could make people like us climb too high before we were ready. And we all knew what had happened to Icarus.

      “Trust in the people around you, okay? We’re all on the same side.” Charlotte gave my shoulder a squeeze before finally leaving. This time, I didn’t stop her. She’d basically repeated what Victoria had said, but in a way I could stomach: if I kept acting out, going rogue, it would only get me kicked out… or worse.

      With Charlotte gone, Genie came over and put her arm around me. “She should think about a career in politics. I bet she could sell a lamp to a djinn.”

      “You don’t believe her?” I peered up at my friend, my heart heavy.

      “No, I do… so maybe not politics. Maybe public speaking.” Genie hugged me to her side. “Sometimes, it’s not that we’re incapable, it’s just that our battles are too big for us to fight alone.”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure there’s anyone you couldn’t take down.”

      “Him, for one.” Genie tipped her head at my Grendel. “Although he’s kinda cute, in a massive, ugly dog sort of way.”

      I bet she could sell a lamp to a djinn… Flaming eyes sparked to life in my memory, glinting in vivid flashback. The fine hairs on my forearms prickled, as if reliving the heat that had emanated from my abductor in his monster form. He hadn’t been a djinn, in the end, but Genie’s words poked at something in the back of my mind, albeit in a delayed reaction. Nathan had worked all night to figure out what was wrong with the pixies. Maybe there was something in his books that related to my abductor, a detail he might’ve missed, since he was looking for the cure and not the cause.

      Breaking out of Genie’s embrace, I rushed over to the stack of books on the coffee table. “Nathan, how did you figure out that you had to use that tonic?”

      “I remembered seeing a similar effect somewhere.” He took off his glasses as he walked over, wiping them on his T-shirt, which meant he was deep in thought. “I referred to some texts on ‘ripple curses.’ As in, they ripple out of the source, to cause harm to those around them. The distance normally isn’t far—a few feet or so.”

      “That’s why he growled. He needed us to come closer,” I thought aloud, grabbing the nearest book and flicking through the pages. “Which book did you look at?”

      Nathan nodded. “The one in your hand.”

      “What’s going on?” Genie sat in the chair opposite and leaned forward intently. “Did you remember something?”

      “Not exactly, but I need to know what damage this guy can do when he’s turned monster.” I scanned the index for the “ripple curse” chapter and flipped to it, then ran my eyes across the page until I found what I was looking for. “Here!”

      Nathan looked over my shoulder, putting his glasses back on. “What?”

      “It’s a list of monsters capable of these curses.” I prodded a finger at two words that leapt from the page: Far Darrig. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Chaos help me, how could I have missed that?” he gasped. “Yes, I believe so. That’s the anglicized spelling of ‘Fear Dearg.’ I’m such an idiot—I only looked at how the effects of such curses could be remedied. I must’ve been too tired to notice the connection.”

      I read the section, my heart hammering:

      The ‘Far Darrig’

      Also referred to as the ‘Red Man’ or ‘Rat Boys’—these are creatures of legend, for the most part, capable of crippling any living being with pure terror. They are known to bring nightmares into the waking world. There have been reports of them replacing babies with changelings; however, such incidents are widely disputed. They are malevolent and mischievous phantoms, though the red cap and coat of legend—the features that have given this being the moniker of ‘Red Man’—are thought to be a misinterpretation or a false memory left behind in victims. Those who have not succumbed to the dread-inducing influence of the Far Darrig have described them as beings of red mist and flaming eyes, the tumbling mist resembling a flowing, hooded cape that trails in every direction. It is thought that the cape may be an allusion to the red coat and cap, though unaltered accounts are difficult to find.

      When other bestial forms are touched by the Far Darrig’s Chaos, many side effects have been observed: insanity, mood swings, violent behavior, lethargy, amnesia, and blindness. Some Far Darrig have been known to drain victims of their energy sources.

      My heart lurched as the pieces slotted together. With dread sinking into the pit of my stomach, I kept reading, aloud this time. “These monsters are designated threat level indigo on the Eyles Scale. What does that mean?”

      Nathan let out a sigh. “Holden Eyles is a famed monster researcher, known for ranking monsters by the perceived danger of their unique abilities. It’s how we gauge the potential risk when sending hunters out into the field. He used the rainbow to categorize, with red being the lowest threat level and indigo being the highest. It’s a Geiger counter for monsters.”

      “‘Although the Far Darrig usually prefer to toy with victims using mental influence,’” I carried on, a cold sweat tingling at the back of my neck, “‘they have been known to utilize physical attacks, by means of concentrated blasts of energy. It is not known what result such attacks may have, as only one individual has ever survived. Saoirse O’Connell, attacked on May 21st, 1987, in Donegal, Ireland. She was found and transferred to a secure magical facility, where diagnostics showed she was only 25 years old. This news shocked the supervising physicians, as she had the body and mind of an 80-year-old suffering from advanced dementia. She died just two years later, unable to remember her own name, only the creature that had attacked her.’”

      Hands shaking, I glanced at Genie and Nathan. “I think we know why the pixies got sick.”

      “He drained them,” Genie said, horrified. “What if…” She didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      I nodded slowly, looking to the pixies, all three of whom had given up their fist-shaking and fallen fast asleep. “But how can this guy be one? Is it possible to curse someone into becoming a monster? It doesn’t say anything here about transforming into humans, and he claimed he hadn’t always been like that.” I rubbed the back of my neck to wipe away the cold, nasty feeling. “I thought Purge beasts had to be created by a magical—like, in a birthed sense.”

      “I’ll have to delve deeper into it,” Nathan replied, his face gray with worry. “It’s not something I’ve come across before, so I may have to look into some less-than-savory books. But we’ll to get to the bottom of this. I just hope he’s not as dangerous as his ‘birthed’ counterparts.”

      “You think he might not be?” That particular thought hadn’t crossed my mind.

      Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. For all of our sakes, let’s hope it’s been watered down somewhat.”

      I knew what he was thinking, and I could see the same fear reflected on Genie’s face. If my kidnapper was that much of a threat, and a Fear Dearg could waste a person away with a direct blast, what damage could that guy have done to me if the Grendel hadn’t saved the day when he had? Would I have survived, like Saoirse? If you could even call that surviving. Would I have been in a hospital bed right now, aged sixty-plus years in a single night?
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      I settled in for a solitary remainder of the afternoon, with no one but my books and my monsters for company. Persie’s discovery had unsettled me greatly, all the more so because I’d overlooked such valuable information. I blamed the sleepless night I’d spent trying to find anything to aid the pixies, so absorbed in my work that I hadn’t even noticed the sky turning from night to hazy dawn to full daylight. I couldn’t believe I’d been so solely focused on the pixies’ recovery that I truly hadn’t noticed a simple spelling alteration of the same phonetics. For a scientist and researcher like me, it wasn’t my proudest moment.

      The Grendel had obviously taken a great deal out of Persie. She’d looked as pale and drained as the pixies, and one needed only to look at her latest Purge to understand why. He was as majestic as he was gigantic, though the poor thing hadn’t stopped whining since Persie had left with Genie a half-hour ago. Persie had tried to insist on staying to help me research the Fear Dearg, but Genie had wrangled her into going back to the residential quarters to get some kip—or a nap, as they called it in America.

      “I’m sorry, chum,” I told our latest arrival. He peered mournfully at me, his tail unmoving, all enthusiasm for life evaporated. From my observations, I’d come to learn that Purge beasts reacted in four different ways to being put inside glass boxes: some didn’t care at all, already resigned to the whims of fate or not bright enough to understand; some showed fear through violence or a refusal to eat; some tried to escape, which might’ve been the most upsetting of all because such an endeavor was, ultimately, futile; and the fourth set of newcomers tended to get very quiet or very sad as they realized the enormity of what was happening to them. True, they might not have fully understood the endgame, but they were aware that life as they knew it had come to an end. And the Grendel fell into the fourth category.

      The Grendel buried his head deeper into the dip between his forelegs, his ears bent backward like a frightened animal. All the while, he whined for Persie, his heartbreak evident. In truth, that had startled me more than any other reaction. Bonds could, obviously, develop between humans and Purge beasts, but I’d never seen one develop this quickly or with such intensity—not to mention the fact that he had charged to Persie’s defense within moments of being created.

      “Remarkable,” I said, to no one at all.

      “He is, isn’t he?” The voice jolted me out of my personal thoughts. I turned sharply in my chair to find Genie standing in the middle of the Repository, two paper cups of coffee in her hands. She raised one. “I thought you could use some of the good stuff, since you’re apparently trying to break the world record for consecutive sleepless nights.”

      I stared at her in silence, my mind too slow and foggy to come up with a witty retort.

      She smiled and walked closer. “Yeah, you definitely need this.”

      “I thought you’d gone to get some rest?” I managed to say.

      She handed me the coffee, which I accepted with a grateful sigh. “It’s a little-known fact, but Atlanteans don’t need a lot of sleep. Anyway, I got plenty after we came back last night.” Her fingertips tapped the side of her cup, revealing some latent nerves. “I just didn’t want Persie to feel like she was being coddled, that’s all. If I’d stayed, she’d have dug in her heels, and… I’m worried about her, Nathan. I hate when she’s suffering like this, and I can’t do anything except tuck her in and make sure she stays in bed. If I could wring Leviathan’s stupid, fishy neck for what he’s done to her, I would. And I want to tie that kidnapper up, drop him in the ocean, and summon a kraken to eat him.”

      I sensed that this outburst of bitterness had been brewing for a while, and I felt honored that she’d chosen me to talk to. Persie was her be-all end-all, and I supposed people forgot that Genie wasn’t superhuman. She felt things keenly, despite her tough façade.

      “You do more to help her than you know. You’re her support, and her cheerleader, and her best friend. It might feel like you’re not doing enough, but you are, and more,” I assured. “As for Leviathan and the kidnapper, they’d better be quaking in their boots, praying they never cross paths with you.”

      She sipped her coffee. “I guess I’d let Leviathan live.” Her gaze drifted toward the window, where the Irish summer had turned damp, the rain spitting against the glass. “Persie seems to like her ability more than she hates it, these days. And when you look at what she creates, you can see why. They love her as much as she loves them. I just wish these big ones didn’t take so much out of her, you know? It doesn’t seem fair that most of us magicals can use up a whole ton of power and maybe deal with one Purge every once in a while, and with a pretty quick recovery. But she’s expected to do it weekly.”

      “At least they’re fewer and farther between now. She could still be dealing with daily Purges or multiple weekly Purges.” It wasn’t much consolation, but I didn’t know what else to say. “Now they’re mostly just once a week, and usually small. And she has a fairly impeccable history of control and capture.”

      Genie sighed. “And there’s the rub.”

      “What do you mean?” I got out of my chair and inched toward her.

      “She doesn’t want them in captivity. It’s the cruelest game anyone could play. Like, here’s this ability that’s going to make you adore the beings you create—except those banshees, Chaos, I live in fear of her Purging those—but you’re going to have to hand them off as soon as you make them, knowing they’ll think you’re punishing them and that they’ll be exploited as fuel. Yeah, so they’ll probably hate you after that. It’s so friggin’ cruel, Nathan.” She gripped her cup until I thought it might crack. Gently, I reached out and took it from her.

      “We can sow the change, remember, even if we’re not here to watch the seeds grow.”

      She hurriedly turned her face away, dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve. “I know that’s true, and I know Persie believes that. I just worry about what it’ll do to her, in the long run. What if the guilt gets to be too much?”

      “That’s why she has you.” I wanted to put my arms around her, or take her hand, or wipe away her tears, but I didn’t. “Don’t you find it odd that you were the one with her mum on the day she found out she was pregnant? You’ve been with Persie all her life, even when she was in the womb. Again, I don’t want to sound like an advocate for fate, or I might get thrown out of the scientists’ circle, but you two were destined to be in each other’s lives for a reason.”

      She glanced back shyly. “Thank you.”

      “What for? You’re the one who brought coffee.”

      She chuckled, her laughter catching in her throat. “For listening. I can get a bit ranty when Persie’s having a hard time. I usually scream into a pillow or something, so this is a refreshing change.” Her walls had gone back up.

      “My ears are all yours, whenever you need.” I wiggled them backward and forward like a hippo. It was something I’d always been able to do, though I’d discovered as a kid that not all people could, like curling your tongue.

      She laughed, as I’d hoped she would. “How are you doing that?”

      “A family secret.” I grinned and gestured toward the orbs. “So, what brought you back here? I know you didn’t want to rest, but surely there are more exciting things to do on a Saturday afternoon?”

      “After last night’s adventures, I just want peace and quiet,” she replied. “I thought I could help you out. Feeding, taking notes, whatever. Otherwise I’ll get stuck watching reruns of crappy TV shows in my room, and the whole weekend will disappear. It’s my best magic trick.”

      I frowned. “No, I think tha would be your invisibility trick. I still haven’t recovered.”

      “So a little pixie keeps telling me.” She winked, and my stomach plummeted. It was my job to watch the monsters, but evidently they’d been watching me in return. Oh, the absolute shame of being caught by a trio of naughty pixies.

      “It seems like you’re gaining more interest in the monsters.” I glossed over the embarrassing subject, hoping she wouldn’t stick with it.

      Thankfully, she nodded. “Between you and Persie, I didn’t have much choice but to learn to like them.” She reached out for her coffee. “I swear I won’t crush it and spill all over your lovely clean floors.”

      I handed it back. “Thank you. They might look easy to wipe clean, but it’s a pain in the arse to get stains out.”

      “You’re a man of many domestic layers, Nathan O’Hara.” She wandered to the Grendel enclosure, peering down at him. “Why does he look so miserable? Do you think Charlotte secretly beat the crap out of him?”

      I joined her by his glass. “Grendels are actually very sensitive creatures. In mythology, they’re described as creatures of darkness who were exiled from happiness, doomed to live a cursed existence as the destroyers and devourers of humankind. But that was actually a mistranslation from the Anglo-Saxon epic—or, rather, a misinterpretation. Either that, or Beowulf used it as an excuse to kill one of them.” I laughed, but Genie looked at me as though I’d grown a second head. That joke usually went over better in literary circles. As such, I quickly carried on. “They’re essentially empaths, and they devour human emotion, not flesh. Not unless they’re particularly peckish.”

      This time, she laughed. “I love that word. Peckish. You almost get a British accent when you use colloquialisms.”

      “I hope not. My mum would go mad.”

      She arched a curious eyebrow. “Why?”

      “Well, ‘British’ tends to refer to Great Britain, which is Scotland, England, and Wales. The UK is all of those plus Northern Ireland. Ireland is Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and the British Isles encompasses all of those places, but don’t call us Republic of Ireland lot British, and never call a Scot English,” I explained. If anyone referred to Marcel as English, he’d have them in a chokehold in two seconds flat. I shrugged. “The make-up of which countries belong to the UK, Great Britain, and the British Isles is… complex, and people can be sensitive about it.”

      She grinned. “And I thought Atlantis had problems.”

      “Anyway, where was I?” I ran an anxious hand through my hair. “Ah, that’s right. Grendels don’t devour emotions in the sense that they leave nothing behind. They relieve humans of their most painful emotions by taking them into themselves. I imagine that has something to do with this Grendel’s sadness. That, and not being able to get close to Persie,” I explained. “As for the destroyer part, they struck deals in the olden days to protect the borderlands of different regions and settlements, such as Mercia, Northumbria, and Mrazonnia, during the Anglo-Saxon period. I guess that, given their size, they were a good deterrent, even though they’re not natural-born killers. If you’re a pig, you might disagree, though. Grendels like pork.”

      She snickered. “Have you got a whole side of pork hidden in your study?”

      “I’m afraid it’s just protein cubes.” I gestured to a stack of cardboard boxes stacked at the back of the Repository.

      “Ugh, no wonder he’s depressed.” I knew it was a joke, but her eyes lingered on the Grendel, her fingertips grazing the glass sadly. “Didn’t you say they were venomous?”

      I nodded, pleased that she’d remembered. “They are, but they use that mostly to liquify their food before they eat it. Although, if pushed, I imagine they would use it to defend themselves.” It made me wonder why this one hadn’t tried to sink its venomous fangs into the hunters who’d captured him. If he had, he might’ve escaped. Had he behaved, to an extent, because of Persie? Or was this one born, as I’d just told Genie, without a killer instinct, even when his life was in danger?

      “There goes my appetite.” Genie grimaced. “Lucky for the Grendel, I don’t imagine those protein cubes need much liquifying.”

      “No, probably not. It’s the monster equivalent of rice pudding.” I led her away from the Grendel and over to the pixie trio, who were in need of a second dose of tonic. In the initial stage of their recovery, they needed more every few hours. They lolled about at the bottom of the orb like overstuffed emperors at a feast, though they perked up as we approached. “Can you hold the pixies for me while I dropper the liquid into their mouths?”

      She nodded excitedly. “No problem. Just call me Genie Vertis, pixie wrangler.”

      “Hopefully, Boudicca will be more cooperative this time.” I opened the iris and, without any encouragement, the pixies roused from their bored stupor and flew out. Cynane made a beeline for Genie’s shoulder, taking a lock of her silver hair and wrapping it around her face. She made cooing sounds, stroking the hair as if it belonged to her. Boudicca followed, perching on Genie’s head while glaring at me. Not wanting to be the odd one out, Spartacus fluttered down onto Genie’s spare shoulder and sat, swinging his legs like a kid on a swing. “Let’s go for Spartacus first.”

      The pixie draped himself sideways over Genie’s shoulder, mouth open wide like I was feeding him grapes at a Roman feast. After swallowing the tonic, he unleashed an almighty burp that made Genie giggle. Cynane went next, emitting a satisfied sigh as the liquid went down. But Boudicca remained obstinate, putting up her little fists like we were going to box by Queensbury rules.

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s making you feel better! You know this.”

      She chirruped in protest, wafting her hand in front of her nose and making those charming retching sounds again. Only, this time, she was too far away for me to get the tonic in her mouth while she was busy playing charades.

      Quick as a flash, Genie’s hand shot out and grasped Boudicca, bringing her within my reach. The pixie struggled and threatened to take a bite out of Genie’s fingers, but Genie held on. After all, Boudicca couldn’t disappear into black mist with the ring around her ankle; an unnecessary restraint which had, suddenly, become a little more necessary. Feeling like a vet with a savage cat on the table, I held Boudicca’s jaw open as gently as I could and dropped the tonic in, pinching her nose and keeping her mouth shut to stop her from spitting it back out. Which she absolutely would have done.

      “You can fly around for a bit,” I offered by way of an apology. “I know it tastes horrible, but it’s healing you.”

      Boudicca glowered at me and covered her heart with her hand. Then, with a menacing scowl, she clamped her hand into a fist. Apparently, I’d broken her heart by trying to help her. All I could do was hope she’d forgive me when her color came back and her lights were glowing at full capacity again. She flew straight back into her orb and turned her back to the glass, sulking. Following their leader, Cynane and Spartacus did the same, saving me the job of trying to get them back inside later. Boudicca had certainly cut off her nose to spite her face, giving up free flying time for the sake of her stubbornness.

      I closed the iris again and turned to find Genie much closer than she’d been before. Breathtakingly close. My senses were overwhelmed by the scent of her. Before I could stop myself, I reached out to readjust the tangle of hair that Cynane had created. I smoothed it down until it was flat, my hand pausing for a moment on her cheek. My gaze flitted toward her lips, which parted ever so slightly. Swallowing, I looked back to her eyes, silently asking permission to kiss those lips. Her hand reached up to cover mine, answering my question with a subtle “yes.”

      Slowly, I leaned in… only for an obnoxious smacking sound to whip my attention away. Boudicca had her lips to the glass, smooching the surface in the most horrifying way, waggling her tongue all around. Beside her, Spartacus had his back to me, his hands rubbing up and down his sides as he wiggled his bare pixie behind. And Cynane wolf-whistled, cackling raucously between sharp bursts of sound. As fond as I was of these pixies, I wished I’d put the silencing spell on their orb.

      Talk about a huge pin in the bubble of our budding romance.

      “They’re suckers for comedic timing, huh? That’s the second time I’ve lost my appetite today.” Genie chuckled nervously as she retreated a couple of steps. “So… uh… are your parents into this monster stuff? I bet they’re proud of you.”

      I froze, focusing on the orb, all thoughts of that almost-kiss dispersing. I realized she’d used “parents” and “they” without thinking, judging by the sudden look of remorse on her face like she wanted to stuff the words back into her mouth. “My mum always reads my papers,” I answered regardless. “As for my dad… who knows what he thinks. I doubt he even knows what I do, to be honest.” My tone came out brusquer than I wanted, and I noticed her expression soften.

      “Chaos, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to say ‘parents.’ It just slipped out. I know you don’t like talking about your family much, especially your dad. I don’t know why I asked, when you’ve already explained.” She scuffed her shoe against the marble. “I guess it’s the only part of me that’s staunchly Atlantean. It’s an important thing in my culture, to know about other people’s families and stuff. But I can shut up, if you want me to. I don’t want you to think I’m nosey or anything.”

      Other people’s families? Did she mean all people, or did she mean the families of potential romantic interests? If it was the latter, then we were in trouble before we’d even started. And perhaps, though I hated to even think it, it was better that we hadn’t had our moment. I felt my own walls starting to go up, brick by brick. My defense mechanisms were stronger than any urge I might have had to tell the truth—even my affection for her couldn’t change that. Already, I could feel all of the comfort that had blossomed between us dissipating, the warmth replaced by a stilted awkwardness.

      “There’s just… not much to tell. My mum is my only parent, as far as I’m concerned. She loves what I do, and that’s enough for me.” It wasn’t enough, and I knew it. I could read it on her face. I saw her curiosity shift toward guilt and embarrassment for having broached the subject in the first place. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel bad. I just wanted to rewind the clock by five minutes, put a silencing spell on the pixies’ orb, and kiss her. If I could do that, maybe I could block out the shadows that loomed over my past. Maybe I could make them not matter.

      Genie cleared her throat. “You should recommend some more monster books to Persie.” Her voice sounded stiff as she blatantly changed the subject. “Maybe go over that journal of hers again, too, to see if there’s a pattern or an order to things that you might’ve missed. I’m going to help her out with the fitness stuff, in case that does something to help her recover more quickly. But if you could help out with the monster stuff, I know she’d appreciate it.” She flashed me a smile, a glimmer of warmth returning now that we were in safer territory.

      The problem was, monsters came easy to me. But when it came to beautiful, otherworldly creatures who left me speechless and turned my brain to mush… I had no idea where to begin. The pixies had put me back at square awkward, and I didn’t know how to make the leap to the next square.
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      I love sleep. My life has the tendency to fall apart when I’m awake, you know? Ernest Hemingway had hit the restful nail on the head. Sure, I had my nightmares of being trapped in a glass box, and I still had dreams of seeing creatures in a thousand weird and wonderful landscapes but, right now, nothing was as disturbing as reality. I’d tried to catch some Zs, if only to keep my promise to Genie, but after a brief attempt that resulted in hopeless twisting and turning, I’d given up and moved to the desk.

      “Grendel. Male. About… twelve feet when standing on its hind legs.” I jotted down notes in my Purge diary so that they surrounded the rudimentary sketch of my latest Purge. I’d fill in the color and details later, but I wanted to draw the basic outlines now while they were fresh in my head. Victoria and I were both still hoping a pattern might emerge, of course, but there was a therapeutic aspect to it, as well. I liked keeping a record of everything I’d created. I’d filled it with page after page of comprehensive drawings—first, I made sure to draw the entire monster, then I zoomed in with etchings of important features, all painstakingly annotated so that I wouldn’t forget anything if I encountered the same monster again.

      I flipped through one of the books Nathan had lent me and copied down the most vital characteristics that I couldn’t see just by looking at the Grendel. Or Gren, as I’d decided to call him. Not my most inventive name, but I was running on empty. “Venomous bite. Teeth that can puncture steel. A mace-like tail with poisoned barbs. Suspected Empath sensibilities that can be used to detect an enemy. Destroyer and devourer of humankind.” I paused. “That can’t be right; he didn’t eat anyone.” I puffed air through my teeth, letting my fingertips trail across the old, yellowing pages. “Some of these books really need a do-over… or I just got lucky with Gren.”

      The empathic part lingered with me for a while as I jotted down some more supposed “facts.” Perhaps Gren had been channeling my emotions when he’d attacked my kidnapper. He hadn’t been able to understand what I was saying, but he’d gauged my panic and desperation and worked from that. Plus, back in the Repository, he’d gotten sad when I’d felt sad about his plight. Had he done the same thing then, feeling out my emotions and making sense of them? It wasn’t without issue as a way of communication, but it was a good starting point since I had no song for him, and no magic word that could break down the language barrier. I guessed I could’ve called Tobe or linked up to Leviathan for a trick or two, but the stubborn, eager-to-learn part of me wanted to try and figure Gren out on my own first. I felt as though I owed him that, without a cheat sheet.

      Even if I won’t get to see him for much longer. After the trouble he’d caused during his capture, not to mention his sheer size and dangerous characteristics, I knew Victoria would want him out of her hair as soon as humanly possible. If only to add a decent boost to the Bestiary’s energy resources. To her, bigger was irrefutably better.

      I returned to the task at hand, distracting myself from Gren’s fate. At least, if I could sketch him properly, I’d be able to remember him… and his heroic act that had potentially saved my life. Not much of a consolation, but it was all I had.

      “Big eyes—tapered at the sides,” I wrote. “Not much of a nose, just two slits.” I wrote quickly, worried that his image would fade faster than I could draw. Sure, I could visit him again, but I liked to work from memory like I did when I had my monster dreams. I added some shading to the pupils and picked up my eraser to take away a speck of the gray, bringing a glint of light to his eyes.

      I closed my eyes and tried to recall his face more clearly. But instead of his intelligent green eyes, a burning, red gaze stared back in my mind’s eye. I flinched, my body frozen with fear. Gripping my pencil so hard I worried it would snap, I felt my skin prickle, remembering the heat that’d seared off my kidnapper. The red mist, tumbling off him and swaying around his body like swathes of gauzy, scarlet cloth. And the way it had hit me, like it was hitting me now—as if everything bad that had ever happened to me had collided inside my brain at once, leaving nothing but terror and a sense of impending doom in its wake.

      Is this how it feels to be a Fear Dearg? Does all that terror come from within you? I forced my eyes open and the overwhelming fear ebbed. I lurched forward onto the desk, panting as sweat trickled down the sides of my face. A few drops splashed onto my sketchbook, spreading some of the gray out of the defined lines.

      Who would do that to a person?  I realized that I didn’t mean the kidnapper—I meant the person who’d done that to him in the first place. The kidnapper had made it clear that he hadn’t always been that way, meaning it had to be some sort of curse or long-term hex. If it was a hex, then he’d have had something on him: an object, a hex bag, or a tattoo, something he might not even be aware of. If it was a curse, then the signs of it would be inside him somewhere: a marker in his blood, or in the minimal amount of Chaos that non-magicals possessed. Although getting an extraction of either kind from him would be like pulling the teeth out of a rabid, un-sedated wolf.

      I took a few deep breaths and looked out my window at the rainy afternoon sky. Inky purples and grays and greenish blues added texture and mood to the usual creamy white of the clouds. Had he pissed someone off? Stolen magical artifacts from the wrong person? He’d pinched those Atomic Cuffs from someone, for sure, though maybe I was jumping to extremes. Kidnapping me seemed like last-resort territory, after he’d exhausted all other avenues. But undoing curses tended to go smoother if the victim went back to whoever had cast it. That wasn’t unique to djinn curses. Assuming it was a djinn curse, and that he didn’t know who the djinn was, then he was only at the beginning of a long journey of anguish and pain.

      Not that I care if he suffers. I tried to convince myself that was true, only to recall the total despair in his voice when he’d told me it was hurting others, too. A curse didn’t care who it infected. What if it was hurting innocents? Killing them, even?

      “I need answers,” I thought aloud. I’d gotten into the habit of doing that since coming to the Institute, to stave off the quiet of being alone. Yes, Victoria had told me to lay off the investigating and leave it to the pros, and I didn’t intend to defy her. I just wanted clarity. And there were two pros who could, at the very least, help me achieve that clarity. Plus, secretly, I wanted to see if Victoria had listened to my suggestions about who could be useful to her.

      Taking out my phone and setting it atop a small pile of books, I dialed home.

      Mom picked up after three rings, her face appearing in the video chat. “Persie!” She glanced back over her shoulder. “Wade, it’s Persie!”

      Dad skidded into frame a few seconds later, grinning from ear to ear. “She lives!”

      “Huh?” I frowned. Had they heard about my kidnapping? Common sense kicked in—there was no way they knew. If they had, they would’ve been at the Institute, and my dad definitely wouldn’t have been smiling like that.

      “We thought you’d forgotten about your old ma and pa. You haven’t called in a week—we were starting to feel abandoned.” Dad scooched Mom over on her office sofa, instantly recognizable from the dark maroon leather. She gave him a playful shove, but stayed nestled into him as he put an arm around her shoulders. My parents would never understand that the video frame fit in a lot more than it had in their day. They could have sat at either end of the sofa, and I’d still have been able to see them both.

      I laughed, hoping it sounded genuine. “Sorry about that. I’ve been training like crazy.”

      “So we’ve heard. You must be exhausted. Have the bath salts been helping?” Mom smiled, but there was an odd tension in her mouth.

      “Uh… a little bit,” I replied, flummoxed. “Who did you hear that from?”

      Dad swept back his hair and put on a haughty expression. “That head huntswoman of yours. She’s quite a fierce woman, isn’t she? I felt like I was back at school when she called.”

      “Are you forgetting who you’re married to?” Mom teased. But, again, it rang hollow.

      Dad chuckled. “As if you’d let me.”

      “Victoria called you?” I skimmed past their banter. As far as I was concerned, that was a huge victory for me. The head huntswoman had heeded my suggestion after all and gone straight to my parents. I wasn’t sure I liked her giving them the lowdown on my Institute exploits, but it seemed like I was safe regarding the kidnapping. “Did she want to talk about… witch hunters? Or something called the Veritas?” I lowered my voice, though I had no idea why. It wasn’t as though anyone outside of our trio was listening.

      “Witch hunters?” Mom’s expression hardened into maternal seriousness. “No. She said there’d been a report of a member of staff going missing a while ago, and he had yet to resurface. She hoped we might be able to help, after you told her we might have some related information. She didn’t mention any Veritas, either.”

      So… Victoria saved my butt. I was grateful to her for that. She easily could have told them everything, but that wouldn’t have done anyone any favors. It certainly wasn’t what I wanted. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want to lie to my parents, but they had enough to deal with between their missing magicals and a daughter who Purged monsters week in, week out. Besides, if they thought my mom’s surname had caused me to be captured by someone, they’d have lost their minds and dragged me back to the SDC, regardless of O’Halloran’s continued ban on my presence. Mom had been freaking out about that possibility for years. She’d surely have locked me up for my own safety, and not because of my ability. If she learned it had happened once, she’d live in constant fear of it happening again. I couldn’t put her through that.

      “So, you don’t know anything about witch hunters or the Veritas?” I pressed, determined to get a concise answer from someone.

      Mom shook her head. “I’ve never heard the term ‘witch hunters’ used in a modern context before. And Veritas doesn’t ring any bells. Why, is there something we should know?”

      “It’s just a theory—they might be the people behind all the missing magicals.” I tried to avoid Mom’s prying gaze. “Do you think you’ll be able to help Victoria’s investigation?”

      Dad nodded. “We’ve already promised to inform O’Halloran and the SDC Security Magicals. They’re going to check whether the scientist’s description matches any of the recently resurfaced victims.”

      I nodded, saying nothing. It surprised me that my parents had never heard the terms “witch hunters” or “Veritas” before. There was a good chance that these people were keeping themselves under wraps, for obvious reasons, or maybe they went by a different name in the States. The guy who took me had said that “they” knew more about us magicals than we knew about “them.” So, there were plenty of possibilities as to why my parents had never heard of them before, but it was a little disappointing that I wouldn’t get the clear-cut answer I’d been hoping for.

      “Go easy,” Dad warned suddenly, coaxing another confused expression out of me. Clearly, I was in trouble. A moment later, I found out why.

      “You nearly revealed classified information, Persie.” Mom sighed. “I don’t know if you told Victoria more than she let on, and she was very careful not to throw you under the bus, but there’s a reason why our work is secret. I understand that you wanted to help in the case of this missing scientist, and this theory you mentioned, but they may not be related at all. That means you could’ve caused a breach. Obviously, I want to do everything I can if there’s some kind of danger near you, but there are rules and regulations in place. You should have come to me first, so I could have reached out to Victoria myself after checking with the necessary authorities that I had the green light to do so.”

      I lowered my head, realizing that I’d been right not to tell them more. Their hands were clearly tied if they weren’t going beyond the SDC with this. After all, they’d only mentioned informing O’Halloran and the SDC’s Security Magicals. In the space of two phone calls—mine and Victoria’s—this had become a secret, secret mission. One they couldn’t even reveal to the wider US magical secret defenses without causing all kinds of legal upset.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do. These witch hunters are a potential threat, and what happened to the scientist seemed too coincidental not to be related to your missing magicals,” I explained, keeping my voice firm. “I only suggested that Victoria speak to you, in case you could share intel. I didn’t tell her anything that would breach any national secrecy acts, I swear. But… make sure you’re careful about who you involve, if you go ahead with this. And you should definitely contact Victoria again, or Charlotte Basani, if you want more information about these witch hunters. They’re the ones who know more. But maybe don’t use the term ‘Veritas,’ or they’ll know I said something.”

      Mom’s gaze shifted to one of concern. “Are you okay, Persie? Is there more to this than you’re telling us?”

      “I… met one—a witch hunter, and he had a serious axe to grind with us magicals,” I admitted. “That’s how I know they’re real, and that they’re a threat. But, before you both go off and start threatening to come and get me, I’m fine, and I’m safe, and I wasn’t hurt. I just heard some things from him that have got me worried.” It was the teensiest of white lies, told for their own sake. “That encounter has made this… personal. And I feel like Victoria and Charlotte aren’t telling me everything. I’d like to know why.”

      Mom and Dad exchanged a dubious look before Dad replied, “Is that another reason why Victoria called us for help?”

      “Yes.” I had to be as honest as I could. “But I asked her not to say anything about that encounter, so you wouldn’t freak out. If anything really bad had happened, I would tell you. But it was a random incident. I could’ve been any magical. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      I knew that my parents would think almost-torture with a car battery classified as “really bad,” but I was fine, and there was no use stirring up that particular hornet’s nest. As long as they had some fuel to their fire, enough to get them going. Plus, I didn’t want my mom launching a tirade at Victoria for not telling her that her daughter had been kidnapped. It had been my choice, and it hadn’t seemed worth it, not when I’d come out unscathed.

      Mom’s brows knitted together. “Well, that changes things.” She tilted her head from side to side, cricking her neck. “If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have gotten on my high horse about security breaches. Hell, if it was because you were in some kind of trouble, you can toss every NDA out the window!”

      “You can’t try and take over, though, Mom. This is Victoria’s turf and she won’t thank you for trying to muscle in. Or me, for that matter. Do some digging on these witch hunters, as well as the missing scientist—that’s all I’m asking. I just… have a feeling they’re tied together in some way.”

      Dad nodded. “We can’t promise we’ll find anything, and we won’t step on anyone’s toes, but we do need to know that you’re okay. We get that you’re not at home anymore and you’re living your life out there, but we’re still your parents. We have to know our daughter is safe and healthy.”

      “I am.” I smiled at him.

      Mom leaned closer to the camera. “Your dad’s right. If you ever need your parents, understand that we’re here and ready to zap through a chalk-door at the drop of a hat. We’ll freeze hell if we have to. Please, Persie, let us know when things like this happen, even if you’re not physically hurt. Sure, the urge to come running will be overwhelming, and your dad will have to restrain me, but we’re not aliens—you can talk to us, and we’ll always respect your decisions in the end. We just want to know what’s going on.”

      I smiled sadly. “I promise I’ll let you know in the future. But I’m really okay. I just want to know more about who these people might be.”

      Even with an ocean between us, I could feel their love through the video screen. It couldn’t have been easy for them to hear things like this secondhand. I knew they’d talk about it for a good few hours after I hung up, but this felt like definite growth on both sides, especially since they hadn’t jumped up from the sofa and come barging through a chalk-door. I had to believe what they were saying, that they trusted me to handle things on my own. I was already proving that I knew how to reach out to them for help in a more mature way, and perhaps that showed them that I understood my own limitations. That I was an adult.

      “Then… I think you might’ve just given us a lead.” Mom smiled, the tension in her face slackening. “We’ll be careful what we say and who we say it to, but this might be gold, Persie.”

      Dad gave her a squeeze. “If you’re right about this link, I’ll slap a medal on you.”

      I laughed. “Just don’t tell Victoria I told you about the witch hunters, and that’ll be enough for me.” I propped my chin on my hands and grinned at my parents. “Right, I have to go now. I won’t promise I’ll call more often, because I’m hopeless at remembering, but I’ll try my best to text more.”

      “We’ll take that,” Mom replied. “And don’t worry, your secret is safe with us.”

      “I love you so much.” I felt a weight slough away. My parents had some new information for their case, Victoria had listened to me, the kidnapping would stay on a need-to-know basis, and Victoria wouldn’t find out who’d told my parents about the witch hunters. As far as victories went, I was going to chalk this conversation up as one. My parents were the masters of stealth; if they’d promised to keep things on the down-low, I believed them.

      Mom touched her fingers to her lips and pressed them to the camera. “We love you too, sweetheart.”

      “And we miss you, so you’d better text.” Dad blew a kiss of his own, which I pretended to catch.

      “Talk soon.” With that, I ended the call. Mom hated being the one to end it, and I didn’t want to get caught in an endless cycle of “goodbye, bye, bye, I love you, bye, yep, goodbye, I’m really going now… yep, bye, bye, bye.” Especially considering that my eyelids had gotten heavy all of a sudden, and my weary bones craved the snuggly embrace of my bed.

      Leaving the phone where it was, I peeled myself off my desk chair and padded over to the bed. I collapsed in a heap, dragging the covers over me and pulling Thread Bear in for a hug—the one I wished I could give my parents. When I closed my eyes, sleep hit me like an 18-wheeler, melting away the real world and leaving behind a universe of dreams.

      And there, still, in the center of that ensuing darkness… a pair of burning red eyes.
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      I walked along the cliff path, keeping a weather eye to the rainclouds gathering on the horizon. It had been several days since the kidnapping, and my near-kiss with Genie, but both the culprit and the opportunity to get close to Genie again had proven decisively elusive. Summer had presented its glorious swansong, bringing with it a relentless heat and clear skies for the last three days. Now, a storm was threatening to break, attempting to relieve the tension in the air. If only the tension between Genie and me could be resolved with a downpour.

      With the investigation into the kidnapper running dry, I had decided to take matters into my own hands. In a small footnote of a tome I’d paged through dozens of times, I read that a Fear Dearg left traces of dread in the atmosphere, which could linger for days after the creature had moved on. In essence, we were dealing with a Fear Dearg, even if it had an unprecedented ability to turn into a man, and vice versa.

      “Please work,” I murmured as I plucked two items out of my pocket: my trusty specterglass and a second circular piece of bluish-tinted glass. Naomi had referred to this blue-tinted glass as a Pelios Lens. With Pelios being the God of Emotions, I supposed that made a great deal of sense, considering that was what the lens detected—the visible auras of emotion. I’d had to beg the lens off her, under strict instructions to bring it back in one piece, as she was using it in one of her experimental contraptions. She’d explained it to me at her usual breakneck pace, and I’d gotten the gist of it—she hoped to build a device that could concentrate human emotions and reflect them back at Purge beasts. Essentially, this would subdue them prior to capture. It appeared she’d forgotten that, during captures, hunters were often scared or panicked or running on pure adrenaline. But I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her it wouldn’t work. I’d been proven wrong many times before.

      Anyway, Naomi had inspired me to do some experimentation of my own. Ordinarily, the specterglass showed signs of spirits and spiritual activity, as well as the faint glitter of non-humans who’d been touched by Chaos. There was room for one more lens in the brass frame of the specterglass, which was where the other one would come in. If my assumptions were correct, the specterglass would act as an atomic booster of sorts to the Pelios Lens, letting me see the emotional residue of a Purge beast as it clung to the lasting traces of Chaos in the air. The only trouble was, the subtle shimmer of a Purge beast that wasn’t ancient was barely perceptible through the specterglass, so I’d have to search as carefully as possible. I hoped I could use my invention to track down the Fear Dearg before anyone else got hurt.

      A few minutes later, I reached the lookout spot where Genie and I had found the weakened pixies. I paused there for a moment, looking out at the churning sea. This was the place I came to in order to think about my work problems and iron out the kinks in my research. Now, standing here, my research and my work were the furthest things from my mind. As was my status quo, I could think of little besides Genie.

      I either have to do something about it or give up the idea of being with her altogether. The lookout spot did its simplifying work as well as ever, as the two options came into my mind with impeccable clarity. I couldn’t keep letting my nerves, my fear of rejection, and my stupid shyness stop me from asking Genie out. To keep skirting around things wasn’t fair to either of us. The fact of the matter was, I couldn’t let go of the idea of being with her.

      And if that wasn’t my answer, then I had no right to call myself a scientist. The lookout spot had spoken; it was time to stop being a coward about it.

      But first, I needed to see if these lenses had anything to show me. Giving Persie and Genie some good news would be an ideal excuse to see Genie again, an opportunity to put my money where my mouth was.

      Slotting the Pelios Lens into the frame of the specterglass, I lifted the combined forces as close to my eye as I could while keeping my glasses on. I scanned the area, focusing mainly on the spot surrounding the gorse bushes. I narrowed in on the shrubbery, squinting hard. A feeble glint of something hovered in the air above the bushes, but I wasn’t sure if I was just seeing what I wanted to see. There was only one way to find out. Stepping closer with the dual lens glued to my right eye, the weak glitter shone brighter and brighter, until I could make out wispy dreads of purple undulating through the air.

      “That’s it,” I whispered. “These are the dreads I’ve been looking for.” And, unbidden, I thought, I wish Genie was here to laugh at my terrible Star Wars joke.

      I sent a quick text to Genie and Persie: I think I’ve found something important at the lookout spot, with regards to the kidnapper. Will report back when I return to the Institute.

      I pocketed my phone and lifted the lens again, following the trail of wispy strands farther down the cliff path. I was definitely going to get eye strain after this, but I didn’t care. I would endure that and more if it meant I could get justice for Persie and ease Genie’s worried mind.

      What if she wants to know more about my family again? The story was too depressing, and I didn’t want to think of bad memories when I was with her. I only wanted to see the good in the life I had now, the life I’d built for myself. And I didn’t want to keep evading the truth, either. I had lied to Victoria with alarming ease, but Genie was different. She had a way of opening me up, cracking my defenses, making me want to say more than I’d done in years.

      The lies had worked before, but should a relationship start on those terms? Probably not. And if she found out later, her faith in me would be shattered. I could tell her the truth and trust in her brilliant mind and good heart not to judge me as others might. But what would I say? How would I even broach it? It wasn’t something you blurted out over dessert.

      I have to take the leap. I have to tell her how I feel. I could deal with the rest later. Or maybe it would all come out organically anyway.

      “Genie, there’s something I have to tell you. Two things, actually,” I said, doing a practice run of what I might say in the hopes of making my choice clearer. “I’ll start with what I hope will be the good news, and then I’ll tell you the bad, and I’ll give you as much time as you need to figure out if I’m the sort of person you could—” A sudden brightness in the lenses made me stop. Two concentrated flashes of light, emerging from the wispy, purple trails, getting closer by the second. Puzzled, I took the lens away from my eye… and my blood ran cold. Barely a few yards away, a seething mass of shadow and red mist barreled toward me, with two fiery red eyes fixed right on its target.

      Me.
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      “What happened to ‘rest is the best medicine?’” I wheezed, jogging along the path by the church with Genie at my side. At least, I hoped it looked like jogging. I got the feeling it was more like a lolloping trot, used when pretending to run after a bus that had already closed its doors and was pulling out of the stop.

      Genie, taking the exercise in her superhuman stride, flashed me a grin. “So is the great outdoors and fresh air in your lungs.”

      “I wouldn’t know about that, since I can’t breathe.” I paused and put my hands on my hips, bending forward to try and make the pain in my chest go away. There had to be easier cardio out there, right? “And this isn’t what I had in mind for an unexpected free period.”

      Our usual post-lunch lesson with Naomi had been cancelled due to an explosion in her lab, giving us two hours to use however we liked. Most of our classmates had gone to libraries to study or their rooms for a quick catnap, with a few choosing to catch some daytime TV in the rec room. But Genie had dragged my behind out into the wilds, after I’d asked Victoria for permission, to help boost my stamina. I supposed I’d asked for this by complaining about my fitness levels, but the thought of watching trash TV or taking a couple of hours to add to my sketches would’ve been a much nicer distraction from recent events. On the other hand, between the agony in my shins and the burn of every muscle in my body, I hadn’t thought about my kidnapper once. So, maybe Genie had a point.

      “It’s the perfect day for it. Not too hot, not too cold.” Genie lifted her head and closed her eyes, drinking in the atmosphere. “Count yourself lucky I didn’t haul your ass out here yesterday, or you’d be a shriveled raisin right about now.”

      A burning sensation seized my throat. “How can this be healthy?” I groaned as I gasped for air. “I feel like I’m dying.”

      “It’ll get easier,” she promised.

      “But humans must only get a certain amount of breaths per lifetime, right? What if, by running and gasping like a woman in freaking labor, we’re lessening our potential lifespan?” I’d thought about this a lot, mostly to try and get myself out of physical activity.

      Genie laughed. “I like to think the overall health factor counteracts that.” Her expression clouded for a moment. “It’s funny, having to think about how short my life might be. When I was born, it was with 500 years ahead of me. Now, I’ll be lucky to get eighty more.”

      “Doesn’t that make life seem more precious, though?” I turned to her, my breath returning to some semblance of normality. “With 500 years, you’d have no impetus to do anything in a hurry. Learn a new language? I can just do that in the next century. Learn how to play an instrument? I’ll do that when I’m 300. Fall in love, have kids if you want, read an entire library? Nah, maybe fifty years from now. Everything must’ve moved so slowly down there.”

      Genie retied her silver hair, fastening it into a tighter ponytail. “I suppose that’s how we got so backward. There was no reason to change, and Atlantis is still stuck in that mindset, I guess. But it’s weird to think that being twenty here means you’ve potentially lived a fifth, or even a quarter, of your life.”

      Two shrill beeps cut our conversation short. Genie reached her phone first, with me still trying to fish mine out of the super-tight pocket down the side of my leggings. Her eyes widened in surprise as she read the message, and I followed suit a moment later. Nathan had good news, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Over the last few days, there’d been no new leads on my kidnapper. I was starting to think no one would ever find him.

      “We should go and help him,” Genie said, a beat too quickly.

      I smirked. “Any excuse, right?”

      “We’re already out and about. We might as well make ourselves useful.” She slid her phone back in her pocket, her cheeks flushed a pale pink. Against the Atlantean porcelain of her skin, any hint of a blush was as blatantly obvious as a flashing beacon. “And I’ve still got a knuckle sandwich waiting for that bastard who took you. It might be a little late for lunch, but I’m ready to deliver anytime, anywhere.”

      I chuckled, joining her as she walked toward the coastline. “So, it’s got nothing to do with the fact that you’re totally smitten with our bespectacled friend, and have been looking for a reason to go see him for days?”

      “We’ve both been busy,” she mumbled. “And I’m not smitten! I’ve been called a lot of things in my time, but smitten isn’t one of them.”

      “Maybe that’s because you’ve never met the right guy,” I offered, knowing full well she was head over heels for Nathan. At the mere mention of his name, she got all jittery and excitable. Just this morning, over breakfast, Colette had said something about getting extra tutoring from Nathan, to help her get ahead in Ingram’s classes, and Genie had almost unleashed a vortex of coffee. It had risen just over the lip of her mug, a few blue sparks glittering out of her, signaling her Water abilities. I’d had to give her a firm nudge, as she had been apparently oblivious to her subconscious reaction.

      Genie tucked her hands into the pouch of her hoodie. “He’s nice, right?”

      “Oh, yeah, he’s a good one.”

      “I know Marius and I used to flirt all the time, but that was just fun banter—a way to pass the time, you know?” Genie stared down at her sneakers as she walked along. “Seeing him never made me feel like… my head was full of bees, and my insides had gone into some kind of meltdown.”

      As confessions went, that wasn’t the most romantic image I’d seen painted. “Is that how Nathan makes you feel?”

      “Sometimes,” she admitted. “Other times, I find myself just staring at him and not thinking anything at all. Like my brain has emptied out, and there’s just… him. I’ve even started to like tweed and corduroy.” She covered her mouth with her hand, stifling a snort. “It’s like… there’s nothing I want to change. That’s good, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged. “You’re asking the wrong love guru. But, yes, I guess you’re not supposed to want to change the person you like, so that’s probably a good sign.” We’d reached the cliff path and turned left toward the lookout spot. “What I want to know is, when are the two of you going to get past the will-they, won’t-they stage? It’s killing me, watching you both being so completely besotted, but neither of you doing anything about it.”

      Genie’s cheeks deepened to a curious crimson. “He… may have tried to kiss me.”

      “WHAT?!” I yelped so loudly that I frightened a pair of blackbirds, peacefully roosting in a nearby tree. “When? How? And why the heck didn’t you tell me sooner?!”

      “After we were going over those books, and I made you go and sleep,” she confessed shyly, "I may have snuck back to the Repository. We were talking next to the pixies’ orb after giving them some more tonic, and then… we weren’t talking anymore. The air got all still and fizzy, if that makes any sense. He leaned in… and then Boudicca decided to snog the glass, Cynane made some embarrassing smacking sounds, and Spartacus—well, I can’t even repeat what he did. Let’s just say there was a lot of self-fondling. So, the moment kind of came and went, and I haven’t been alone with Nathan since. And I know I should’ve said something, so please don’t be mad. I was just trying to… process it, I guess.”

      “This is huge!” I clapped my hands together, thrilled for my best friend.

      She side-eyed me. “You’re not pissed?”

      “Sure, I wish you’d told me sooner, but why would I be mad? This is amazing!” I suddenly felt grateful that we’d come out on this run. “Finally, some cogs are in motion. Now, all he has to do is ask you the heck out, so I can stop feeling like I want to smack your heads together.”

      She smiled, kicking a pebble off the edge of the cliff. “I hope so, too.” As soon as it had appeared, her smile faded. “Although, if my dad found out, I can kiss the Institute goodbye. He’ll have me enrolled in an Atlantean university before I can say, ‘This is my life.’ I guess that’s the benefit of being an ocean away from him.”

      “I won’t say a word. I won’t even tell my parents, in case the news leaks out,” I vowed. Genie deserved to be happy, and if Nathan was going to make her happy, then I’d run interference to make sure nothing got in their way. Traditions had their place in the world, but there were some that should be left firmly in the past.

      Genie sighed. “Thanks, Pers. It’s easy to forget where we came from when we’re here. It’s easy to fall into the illusion that we’re free and truly independent. But I’d like it to be reality. I’d like to think my life is my own to do what I want with.” Her eyes brightened slightly. “Besides, I’ve only got eighty or so years to make the most of it.”

      “You’ll be the most badass old lady ever,” I teased.

      “Let’s not forget who’ll be badassing at my side,” she shot back with a wink.

      I patted the phone in my pocket. “Nathan, obviously.”

      “Pfft, he hasn’t even asked me out yet. You and I are already in this for life, my friend.” She linked her arm with mine. “No man will stand in the way of the future I have planned for us. I’m talking rocking chairs, dressing way too young for our age, rainbow hair, dripping in too many jewels, screeching at kids, and generally causing havoc.”

      I laughed. “I like the sound of—” A growl tore through the air, silencing all those good thoughts in a heartbeat.

      I’d heard that noise before.

      “Nathan…” Genie broke into a sprint, kicking up dust as she powered along the cliff path. I chased after her a split second later, all my aches and pains vanishing as adrenaline took over. To my right, storm clouds drew nearer—a foreboding omen if ever I’d seen one.

      As we got closer to the lookout spot, a louder growl, more like a roar, drowned out the whistle of the wind and the panicked thud of my heart. Nathan stood there, putting the lone bench between himself and a writhing mass of shadow and red mist. The Fear Dearg was visible, with the kidnapper concealed somewhere beneath. There was still too much distance between Genie, me, and our friend, though neither Nathan nor the Fear Dearg seemed to have noticed our approach. They were locked in a battle, tendrils of green light slithering out of Nathan’s palms as he conjured Earth to his defense. Vines shot out of the ground, slicing through the misty creature but causing it no harm whatsoever.

      Nathan’s mouth moved silently. A sphere of swirling black and purple energy pulsed out of his chest, with golden glints pulsing like fireflies inside. I had no idea what it was, but I guessed that Nathan had gone for slightly bigger guns, using a curse since his Elemental abilities were proving useless. The sphere hurtled toward the Fear Dearg and, for a moment, it looked like it might work. The gaseous purple and black unraveled into strands, which snaked around the Fear Dearg’s hazy form. An earth-shaking howl bellowed from the creature’s throat, as though it were in pain. But then, to my dismay, the Fear Dearg seemed to absorb the curse into itself, sucking the strands into its mist. No sooner had it done so than the red mist turned thicker and brighter, until it looked like the creature was glowing with internal fire.

      “Nathan!” Genie cried as she sprinted the rest of the way. Blue sparks began to spin around her body as she called on Water, great pillars of it rising from the nearby sea. Without having to move her hands, she launched the saltwater sentinels at the Fear Dearg. I guessed she thought that, with enough water, she could douse its flames.

      But even as I ran to help, I could see the burning eyes pulsating through the torrent of water that crashed down on the Fear Dearg’s head. The water might have delayed it temporarily, but that was all.

      Skidding to a halt beside Genie and Nathan, I searched around for something I could use to fight. I spotted a large rock, which I snatched up, aimed, and hurled through the wall of water at the Fear Dearg. The projectile just sailed right through the monster and into the bushes behind.

      “What are you doing here?” Nathan rasped, his face pale. “Get back to the Institute, now!”

      Genie closed her eyes. “No.” With that simple refusal, more intense blue sparks fired out of her, skidding away toward the rainclouds. As soon as they collided, the heavens opened, cold rain tumbling down from the skies. She sucked in a strained breath and the downpour bent like a charged magnet, pummeling toward the Fear Dearg.

      I picked up another rock and waited for the torrent to subside, praying it had subdued the monster. But as I watched, the creature stepped right through the curtain of water. Coming closer with every wispy step, it opened a gaping, shadowy mouth and unleashed an ear-splitting roar that made my every hair stand on end. Still, that wasn’t the worst part. As it roared, a churning, fizzing ball of bronzed light gathered in that cavernous mouth. An unsettling current, like the moments before an electrical storm, throbbed through the atmosphere around us. The Fear Dearg was building its energy…

      Its form of attack, when the terror hasn’t worked… The memory exploded in my mind: the one survivor, who’d aged almost sixty years in a single blast and died two years later.

      Time seemed to slow as the ensuing events unfurled before my horrified eyes. The Fear Dearg lurched forward and the ball of light fired out of its mouth, heading directly for Nathan. Before I could stop her, Genie leapt in front of him, no doubt believing that her Verso ability could absorb the attack, and she could hurl it right back. I saw my hand reach for her, a gut instinct telling me that she was about to make a terrible mistake, but my fingertips slid off her hoodie sleeve.

      The bronzed blast struck her square in the chest. Her eyes widened in surprise and her mouth fell open as if she wanted to scream, but no sound emerged. The blast disappeared inside her, closely followed by an aftershock that pulsed out of her in ring after ring of sparking, red-tinged light. As the ripples hit Nathan and me, that wrenching dread pricked through my veins once more. Only this time, I couldn’t tell if it was the magic of the Fear Dearg or something far, far worse.

      “No!” I screamed. Genie’s hands flew upward, clawing her throat frantically, like she could somehow force her airways open. I tried to move the couple of paces toward her, but my legs wouldn’t cooperate. Nothing seemed real. Nathan lunged to catch her, but he was a moment too slow. Her knees gave way and she crashed to the ground, gasping for breath as her skin turned from Atlantean pale to an impossible, terrible gray. The living pink of her lips drained to a deathly purple, and the light went out of her eyes. She fell still, one hand still wrapped around her throat.

      My best friend was dead.
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      I forced my shaking legs to function, staggering forward and collapsing to my knees beside Genie. I couldn’t even see the Fear Dearg anymore. All I saw was my friend, lifeless on the ground. Hauling her into my arms, I shook her gently, willing my voice to work.

      “Wake up, Genie!” I begged, unable to figure out how to breathe and speak at the same time. “Please, Genie. Please, please, please… you have to wake up. You’re okay, I know you are. You’re going to be okay. You have to be okay. You can’t be…” I couldn’t say it. “Genie, just open your eyes. Just tell me you’re all right. Genie… Genie!” I clutched her, staring into her vacant, slate gray eyes, expecting her to blink at any moment. She would blink. She would take a breath. She would be okay. She couldn’t be… gone. My head wouldn’t even contemplate it.

      A soft, familiar voice broke the night air. “I… I didn’t mean te do that.”

      Tears streaming down my face, I lifted my gaze from my limp best friend for as long as I could bear. There, standing where the Fear Dearg had been, was the man who’d kidnapped me. He might not have had a bandana covering half his face anymore, but it was undoubtedly him. Brown eyes had replaced the fiery red, one hand running anxiously through his dark curls. He had a handsome face, all rugged and chiseled, but he might as well have been a troll or a banshee. To me, there had never been anyone uglier than him at that moment. I didn’t know when he’d morphed back to his human form, and I didn’t care. He’d killed her.

      I saw red. “You bastard! You evil bastard!” Laying Genie down as gently as my trembling hands could manage, I ran at my kidnapper like a woman possessed. My fists flew without hesitation, pummeling his chest, his face, his stomach, anywhere that I could land a blow. I felt him try to fight me off, his hands gripping my wrists, but my grief made me powerful. I wrenched free of him and pounded harder, blind with rage, and battered the living daylights out of him with everything I had. Blood trickled out of his nose and I felt my knuckles cracking, sending a jarring pain through my right hand, but I wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t even see through the stinging tears, but my fists never slowed. I couldn’t speak except to hurl the worst kind of expletives at him—sharp bursts of pure aggression, words I’d never used in my entire life.

      “WHY?!” I screamed, driving my knee into his thigh. “Why? Why did you do this? You KILLED her, you evil son of a bitch!” He wasn’t doing anything to defend himself or fight back. I took advantage of his defenselessness and smacked my forehead into the bridge of his nose. Searing pain ricocheted through my skull, sending me staggering backward in a dizzy mess. His hand grabbed me around the arm, keeping me upright, but I wrenched away once again. I didn’t want him to touch me; he repulsed me. I didn’t want him anywhere near me, not unless he was in a body bag. A murderer like him wouldn’t get an ounce of my mercy. I couldn’t have stopped myself from beating the crap out of him, even if I was thinking straight.

      “I didn’t mean te,” he repeated, ducking another blow to the face. “I’m sorry, Persephone. I… didn’t even know I could do that. I’d never… kill... I don’t know what happened.”

      I glowered at him through foggy eyes, my head throbbing. “I’ll tell you what happened. You murdered my best friend, and I’m going to throw you off this friggin’ cliff if it’s the last thing I do!” I lunged for him again, but he twisted out of the way.

      “It were an accident, I swear!” he protested as I whirled back to attack again. “I saw that fella over there meddlin’ with stuff, talkin’ to himself. I thought… he were the one who cursed me, ‘cause he seemed te know what he were lookin’ for. As soon as I had that thought, I lost it. I just lost it!”

      “You think that’s an excuse for what you’ve done?” My face contorted into a mask of disgust as I leapt for his throat, intent on squeezing the life out of him. An eye for an eye might make the whole world blind, but I couldn’t have cared less. I wanted him to pay for what he’d done to Genie. I wanted him to suffer.

      He managed to feint under my flailing hands and take a few steps back, his palms raised in surrender. “It weren’t my fault! It were yer kind what made me like this. I don’t have any control when I change into that thing. I’ve tried te control it, but nothin’ works!” He was pleading, his hands shaking. “I didn’t mean te hurt that girl. I’ve never wanted te kill a soul. That ain’t who I am. I really didn’t mean for this te happen. Please, I’m so sorry. Ye have te believe me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything. And I’d say those jumper cables you tried to use on me show me exactly what kind of person you are!” I spat, ready to hurl myself at him again. Kicking the hell out of him gave me the vain hope that it might stop my heart from shattering into a billion jagged shards. Anything to avoid having to look back at Genie and face the truth. The longer I could keep venting my bitter grief at this asshole, the longer I’d be able to keep the lie going—that my best friend wasn’t dead on the ground, killed by his hand.

      Just then, an arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me away from my kidnapper. I whipped around, coming face to face with Nathan’s devastated expression and teary eyes. His glasses had fogged, his face blotchy, his breaths coming in short, difficult gasps.

      My fists beat his chest feebly. “Let me go, Nathan!”

      “Go to Genie and keep talking to her. I know that sounds stupid, but… just trust me. Keep talking to her. It’s important,” he murmured, confusing me. Either this was a distraction technique, or he knew something I didn’t. He gave me a more urgent look. “I’ll deal with him, but you have to keep talking to her. She needs you to. I need you to.”

      I finally looked at the sight my heart couldn’t bear. Genie, lying on the bench where Nathan must’ve moved her. A switch flipped inside me, all of the overwhelming fury draining out of me as I went toward her. Carefully, and with some difficulty, I pulled her upper body until she was in a sitting position and wrapped my arms around her, cradling her head against my shoulder.

      “Please come back,” I whispered, the dam bursting open. I didn’t need Nathan’s insistence—I couldn’t help but talk to her, even if it was useless. Even if she couldn’t hear me anymore. Tears flooded my cheeks as I rocked her, a bestial howl of pain and despair growling out of my throat. “You still have eighty years, Genie. There are… so many things we’ve still got… to do. I can’t be a naughty old lady without you… You were at my side before I was even born. We have to go out of this world together, when we’re gray and we’ve… done everything together. You have to… live the life you want, like you said. So, just… come back, okay? Don’t go now. Not now.”

      I buried my face in her shoulder and screamed until my lungs burned, unable to cope with the weight of it all. I covered her hair with my hands to try and stop her from getting wet. The storm that Genie had brought down on us with her Water ability knew how I felt. It hammered down its own mournful tears, drenching me to the bone. I liked to think it was still tinged with her Chaos, even if that wasn’t true.

      “I don’t want to do this without you,” I whispered into her damp hoodie. “Don’t make me, Genie. My life doesn’t make sense if you’re not here. And you’ve still got to go on your first date with Nathan, so you can have that kiss you missed out on. You’re not allowed to leave before you’ve been in love. It’s not right. Please, just… wake up.” I smoothed down the back of her hair, my fingertips touching the hard silver of her Esprit. She felt so small and vulnerable in my arms, instead of the giant she’d been in life.

      My heart hurt, like someone was twisting a knife in my chest. This couldn’t be happening. No, this had to be one of Leviathan’s messed-up dreams, intended to test me. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to clear my mind, hoping that I would be the one to wake up when I opened them. But when I did, nothing had changed. My best friend still lay dead in my arms. I could endure a lot of things, but not this. Never this. We’d only just spoken about the long lives we might have, and the love she desperately wanted. It was too cruel to take her away after that, her hopes and dreams and life unfulfilled.

      Leviathan? Can you hear me? I made a last-ditch effort, prepared to sell my soul to the devil if it meant she could live. He’d said that the telepathic pathway tended to open between our minds when I was in a moment of heightened emotion. If he couldn’t feel this pain an ocean away, then he had to have been lying.

      I am sorry, my Persephone, his voice reverberated in my head, confirming the emotional connection. I know what you intend to ask. It is not something I can give. I can offer comfort, nothing more. It is a shame. I was fond of her.

      His words shattered what little hope I had left. Then what good are you? I snapped. If you can’t help, I don’t want to hear from you. You’ve got no right to feel what I’m feeling.

      Very well. I will go, he said sadly. But I will be here if you need me. When it feels like too much to bear, let me take some of the weight.

      I ignored him, putting all of my energy into holding my friend, and soon felt his presence fade away. I couldn’t accept that she was gone. So, I just sat there and wailed, hugging her close.

      “I really didn’t mean te,” my kidnapper said to Nathan, though I was barely listening. In truth, I had no idea how Nathan was able to face that bastard without beating him to a pulp. I might’ve lost my best friend, but Nathan had lost the woman he cared about, and his chance to confess his feelings to her. We were both in the same painful, sinking ship. “It were ye, spyin’ with that magic thing.”

      “I had nothing to do with your curse,” Nathan said. “We were actually trying to find out what happened to you, and then you go and do this.” I heard the venom in his voice. “You took her from me. You are fortunate that I understand what a curse like this could do to a person’s control, otherwise I’d be picking up where Persie left off.”

      “I need te go,” the kidnapper gasped. “I think… I’m about te turn again.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Nathan barked, raising his hands to unleash a spell. “You killed her, and you tortured her friend. You’re going to face punishment for both.”

      The kidnapper shook his head. “I don’t want te hurt anyone else.” He turned to me and I glared back, hating the sight of him. “I know it’s not enough, but… I really am sorry. I wish I could take it back. And I know I don’t deserve it, but please… forgive me.” Nathan launched a flurry of sparks at him, but he was one step faster. He dodged the attack and turned tail, sprinting off through the bushes where he vanished while still in human form. I didn’t know whether to be glad or livid, but one thing was for sure: he wasn’t going to escape justice, not if I had anything to do with it.

      Still holding Genie close, I watched Nathan walk toward us. His head hung and his shoulders slumped, such that I couldn’t make out the expression on his face. But I could read his body language and felt the pain in every step he took. As he rounded the bench and came closer, he knelt on the sodden ground and looked up at me. His eyes were ringed with red.

      “Can you stand for a moment?” he said quietly. “Lay her down.”

      Puzzled, I squinted back at him. “Why?”

      “You’ll see,” he said shortly. “I want you to know, Genie, before I do this, that I didn’t mean to keep it from you,” he murmured, as though I wasn’t there at all. “It’s not something I’m proud of, but I can’t… let you go. When I first saw you, I knew I was in trouble of the best kind. You were like a lighthouse in a storm—so bright and bold and fearless and unapologetically yourself. I refuse to let your light go out. And it’s not just because I didn’t get the chance to tell you how I feel. You are needed in this world, Genie. So, I’m going to be like you for a moment—I’m going to be braver and bolder, and I’m going to be who I am, without apology.”

      What is he talking about? I opened my mouth to ask, but his actions stopped me. Slowly, he placed his hands on Genie—one on her abdomen, one on her chest. He closed his eyes, and a moment later tendrils of violet light slithered out from his palms, diving into Genie’s skin with a life of their own. I gaped in shock as her veins lit up, pulsing purple, the Chaos coursing through her at breakneck pace, churning up the pathways of her stilled blood. It branched up her neck and across her face until it reached her eyes. The pupils of her open, blank eyes flared with a violet glow that instinctively made me step back.

      “Please,” Nathan whispered, as brighter tendrils thrummed out of his hands and into Genie. Eventually, her entire body glowed with a halo of purple, flecked with misty strands of black.

      He can’t be… I remembered the pixies talking about their former Necromancy abilities, flashing purple cuttlefish spots at me so I’d understand what they were referring to. The ability was frowned upon in magical society, though it couldn’t be banned outright thanks to the executive order that Davin had drawn up during the Atlantis conflict. But it was also a rare enough ability that most magicals went their whole lives without ever meeting a Necromancer. My mom had told me many years ago that there were only a handful left in the world, and they tended to keep to themselves for fear of being stigmatized.

      Suddenly, an explosion of purple and black erupted from Genie’s chest. Her body heaved upward, like Nathan had charged her with 300 volts on a defibrillator. And then… a sound that would stay with me for the rest of my natural life. A sharp, gasping intake of breath. My jaw dropped as Genie blinked rapidly, the purple light fading slowly from her eyes and body, retreating down the veins it had invaded.

      “G-Genie?” I struggled to find my voice, shock and awe overwhelming my senses.

      She sat bolt upright, confusion and horror written across her face. “What… just happened?” She stared at Nathan, who swayed slightly. He managed to reach out for her, taking hold of her hand with shaky fingertips for a moment, before he dragged himself to his feet.

      “I need to excuse myself,” he apologized, taking a puzzle box from his jacket pocket. “I feel a Purge coming on.”

      As he wandered off into the nearby trees, I launched myself at my best friend, wrapping her up in the tightest embrace I could muster. I had never known relief and gratitude like this. Here she was, in my arms, blinking and panting and struggling to figure out what was going on. Her chest rose and fell against mine. Such a small movement, yet more impactful than an earthquake.

      “You’re alive,” I gasped. “Thank Chaos, you’re alive! I thought you were gone… I thought you were never coming back.”

      “Gone?” Genie pulled back slightly. “Did I… die?”

      I nodded, tears of joy replacing the sad ones. “You don’t remember?”

      “I remember that misty bastard. And I know he hit me with something that burned like a biatch, but then… I don’t know what happened. Everything went black for a while and I was, sort of… floating around somewhere. I don’t know where.” She knitted her brows together in concern. “But… if I died, how am I alive again?” She shook her limbs out. “My body feels all weird and tingly.”

      Just then, Nathan re-emerged from the trees, clutching a glowing puzzle box. Whatever he’d Purged, he’d caught it, but I could tell that what he’d done had taken a serious toll on him. He looked pale and weak, wobbling a bit as he walked toward us. Evidently, resurrection required a truckload of power, and Nathan was now running on fumes. But, as he lifted his gaze toward us, his face crumpled with relief. A gasp escaped his throat and I thought he might collapse under the weight of what he’d managed to do, but he kept his balance and staggered closer, his eyes never leaving Genie.

      “You should ask him.” I nodded toward him.

      Genie frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I think there’s something you need to tell us.” I tried to meet Nathan’s overwhelmed gaze, to point out the obvious, but his focus was unwavering on Genie. Thanks to him, I had a very confused, but very much alive best friend back in my arms. And, while I would be eternally grateful for that, there was one almighty question that needed answering. Why had he kept this a secret from us? If I’d known he was capable of bringing people back from the dead, he might’ve spared my knuckles and a whole reservoir of tears. Clearly, there was something else going on. But what? What could be so bad that he couldn’t reveal the truth to the woman he adored, and someone I hoped he thought of as a good friend?

      Whatever it is, he risked it all to save Genie… Realization dawned and my heart swelled for this man, almost enough to forgive him for putting me through hell without an explanation. When it came down to it, he’d had to make a choice between keeping his secret and saving her. If news got out that he was a Necromancer, everyone would look at him differently, hitting him with the social stigma that came with that ability. He’d had no time to plead for secrecy first. He’d acted, fully aware of what the implications might be if Genie needed treatment post-resurrection.

      Oh, Nathan… As if we would ever tell a soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Nathan

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite constant caution, my web of lies had unraveled before me, undone by a single thread. By making the choice to act instead of clinging to those lies, I had put everything I had ever worked for on the line. My only consolation was that I had revealed my ability for the best possible cause: to save Genie’s life. She had stepped in the way of the Fear Dearg’s deadly attack, and I had brought her back. As far as exchanges went, I felt I had received the better deal. If she hadn’t put herself in harm’s way, I would be dead, and there would have been nobody to bring me back to life. Necromancy forbade self-resurrection, unless you tricked your way into getting a charm or a spell that could allow it.

      And I only knew of one such Necromancer who had done that.

      Evil scumbag. Necromancy was not an ability that I’d used often. The only exception was with a childhood friend who had struck his head on a rock while diving from a riverbank, although he never found out what had truly happened to him. I had acted quickly and instinctively, before anyone noticed something was amiss. To his family, it looked as though he had temporarily lost consciousness. My mum knew the truth, but we had both agreed to never speak of it. And she’d helped me to trick every test with a temporary Suppressor, which slotted into my arm prior to getting Readings at covens and this Institute, so the Necromancy would never show up. That was both the trouble and the benefit of innate powers—using them was akin to riding a bike.

      I knelt next to Genie, temporarily avoiding Persie’s leading question. “Do you feel all right?” Things could go awry with Necromancy, especially if it hadn’t been used in a very long time. Sometimes, people didn’t come back quite the same. Not zombies, per se, but… different, their eyes vacant, some vital thing forever missing.

      Genie prodded her face with her fingertips. “I think so. It’s hard to tell, since I’m freezing my ass off in this rain.”

      I shuffled off my soaking wet jacket and draped it over her shoulders. “You don’t feel… off at all?” I asked. She looked and sounded like herself, but that was no assurance that I’d done a complete job. That was another reason I had been fearful of revealing my ability, in case I screwed it up and brought back an empty husk who only looked like Genie. But… how could I have just let her die? It simply hadn’t been an option, when all was said and done.

      “Tingly, but I don’t mind tingles,” she replied, with a nervous laugh. “I wouldn’t mind knowing what in Chaos’s name is going on. Persie says I died? All I remember is something in between. Like I was… going somewhere.”

      I nodded. “You were, but your spirit was still hovering around. That’s why I asked Persie to keep talking to you, so your spirit would stay close, drawn by the sound of familiar voices. Thanks to her keeping you here, I was able to bring you back. Had you gone beyond that… unfortunately, my skillset is not nearly developed enough to recall souls from behind the proverbial veil. There are some who can, but not me.” I knelt down and took her hand in mine, thrilled that I could hold her and feel warmth instead of the unnerving cold of the dead. “You saved my life, Genie. It was the least I could do, in return, to save yours.”

      She smiled, evidently still confused. “But… how?”

      “If I tell you, you can’t breathe a word to anyone. It’s not a secret I keep lightly. My lies protect me from others judging me by my past, instead of who I am as a person—my own person,” I explained stiffly. It was like revisiting an old memory that I hadn’t thought about for a long time, trying to bring it into three-dimensions in my mind. I supposed I had lied for so long that I’d started to believe my own fabrications. Now, I had to face everything that I had buried deep, as Genie and Persie were not the type to give in without an answer.

      Persie shuffled up beside Genie on the bench, making me feel as though I were teaching a lesson to two wayward children. “We won’t say anything,” she promised.

      “Unless you say you’re an axe murderer,” Genie chimed in. “Then, we might have to say something. We’re not priests. We didn’t swear any oath to keep bad secrets.” In that moment, I knew the woman I adored had returned in one piece. If a piece of her soul had become trapped in the ether, she would not have been able to make her usual jokes. Even her eyes spoke of wholeness, glinting with their usual energy. Perhaps, she was just worried that I really was an axe murderer.

      You’re going to hate me after this. I braced myself, knowing how the truth had affected her personally. Although, in a twisted way, it had also brought us together. Maybe that would be enough to stave off any wariness or hatred.

      “I’m not an axe murderer,” I assured them. “But I am a Necromancer, which is probably fairly obvious.”

      Persie nodded. “Yeah, I figured that out when purple Chaos started coming out of your hands and Genie started breathing again. I’ve never understood why Necromancers have to hide what they can do, though, like you’ve been doing. It’s a more ‘taboo’ ability, sure, but as long as you didn’t use it for bad stuff, why would anyone have a problem with it? Take Davin Doncaster, for example. He was the issue, not his powers. But then you’ve got Alton Waterhouse, who, by all accounts, only used it for good.” She paused. “Wait… if you’re swearing us to secrecy, does that mean Victoria doesn’t know?”

      “No, she doesn’t.” I took off my glasses and wiped the fog away anxiously.

      Persie scratched her temple in thought. “Is that why you kept it quiet, for job prospects?”

      “Partially,” I replied.

      “Wait a sec.” Genie’s thumb traced small circles against my hand, though I wasn’t sure if she was aware of it. “Necromancy is one of the only hereditary abilities… Is it something to do with your family?” Her eyes widened, as if the pieces were coming together. “Your dad! Has he got something to do with it?”

      I exhaled wearily. “Yes.”

      “Do we know who he is?” Persie leaned in, her intrigue palpable.

      “Yes.” I hesitated, urging the revelation onto my tongue as if I were trying to cough up a fishbone. “My dad is… Davin Doncaster.”

      Genie yelped, letting go of my hand and looking at me in shock. “What the hell?!”

      I knew you would look at me differently. I stared down at my lonely hand, still feeling the circles she’d drawn on my skin. This reaction was precisely why I didn’t tell anyone. Who would want to be associated with the son of one of the world’s greatest villains? Even though he’d vanished off the face of the Earth and I had no idea what had happened to him after he messed with Atlantis, his reputation lived on. A black smudge on my entire life.

      “Are you serious?” Persie’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Hold on a sec… That means the Grimoire that you’ve got is Davin friggin’ Doncaster’s Grimoire?! A book that every magical museum in the world would give their left leg for?”

      I’d forgotten that I’d told her about that. However, there was one Grimoire that was, perhaps, even more sought after.

      “It’s not quite as infamous as your Great Aunt’s, but yes.” I wasn’t being snarky, but I wanted to regain my footing somewhat, with a reminder that everyone had rotten eggs in their family tree—that didn’t mean the entire tree was bad. I didn’t know enough about Genie’s lineage to speak on it, but Persie’s family certainly had its villains. The worst in recent history, in fact.

      Persie reddened. “Good point, well made.”

      “I just want to make it clear that, as far as I’m concerned, I don’t even have a father.” I looked to Genie, willing her to look back. But she kept her gaze turned downward, her forehead crinkling with consternation. “Had I not been born with his ability, it would be an easier fiction to maintain. Even so, he’s never acted like a father toward me, and I don’t know, or care, where he is. I made the mistake of trying to find him once, and once was enough.” I twisted the bracelet on my wrist, recalling that error in vivid Technicolor. It made Genie look up at me, at last. “He made my mum believe that he loved her, saddled her with me, and then jumped ship, never to be heard from again. In fact, I’m not entirely convinced that he didn’t just leave his Grimoire behind so that no one else would get their hands on it. Free security, courtesy of the family that he duped.”

      “He must have set that trap with the bracelet, not knowing you would try to find him,” Genie said quietly, as if to herself.

      I nodded. “I came to the same conclusion. He made it so that anyone who got hold of his Grimoire wouldn’t be able to trace him with it. And I was the idiot who attempted it, out of some stupid sense of wanting to know more about him. I should have stopped with my mum’s mantra, that ‘he was an arsehole who never deserved us.’ Though she always said she was glad to have met him, because she got me out of it.” I shrugged. “But I suppose that’s the stuff parents say so their kids don’t blame themselves.”

      “You don’t look like him.” Genie narrowed her eyes, inspecting me. “No… you don’t look like him at all.”

      I laughed bitterly. “Small mercies, I suppose.”

      “Well, I can understand why you wanted to keep it under wraps,” Persie admitted, giving a low whistle of astonishment. “I’m not sure there’s anyone in the magical world who wouldn’t hear that name and freak out.”

      I picked at the bracelet’s leather. “Exactly, which is why I never took his name. I am Nathan O’Hara, and I’ve never wanted to be anything else. If people knew about my father, they would never trust me, even if I didn’t give them a reason to doubt me.” I held Genie’s gaze for as long as she would let me. “Then, there’s the rarity of my ability itself to consider. There are some in this world who want all Necromancers dead or imprisoned, and there are others who would seek to use it for their own ends. So, I’ve done my best to stay off the radar.”

      To my surprise, Genie shuffled to the edge of the bench and reached out, taking my face in her hands. “You are wonderful. You are not your father, and you are not defined by his name. You are you. And I owe you my life.” She laughed, her face lighting up. “Although it would’ve been fun to haunt you. You’d never be able to walk into a room again without wondering if I was there. Oh, and you can forget about showering.”

      I gulped. “I already have my fears about that, thanks to your invisibility spell.”

      “I know.” She winked, giggling in the cutest, most maniacal way as she toppled forward into my arms, holding me tightly. I didn’t know what else to do but hug her back, my hand resting on the indents of her ribs so I could feel every breath she took, grateful beyond comprehension that she was alive—and that she was still undeniably Genie. As she buried her face into the side of my neck, I heard the faintest sniffle. “Thank you, Nathan. Thank you so much for what you did. And, while I’m at it, thank you for being honest. I know who you are… and you’re nothing like your dad.”

      My eyes prickled with tears. Those last four words were like a salve to the nightmare of being Davin Doncaster’s son. Not wanting Genie or Persie to see how moved I was, I held Genie tighter and concealed my face in the wet fabric of my jacket, still draped over her shoulders. Because of her, I’d used an ability and revealed a past that I had suppressed my entire life. And, because it was her, it felt utterly worthwhile. On the one hand, I was a firm believer that if it was your time to go, then you had to go. But that black-and-white notion could turn to shades of gray when it was someone you cared for deeply—that was a truth universally acknowledged by all Necromancers. If only the Purges afterward weren’t so horrific, I imagined many Necromancers would use their skills more often. I myself had forged a rock golem back there in the trees, which now lay safely inside the puzzle box. But even that unpleasant experience couldn’t dampen my joy at having Genie back.

      “Let’s just not make this a frequent occurrence, okay? I’m not sure I could handle it,” I mumbled into Genie’s shoulder.

      She laughed, her breath tickling the back of my neck. “Why, am I a bad hugger?”

      “I… uh… meant the dying part.” My glasses started to fog up again, my heart pounding.

      She gave me a lingering squeeze. “I know what you meant.”
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      Two days passed in a disorienting blur, and though my best friend had cheated death, I had still had a sour taste of what life would be like without her. After the resurrection, Nathan had insisted on taking Genie to the Infirmary and putting her on sick leave for the rest of the week. The medics on duty had asked what was wrong, but we were spared the need to lie; as it turned out, Genie had a legitimate fever and cough from shivering out in the rain for so long—enough of an illness to warrant being fussed over by medical professionals, a situation Genie loathed to her core. Being the perpetual tough nut, she claimed that being sick was almost as bad as being dead. Her words, not mine, and I’d scolded her for even saying them.

      Since Genie was recuperating from her foray into the afterlife, I spent my Thursday and Friday going to lessons alone. The entire class had been shocked by the news that Genie Vertis, wunderkind and all-around heroine, had been downed by a trifling bit of flu. Even Marcel had done a double take when I’d told him, wondering if she was just “pulling a sickie” so she didn’t have to try flooring him again. Of course, I’d given her the breakdown of what she’d missed after classes were over, keeping vigil at her bedside until the medics chased me away. Nathan had been there a lot, too, since he didn’t have to spend hours at the mercy of instructors.

      The weekend arrived, but Genie still hadn’t been let off bed rest. As such, Nathan and I had decided to go to the magical farmer’s market to rustle up some goodies that might cheer Genie up… and stop her from whining at the medics to let her out. I’d been granted permission from Victoria to go outside the Institute boundaries for this one excursion, since I’d have Nathan with me, and it was still magical territory. The market was held on the last Saturday of each month, with vendors traveling from every continent aside from Antarctica to set up shop in the designated interdimensional bubble located in the field just beyond the Institute. The jumbled mix of stalls with striped awnings, carts of all shapes and sizes, and walking sellers wielding baskets of produce probably would’ve fit, just about, inside a football pitch, with crowded paths cutting distinct lines between the rows of vendors.

      I drank it all in as we entered the bubble. Golden pastries, rich with butter, were racked up on trays, the elegant lattice work restraining pockets of tart apricots and berries, sugary apples, impeccably sliced peaches, and decadent chocolate for those who didn’t care about clogging their arteries. Fresh breads, straight out of the oven, bloomed in wicker baskets, begging to be slathered thick with Irish butter. Cakes iced in mesmerizing, galactic mirror glazes adorned one stall, while entire statues of chocolate-carved monsters towered over a tiny chocolatier, who was hard at work melting more brown deliciousness into molds. Further along, I saw bronzed ducks, headily spiced with flavors of the Far East, glistening on rotisserie spits. The scent made my mouth water. Bubbly, cackling African women tossed frying sunshine-yellow squash in an enormous pan, throwing in bright green peppers and a purple-tinged root vegetable that I didn’t recognize. My stomach growled as we passed their stall. “I don’t think this place will ever lose its novelty,” I said.

      “You just have to look at Marcel to know that.” Nathan grinned, looking more chipper than he had since his revelations. “He’s here every month, without fail. There’s not a single stall owner who doesn’t know him.”

      A young woman stopped us on our path, holding out a tray of gelato. “Would you like a sample?”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.” I took one of the tiny cups, swallowing the cold goodness before Nathan had even reached for his. Tangy lemon melted on my tongue, refreshing and cool in the cramped heat of the market. I glanced at Nathan. “Do you think Genie might like some?”

      He smiled. “I think it would melt before we got it to her.”

      “Good point.” I dropped the cup in a nearby trashcan and pressed on, marveling at cupcakes with a sparkling halo of sugar crystals floating around the icing. Intriguing, but they weren’t special enough to bring Genie out of her bedridden funk. She needed the best comfort food money could buy, and maybe a gift too. And the market had it all: food, drinks, jewelry, clothing, and anything else you didn’t know you were looking for.

      “How about this?” Nathan paused beside a stall selling sodas in old-fashioned, pop-cap bottles. “Sugar is good for a fever. They have moon-melon flavor!”

      I snorted. “Pardon?”

      “Moon-melons. They’re grown in a remote part of Iceland by a tribe of magicals. They’re exposed to the moonlight every night, and kept warm under blankets during the day,” he explained. “Apparently, because of the magic they’re infused with, they never lose their chill, so we don’t have to worry about it getting warm before she can drink it.”

      “Sounds perfect!” I encouraged, pleased to see him relaxed and enjoying himself. He’d been even more awkward than usual after the Necromancy, no doubt worrying that we’d suddenly turn on him—or turn him in—because of who his father was. Sure, it had thrown me for a loop, but I understood better than anyone that having a bad relative didn’t make you bad, too. While he hadn’t chosen his father, he had chosen to distance himself from that awful legacy. And he’d saved my best friend’s life, which awarded him a whole deck of forgiveness cards, in my book.

      Nathan bought a whole case of the moon-melon bottles and stowed them away in a canvas bag, where they clinked happily. I didn’t say so out loud, but if they came from Nathan, I knew Genie would love them—even if they tasted like garbage.

      Continuing our browsing mission, we picked up some samples of South African dried fruit, chewing on the tasty, if somewhat leathery, strips of dried mango as we walked. Swallowing a chunk, I mustered the courage to say some things that I hadn’t been able to say sooner.

      I cleared my throat. “Thank you, by the way.”

      He turned, a splinter of dried mango sticking out of his mouth. “Hmm?”

      “I never got to say thanks for saving Genie. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d be in an asylum somewhere, crazy with grief.” I lowered my gaze, feeling tears prickle. In the days since it had happened, the thought of how differently things could’ve turned out kept bombarding my mind. And every time I dwelled on it, the tears came. “I know you took a massive risk, revealing everything to us. I just wanted to make sure you know how grateful I am. She means the world to me, and a world without her isn’t one I want to live in.”

      He chewed discreetly on his mango. “Sometimes, when faced with the worst possible scenario, you have to do things you’d never normally do. She was my exception. I saw her on the ground and I knew I had to do everything in my power to ensure that she lived, even if it went against my ethics.”

      “I suppose I chucked a lot of my ethics out of the window, too, when I beat the crap out of that bastard,” I muttered. My knuckles were still bruised, and they ached every time I moved my fingers. But, given the chance again, even knowing that Genie would survive, I’d still have gone to town on him.

      Nathan laughed. “I confess, I didn’t know you had a secret boxer hiding in there.”

      “Neither did I.” I ripped off another piece of mango and munched on it thoughtfully. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Go on,” he replied, a hint of tension creeping into his face.

      “Do you remember much about your dad?”

      He sighed, as though he’d been expecting the question. “Not really. He left when I was three, and he didn’t leave many pictures. I suppose he wanted to cover his tracks. Everything I know about him I’ve learned from my mum or his Grimoire. Neither version is particularly flattering."

      “But… you do know what happened to him, right? Or did you mean it when you said you had no idea?” My mom and uncle had told me many a tale about old Davin Doncaster, with my Auntie Ryann chiming in with some stinging sass. And they hadn’t been particularly flattering, either.

      He paused. “No, I meant it.”

      “Do you want to know?” I tested the waters. He’d given us complete honesty, and if I could help him put any lingering ghosts to rest, then I would. Plus, it had always been my uncle’s favorite story.

      He hesitated. “Yes, I think I would.”

      “Lux imprisoned him in the center of the Earth,” I said. “Everyone thought he got locked up in Purgatory after the Atlantis thing, but that was a lie, told by the authorities who were in Antarctica at the time. I guess they thought it would have made them look bad or something, if a Child of Chaos had dispensed with him instead of using the proper avenues for justice. In my opinion, she delivered the best justice possible. He’s going to have to spend eternity with no one for company but himself, and there could be no worse punishment than making him hate the sound of his own voice. That’s what my mom says, anyway.”

      Laughter pealed out of Nathan’s mouth, taking me by surprise. “You know what, I think your mum is right. Ah, Persie, you’ve just made my childhood self ridiculously happy. You see, I always hoped he’d met a more creative fate than just Purgatory.” He grinned at me. “If I ever meet Lux, I’ll have to bring her the biggest gift basket I can find.”

      “I figured you ought to know.” I smiled, pleased that I’d been able to brighten his mood.

      Still beaming from ear to ear, he carried on down the aisles of the market, and I fell in step beside him. “You must have heard some incredible tales in your time, I imagine,” Nathan said thoughtfully.

      “And some that still haunt me.” I laughed, recalling the story of Davin being eviscerated by Murray. My mom had banned Finch from telling it to me for years. I briefly wondered if I should tell Nathan that one, but figured it might be a little much. Davin had continuously wriggled his way out of death and many maulings without a scratch on him, and Nathan clearly had no love for the guy, but it didn’t mean he’d want to hear all the gory details.

      “Have you used your ability much, or is it something you avoid?” I asked, eyeing an array of jade bangles.

      Nathan puffed air through his teeth, as if trying to remember something. “I don’t think I’ve used it since I was eleven, maybe twelve. I saved a friend who completely destroyed his spinal cord after hitting a rock. Besides you and Genie, only my mum knows about my ability.” A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Before that, I mostly used it to bring back my hamsters. They had a tendency to die on me.”

      “Maybe that was the real start to your love of monsters,” I teased. “Syrian hamsters can be cute and cuddly, but those Russian ones are savage to the core. I wouldn’t be surprised if it turns out they’re actually monsters in tiny, fluffy disguises.”

      He chuckled. “Sounds like you had a bad experience.”

      “One bit me in a pet shop, and I hold the entire species accountable.” I stopped to look at some silver rings, but none of them screamed ‘Genie.’ She didn’t wear jewelry often, aside from her barrette Esprit, so it had to be something truly unique if I was going to fork out major Euros for it. “By the way, how are you feeling about revealing your ‘ability’ to us? I know it couldn’t have been easy, and we didn’t exactly give you much choice.”

      He put the last of his mango in his mouth, his forehead creasing. “It’s… strange. I shared a piece of myself that I’ve never shared with anyone but my mum. I think it’ll just take some getting used to.”

      “You know your secret is safe with us, don’t you?” I assured him, a bit of mischief lightening my tone. “Plus, after being her hero, I’m one hundred percent sure that Genie will accept your offer of a date now, if you’d just get your ass in gear and ask the girl out.”

      Nathan almost choked on his mouthful. “How did you know?”

      “Because I’m not blind.” I smiled at him. “So, just ask her, okay? She’d kill me for saying it, so you should probably keep your ability primed, but she’s waiting for you to make the first move. This time without being disturbed by naughty pixies.” I grinned.

      His eyes bulged. “She told you about that?”

      “There are no secrets between us, which is why your secret will be safe. Nothing escapes our covenant.” I paused. “Well, aside from that little tidbit that I just told you, but that’s different—that’s to make my friend happy, and so the two of you will stop making goo-goo eyes at each other in front of me and actually do something about it.”

      We walked on in silence for a few minutes. I could hear the cogs whirring in his mind as he processed what I’d just told him. He had to know that Genie felt the same way he did, right? If he didn’t, then perhaps he needed his prescription changed, because he wasn’t seeing what was right in front of him. His features began to relax, and he smiled. I hoped that meant he’d come to some kind of conclusion about what he was going to do, but I didn’t pry. If he had a plan in mind, I didn’t want to know about it… because then I’d have had to tell Genie, and that would ruin the surprise.

      “Do you think my kidnapper meant what he said about not meaning to kill anyone?” I changed the subject as I browsed some sparkly cookies that seemed to embody happiness itself. The aroma of sugar and butter and magic that wafted up, mingling with the hypnotic twinkle of crystalline sparkles, inspired memories of a farmhouse kitchen that I’d never been to and lazy summer afternoons on a countryside veranda that I’d only seen in movies.

      Nathan’s expression hardened, reflecting my own feelings on the matter. “I imagine so, but that doesn’t change the facts. He launched that blast intending to do harm, at the very least. Whether or not he was in control of what he was doing… it’s a tricky topic. Curses often make people behave violently, taking over their faculties completely, but I still hate him for what he did. Either way, he’s a danger to himself and those around him.”

      “I keep wondering who would do that to a person, though.” I attempted to play devil’s advocate for a moment. “Don’t get me wrong, I detest him, but the real root of his evil is whoever put that curse on him in the first place. I’d like to give them a piece of my mind, too.”

      “If he doesn’t know, I doubt anyone else will.” Nathan came to a halt in front of an aromatic noodle stall that smelled beyond incredible. Sweet and intense Chinese five-spice mingled with peppery gochujang, along with the rich scent of soy sauce. I sniffed, needing a deeper inhale. Beneath the power players, I smelled the mouthwatering tang of garlic and the subtler hint of young green scallions, plus a sneaky sprig of fresh red chilis to round everything off.

      “This is it. This is the healing soup she needs!” I professed, watching as the seller stirred the glistening broth and thick, slippery udon. Genie would love it, and if that hearty creation didn’t fix her cold, I didn’t know what would.

      Nathan licked his lips. “I was just thinking the same thing. I might even get some for myself in case she wants some company to eat with.”

      “Okay, okay, I get the message. Infirmary date with Nathan and Genie, third-wheels not welcome.” I chuckled to let him know I wasn’t being serious.

      “Oh… I can get some for you, too, if you like?” He really needed to read that book on sarcasm again.

      I waved him away. “I was joking. You and Genie should spend some quality time together. Who knows, maybe it’ll give you the courage to ask her on a real date. You know, when she’s not in a hospital gown, cursing every medic who comes by to check her temperature.”

      “Are you sure?” He sounded guilty.

      “I’m positive. Besides, I’m full from the samples.” A chalkboard sign down the aisle caught my eye, claiming to have “bespoke silver jewelry, direct from Denmark.” Maybe the Scandinavians would have the unique gift I was looking for. “I’m just going to head down there for a bit, to see if they’ve got anything Genie might like. Call me back when the noodles are ready.”

      Nathan nodded. “Will do.”

      I strolled toward the Danish goods at a leisurely pace. The noodle-maker looked like a perfectionist, making sure everything was intricately layered and ladled, so I figured I had some time. Genie would have loved to be here with us now, taking in the sights of the market, pointing out all the tasty treats and pretty things. Resurrection took some time to get over, and Nathan had warned that there’d be aches and pains and weird sensations as the spirit settled in again.

      Tears jabbed at my eyes as my brain decided to play a gut-wrenching slideshow of Genie getting hit by the blast and crashing to the ground, clawing at her throat before falling still, her body lifeless. For as long as I lived, I would never forget the vacant expression in her dead eyes.

      “I need some air,” I mumbled, heading straight past the Danish jeweler and out of the bubble’s nearest exit.

      Gasping for breath, I walked a few yards across the field, staring out at the clear azure sky. A cool breeze caressed my flushed cheeks and I closed my eyes, letting my surroundings envelop me.

      I was just getting my breath back and feeling calmer when the hairs rose on the back of my neck. A subtle burning sensation, as though someone was watching me. My eyes snapped open and I whipped my head around as a familiar figure darted through the wall of the market’s interdimensional bubble and out of sight.

      Oh, you bastard…
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      Furious, I took off after him, plunging back into the melee of the marketplace at the same spot where he’d disappeared. I paused for a split second, scouring the mass of people for the kidnapper. Then, up ahead, I saw familiar dark curls bouncing as a man raced through the throngs, weaving and twisting through the now-disgruntled shoppers. Only the guilty run…

      Or those pursuing justice. I broke into a sprint, chasing him through the crowded aisles, shouting back apologies to the people I bumped into. There was no way I was going to let him escape again. Digging deep for the running stamina I knew I had in me somewhere, I kept my eyes on my quarry. My feet had never felt so light as I raced along, feinting around browsers and ducking beneath awnings, following every sharp turn my kidnapper took through the labyrinth of the market. I had no idea what I would do with him once I caught up, but I could cross that bridge when I came to it. One thing was for sure: it would start with a swift kick to the crown jewels.

      Darting down a narrow path to the right, I lost sight of him. I slowed my pace to a jog, listening for any unusual sound that might reveal his location. He had to be here somewhere. I’d just seen him come this way, and people didn’t just disappear. The front of the stalls had given way to a storage area, with crates and carts and boxes piled high. The perfect place for a coward to hide.

      Halfway down the row, I heard a thud as something fell to my left. Whirling around, I squinted into the gloom behind one of the stalls, where fresh produce lay in wait for a restock. Slowly, I crept toward the shadows, certain he had to be lurking somewhere within. If only I had glanced back—just once—I would’ve seen that the shadow I was looking for was behind me.

      Before I had the chance to scream, a strong arm circled my waist and yanked me backward while a hand slithered over my mouth. I tried to bite down, only to get a mouthful of fabric soaked in something sweet. I smelled the sweetness, too, like almonds or marzipan. I tried to fight back, struggling to get a proper breath through the doused material.

      The world went hazy, dark spots dancing in my field of vision. I attempted to blink them away, but that only invited more to the party. A few seconds later, my eyelids grew heavy, my breaths slowed, and my limbs felt carved out of lead.

      I tried to call for help, but the words didn’t come. I was losing consciousness, and there was nothing I could do about it.
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      I awoke, disoriented and foggy, to unfamiliar surroundings. Chintzy wallpaper and throwback upholstery, in garish, clashing patterns made me want to squeeze my eyes shut again. My hands were tied in front of me. A musty scent filled the air, a smell a million miles away from the delicious aromas of the marketplace. Glancing over at the nearest window, I saw the backend of a trailer and realized I must be inside one. I’d seen a few of them parked on the outskirts of the market—home to the sellers who made their living by traveling from food fair to food fair, through huge chalk-doors that could accommodate these bulky structures.

      That means I’m still inside the market bubble. The thought comforted me, but only slightly. I knew who’d brought me here and, judging by our last two encounters, I sensed it wouldn’t be a friendly affair.

      A spark of inspiration fired in my skull as I pulled myself up to a sitting position. I took in the eyesore of a sofa that I was seated on, which felt sticky to the touch. I didn’t even want to know what was responsible for that. Instead, I patted frantically at my pockets, searching for my phone. By now, Nathan would be wondering where I’d gotten to. I knew he might even sound the alarm if he went to the jewelry stall and found me missing. But I wasn’t sure if I had the luxury of waiting that long, considering who’d snatched me for the second time. Still, if I could just call him, maybe I’d get out of this unscathed.

      “Ye needn’t bother. I’ve got yer phone.” A figure stepped into the light. My kidnapper, again devoid of a bandana. Up close, I could see that he had a more youthful face than I’d first thought, despite the five o’clock shadow around his jaw. He seemed taller, too, without shadows distorting his shape, and as he came nearer, I noticed that his eyes were actually a warm shade of umber—not nearly as dark as I’d thought—while his hair reflected copper when the anemic lightbulb hit his hair at the right angle. He was what I would’ve described as ruggedly masculine, and though a lot of women might have gone gaga over him, it didn’t matter to me how good-looking he was—I couldn’t stand the sight of him.

      “Looks like you’ve picked up some new kidnapping skills since last time,” I pointed out, itching to punch him in the face again. He still bore some of the bruises and scrapes of our last encounter, with a particularly angry shiner over his right eye. Annoyingly, it only made him look more rugged and handsome.

      He sighed and sank onto the opposite sofa, keeping one eye on the door. “I know I’m askin’ somethin’ I’ve no right te, but can we start over? I didn’t swipe ye this time te cause any harm. I just want ye te listen, and I knew ye wouldn’t if I just walked up te ye and started chattin’.” I drew in a shaky breath. “I really didn’t mean te hurt yer friend. If I could take it back, I would.”

      “You killed someone! Do you think you can just apologize for that?” I spat. Genie might have been brought back to life by the grace of Nathan, but this guy didn’t deserve to know that. I wanted him to sit with what he’d done and stew over it.

      He put his head in his hands, scratching restlessly at his curls. “Ye think that hasn’t kept me up every night since? Ye think I haven’t seen her face every wakin’ minute, knowin’ she suffered because of me? I know what this curse made me do, and I hate it.” He peered up at me. “I hurt a lass, and it’s tearin’ me insides up. I know I can’t make it better, and I know I can’t apologize for it, but… I just wanted ye te hear me out. I wanted ye te know that I didn’t mean te, and I want te rip this curse out for what it’s doin’ te people.” He brushed his cheek aggressively, and I saw tears clinging to his finger. His voice was tight with misery.

      No! I will not feel a shred of sympathy for this man! He killed my friend! This was precisely why good-looking people got lesser sentences in court. Handsome guys and beautiful girls made people believe they had some redeeming qualities, to match their exterior. Ironically, it was Davin Doncaster who’d taught me that the insides didn’t always match the outsides. I’d seen pictures of him and, sure, he was a looker, but he was also as evil and self-serving as they came.

      “Oh, boohoo,” I snapped. “That must have sucked for you, while I was mourning my dead friend! If you’re looking for forgiveness, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      He flinched as though I’d hit him again. “I know I don’t deserve forgiveness. I ain’t stupid. I ain’t askin’ for it, either. I just want ye te know that I’m not this curse. I can’t control what happens when it strikes, and it’s drivin’ me insane. It ain’t just yer friend that suffered because of it. There are others… people who are close te me, and I don’t know what te do.” He turned his face away, chewing the inside of his cheek. “And I know I’m late in sayin’ this, but… ye were right, what ye said when I took ye the first time. I should’ve asked for yer help, person te person, instead of usin’ threats and violence. Believe it or not, I ain’t a violent person. It hurts te see what I’ve become. This curse has made me… desperate. This ain’t who I am.”

      “And yet here I am, bound and kidnapped again.”

      He nodded slowly. “I knew ye wouldn’t come voluntarily, so I had te resort te this. But I’m goin’ te set ye loose again soon, and I’ll give yer phone back and all.” He leaned forward, making me instinctively sink back into the velvet sofa. “I just need yer help, and I hope ye’ll agree. Not for me, but for the other people who are gettin’ hurt because of this curse.”

      I had no idea what to say to that. Was this some sort of tactic to butter me up? He clearly knew that if he asked for help for himself, I would laugh in his face. Maybe this was just a trick to get me to help him.

      But maybe he really meant it. After all, it was the same thing he’d said during my first kidnapping, before the incident with Genie had even taken place. And now I’d felt firsthand what that curse could do. The panic. The terror.

      He shuffled closer, producing a switchblade from the pocket of his black jeans. The air rushed out of my lungs as he leaned in, the blade glinting in the light. Had he decided that I wouldn’t be a willing participant after all? And he’d have to resort to threats and violence again? Even if he claimed he wasn’t usually that sort of person.

      “Here.” He tucked the blade under the ropes that bound my hands together and tugged upward, the ties coming loose. “I only tied ye up ‘cause I didn’t know if ye’d—” He didn’t get to finish the sentence as I lunged forward and socked him in the jaw. I grimaced at the impact, a splintering pain shooting up my arm from my already battered knuckles. I knew I wouldn’t be able to land another hit without injuring my hand further, but that one shot had felt unbelievably satisfying.

      He massaged his jaw, wiggling it from side to side to make sure there wasn’t any proper damage. “I was goin’ te say, I only tied ye up ‘cause I didn’t know if ye’d punch me again. I deserved all of the blows ye landed the other day, so I ain’t goin’ te complain about it. If someone I cared about got hurt like that, there’d be nothin’ in this world that could stop me trying te punish whoever did it.”

      I cradled my hand, urging the throbbing pain to go away. “I don’t know who you are or what you really want, but you can’t fool me. You can talk all you like; it doesn’t change what you did. You’re just lucky my hand is killing me, otherwise, there’d be more where that came from.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” he replied with a pained smile. Still rubbing his jaw, he stood and wandered off into the trailer’s kitchenette. A moment later, he came back with a bag of frozen peas bundled in a kitsch tea towel that said, “What’s the only owl with boobs? A teet-owl.” He glanced down at it and made an apologetic face. “Sorry about the bad humor. It were the only one I could find, and I don’t want ye addin’ freezer burn to yer bruises.” He passed me the icy package, which I took reluctantly and laid over my hand.

      “This doesn’t let you off any kind of hook,” I warned, unable to hide the sweet relief of the cold peas against my aching skin.

      He nodded. “I don’t doubt that, either.” With a grunt that suggested he had some major bruises under his T-shirt, as well, he sank back down onto the sofa. “I’ll say it again, I hate what I did te yer friend. But the thing is, I stuck around after, hidin’ out of sight. Mostly, I wanted te make sure ye would be okay, even though that sounds mad. How could anyone be okay after their best friend had just taken a fatal blow, y’know? I saw ye in pain, and I wanted te see that, so I’d never forget the misery I created. Then… I saw that fella bring her back te life. It don’t change the wrong I did, but I know she ain’t dead no more. And I’m glad of that. For me own sake, sure, but also for yours.” He ran his hand through his hair and a dark curl fell across his forehead, bringing my attention to his eyes. They looked at me intently, filled with a sorrow I couldn’t begin to understand. Sorrow for Genie, perhaps, but there was a deeper and darker sadness in there, too.

      Don’t! It’s a trap! My mom had told me to watch out for Irish charm, and I had a feeling this guy had his turned up to eleven. But it wouldn’t work on me. As he’d said, Genie was alive and kicking, but it was no thanks to him. Had we not had a secret Necromancer in our ranks, things would have been very different.

      “Is yer friend all right?” he continued. “I haven’t seen so much as a glimpse of her since yer all disappeared through one of them magic doorways, but I’d like te know if she made it?”

      I folded my arms across my chest, determined not to bring any relief to his guilt until he’d answered some of my questions. “What’s your endgame here, huh? Why are you following me? You keep saying you need my help, but you haven’t actually given me a reason to provide it. I mean, I don’t even know your freaking name. So, first things first, you’re going to talk, and then I’ll decide if I want to help you.” I waited, and he nodded tightly. “I want to know what this curse does to other people that’s got you so worried,” I continued. “You mentioned it was ‘infecting’ people—were you being metaphorical? And who are the witch hunters?”

      He cocked his head to one side, scrutinizing me. “Me name’s Reid Darcy, so ye can start with that.” I couldn’t help but notice his lips as he spoke. They were nice—full and cherry red, with a precise cupid’s bow.

      Not that I cared.

      “And I’ve been under this curse for six months, ever since ye came te that witchy place. At first, it only caused bother now and again, but it’s gettin’ worse. I weren’t bein’ metaphorical when I said it’s infectin’ folks like me. Non-witchy folks. It’s turnin’ them into what I am, and I don’t know how te stop it spreadin’ further. That’s why I need yer help, ‘cause ye’ve got magic, and I hope ye’ll have a better idea than I do about how te fix this before ye’ve got a horde of these fear dogs on yer hands.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s Fear Dearg.”

      “Right, aye, I forgot.” He twisted a silver ring on the index finger of his left hand. I’d seen the design before, pinned to the lapel of a hunter. It was a claddagh, with two hands circling to cradle a crowned heart. He wore his with the point of the heart facing outward, which meant he wasn’t “attached,” so to speak. Again, not that I remotely cared whether he was or not. Frankly, considering his twinkly eyes and mysterious good looks, which thrummed with sex appeal, he probably flipped that emblem back and forth, week in, week out.

      “What about my other questions?” I prompted. This entire situation felt distinctly different from the dank and foul confines of our last discussion. He’d been the one holding the reins then, but now… I had more control. All his bluster had vanished, replaced with palpable fear, and a mournful regret visible all over his face. He certainly appeared to be less intimidating this time, and he hadn’t brought any jumper cables. Not that I could see, anyway.

      He focused on his ring. “I’m followin’ ye because ye might be me only hope. As for me endgame…” He trailed off, his shoulders sagging. “I don’t want anyone else goin’ through what I’ve been through. And I don’t want to be lashin’ out and killin’ people, neither. That’s why I’m askin’ now, like ye suggested. I ain’t commandin’ and I ain’t interrogatin’ anymore, and it were wrong of me te do that in the first place.” He exhaled a breath that seemed to rattle through every inch of him, whispering with despair. “No, I ain’t askin’… I’m pleadin’ with ye te help me, ‘cause I’m at a dead end here.”

      I considered him. His body language was that of a man at the end of his rope: his hands twisting around each other, wrung in a fraught prayer. I tried to think of something to say, but the words wouldn’t come. He’d done wrong, yes, but he clearly needed help.

      And what would I do with that information? I had no clue whatsoever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Persie

          

        

      

    

    
      Silence stretched between us while he tried to win me over with the full effect of his sad, bleeding-heart eyes. He reminded me of an Alsatian—cute to look at from afar, but ready to bite your hand off if you got too close. Honestly, I was mostly stalling for time as I attempted to form some kind of response to his cry for help.

      Finally, I straightened my back and lifted my chin, the way my mom always did when faced with a hard decision. “I might’ve considered it at another time, but I’m not just going to forget about all the terrible things you’ve done. My friend survived, but you still killed her. And you’ve now kidnapped me twice. Don’t you think it’s a little too late for you to ask for my help?” He was doing exactly as I’d advised him in the fishery, to just ask, but I couldn’t get rid of the image of a deathly pale, motionless, fallen Genie. It didn’t matter that she’d been resurrected. She’d still died for long enough for me to feel the loss of her, and that trauma clung to me like a tangle of barbed wire, even without the kidnappings and his people’s hatred of mine to add the bitter cherry on top.

      He emulated my stance, sitting up taller. “Then yer as heartless as I was told yer kind are. Ye only care about yer kind, and the rest of us who ain’t magic can go te hell.” His eyes narrowed, a stubborn pride hardening the lines of his sculpted face. “Ye say I should’ve asked outright, like it would’ve been so easy. Like ye wouldn’t have tried te mindwipe me if ye found out I knew about witchy folk. Ye seem te be forgettin’, I’ve seen people after they’ve had their memories scooped out, and it ain’t a pretty sight. It ain’t morally right, neither, but witches don’t care about that, do they? Ye don’t have any morals, unless it’s te do with yer own people. If I told ye that witches would get infected by this curse, I bet ye’d be jumpin’ out yer seat te help me. But I ain’t a liar, so I’m not about te make stuff up.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or punch him again. Did he really think he had the moral high ground, after what he’d done? And the irony was that he wasn’t even right. Yes, there were non-magicals who’d had their minds wiped in exceptional circumstances, but there were also non-magicals like my aunt who worked for the magical world as an educator and an envoy. Besides, mindwiping was generally only performed to avoid the wider non-magical world finding out about us and waging a fear-fueled war against us.

      “I don’t know where you’re getting your intel, but you’ve clearly got the wrong idea about us.” I turned the frozen peas over on my knuckles to keep myself from punching him again. “We’ve helped countless non-magicals like you, and we’ve done it without mindwiping. Usually we just ask for voluntary silence, so non-magicals don’t get trigger-happy and try to wipe us off the face of the Earth.”

      “Oh, ‘cause ye wouldn’t fry the lot of us first with them sparks ye shoot out your hands!” he shot back.

      I clenched my jaw. “I don’t shoot sparks out of my hands. I don’t have any abilities at all, other than vomiting up monsters. I thought I was non-magical, too, until I turned eighteen. Someone put a curse on me that makes me vomit said monsters. So, don’t pretend you’ve got some monopoly on unwanted curses.”

      He tilted his head, his eyes widening slightly. “Do these monsters ye throw up hurt people?”

      “Occasionally, if I’m not fast enough to catch them,” I replied, thinking of my first Purge—the hydra that had almost bitten off Kes’s head. But that was a long time ago now, and my control had improved exponentially since then. “But I don’t hurt people. Not like you do.”

      He growled in the back of his throat and I flinched, terrified he was going to turn again, but he didn’t. “That ain’t me. Aren’t ye listenin’ te a word I’m sayin’? Ye should understand better than anyone where I’m comin’ from. The Fear Dearg hurts people, not me. And don’t start harpin’ on about that car battery again. That were a terrible idea on my part, but I’d never have used it on ye. It were supposed to intimidate ye, and then I went an electrocuted meself, so I s’pose I got me just desserts on that one.” He brushed a curl out of his eye.

      I eyed him coolly. “Yes, I do understand that something like this, totally beyond your control, is terrifying. What I don’t understand is why you keep coming to me when you’ve clearly been brainwashed to hate magical people? Do you think you can just use me the way you use stolen magical items against the people who made them? I haven’t forgotten the Atomic Cuffs. You have to show respect to gain respect, and you haven’t given me any reason to want to help you. How do I know you won’t just kill me after you’re done with me?”

      He slammed his fist into the garish velvet of the sofa. “We ain’t like yer lot. That ain’t what we do.”

      There are broken souls in the States who’d beg to differ. I bit my tongue, not wanting to reveal too much about what I knew regarding the missing magical cases my parents were working on. If Reid was part of the same organization who’d tortured those poor people, then saying the wrong thing could put my mom and dad, as well as others at the SDC, in danger. The Veritas or the witch hunters or whoever they were would know that magicals were onto them, and I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Ye just said that yer kind has helped normal people before, so why not me? Can’t ye just… look past yer anger toward me, and think about the other people who’re in trouble? They’re turnin’ into Fear Deargs, too. People close te me.” He gripped the edge of the sofa until his knuckles whitened, his face tensing with stress. “Innocent people are gettin’ sick and some are close te dyin’, while there’s others who might do what I did te yer friend, against their will. Remember, not everyone has some magic fella around te bring them back te life when that happens, like yer friend did.”

      My mouth gaped, rendered speechless for the second time today. I hadn’t realized the contagious part of his curse could actually kill the people it infected. Not everyone had the ability to overcome the symptoms. The strong would likely survive, while the weak perished, their bodies consumed by the monster of Chaos. But there were no preventative measures for something like this, other than total avoidance. Even then, once the Fear Dearg took over, it didn’t care what its host wanted. It ran wild. I’d already seen that for myself. And the idea of having a horde of Fear Deargs running loose, infecting anyone and everyone they came into contact with, petrified me.

      He’s got a valid point. It only took one—him—to kill Genie. And he hadn’t been in control when that happened. If this got out of hand and spread outside of his Veritas folks, it would kill countless people, either from the infection itself or because of the monster they became. Plus, if these were weird human-monster hybrids, then it wasn’t likely they’d fit into our jurisdiction as monster hunters. Nobody at the Institute would have the authority to capture them, and even if they managed to get permission from the powers that be, I imagined that would cause a major headache for magical and non-magical relations—unless the curse could be reversed somehow. Then it might be a case of temporary capture, followed by treatment and release. And, probably, some necessary mindwiping. I kept my thoughts to myself, as they would only bolster Reid’s prejudice that we were cruel, selfish, non-magical haters.

      I cleared my throat. “By innocent people, do you mean witch hunters?”

      “It don’t matter what they do for a livin’. They don’t deserve te be in this situation because some witch meddled with me, and I infected them. And we won’t be able te keep it contained forever. It’s already snowballin’.” He glanced down at a battered-looking watch on his wrist, his knee jiggling as if he was on a tight deadline. “This is vengeance or somethin’, from a witch who knew I was onto them and didn’t want no secrets gettin’ exposed.”

      Part of me wondered if he was right. Desperate times called for desperate measures, as Reid himself had shown. Perhaps there was someone out there who’d gotten sick of being tailed by him, or his witch hunter pals, and had decided to hit him with some payback. Although, if the goal of the curse was to keep the magical world from being exposed, it didn’t seem like a very wise way to go about it. No, it seemed far more likely that it was retaliation of some kind.

      “Then you probably already know who did this to you.” I fought to hide any smidgen of sympathy I might’ve felt for his plight. “I suggest you go through what I’m sure is a list of magicals you’ve been tracking, and circle the one you’ve pissed off the most. That’s where you’ll find your answer, and then you can harass them for a cure instead of me.”

      He massaged the back of his neck. “You think I haven’t already tried that? I told you, I’m at a dead end with this. That’s why I’m speakin’ te ye.”

      My kidnapper and his witch hunter buddies had done wrong by pursuing magicals, but if a magical had saddled Reid with this curse out of spite, then we weren’t entirely innocent, either. I felt myself wavering, and weirder still, I couldn’t ignore what he’d said earlier, that we were in similar boats. He’d been forced into becoming a dangerous monster the same way I’d been forced into Purging them. Maybe I’d lost the plot, but there was a trickle of sympathy in me that was flowing faster by the minute. Besides, agreeing to help him didn’t mean helping him, per se; more importantly, I would be helping out people who were the subsidiary victims of what had been done to him. That was a far easier pill to swallow… unless I was right about these “innocents” being witch hunters. Still, he’d said they wouldn’t be able to keep it contained forever within the Veritas, and I did not want this curse spreading into the general population. Maybe that was worth helping out the bad guys, for the future sake of the true innocents—the non-magicals who had no idea Chaos and curses existed.

      I hesitated, hardly able to believe what I was about to say. “Okay. You’re cursed. I’m cursed. And no, I don’t want a horde of Fear Deargs on the loose, either, bringing death and suffering into the wider world. So, say I did help you—I’d need some assurances first.”

      “Like what?” He lifted an eyebrow in suspicion.

      “One: if the people who are suffering are witch hunters, you don’t say a word to them about me or anyone else I bring in to figure this out. Come up with an excuse, say you got the cure from a random magical but they escaped afterward, whatever you want. Two: once you’re cured, you don’t come anywhere near this part of the world again. Three: you don’t tell a soul what you saw my friend do to save my other friend. You don’t mention the resurrection, you don’t try to use it for your own ends, you don’t say anything. Four: stop tying me up and kidnapping me to get what you want. Or anyone else, for that matter. From now on, you send word to me in a normal way, and I’ll decide if I want to meet with you. Five: you listen to me and try to educate yourself on magical-kind, and don’t try anything funny. Six: you swallow your pride and learn to respect us and what we do. That means no name calling, and no showing prejudice against us—or else this agreement is off. If you don’t abide by those rules, then I’ll inform my people and have them treat you accordingly. And it won’t go well for you, I can assure you.” I rattled the words out, quickfire, then waited for his response.

      I knew the monster hunters wouldn’t actually be able to do much about Reid and his merry men, whoever and wherever they might be, but I needed to make the Institute and its defenses sound formidable. I had to make sure he understood that there were some high stakes in operation here, and if he tried to play me, I’d unleash a horde of ruthless, magical warriors on him and the organization he worked for. He’d used enough intimidation tactics on me; it was time he got a taste of his own medicine.

      I didn’t know where I’d even begin, removing a curse like this. It would take some investigating, and trying to convince Nathan and Genie that this was a good idea would probably result in men in white coats running to take me away. But I had the instinctive feeling that helping him would benefit us, if only to stop a bigger, more dangerous catastrophe further down the line.

      Reid’s mouth spread into a relieved smile, transforming his face into a vision of warmth. His umber eyes glittered with gratitude. “Thank ye. I ain’t one for poetry or pretty words, so I don’t know how te say it in a better way, but… ye’ve no idea what this means te me.” He grinned wider. “As for yer assurances—I’ll abide by them, but I’ve got one of me own.”

      “What?” I squinted warily.

      “Promise ye’ll not try and pulverize me again. Me face is a lot nicer when I don’t look like I’ve just lost a barfight.” He chuckled, and I was annoyed to find the sound endearing. “And I’d like te be able to breathe without me ribs stingin’.”

      I nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’ve already put me number in yer phone so ye can get in touch with me. I thought about puttin’ it under ‘bastard,’ since that’s what ye kept callin’ me the other day, but I settled on me actual name instead.” He dug in the pocket of his jeans for my phone, handing it back to me. “Ye know, for a witch, ye ain’t so bad.”

      “For a non-magical, you’re not on my list of favorites,” I retorted, irritated by the automatic tug that wanted to curve my lips into a smile.

      He laughed. “Maybe I’ll creep up the ranks. Stranger things have happened. Us, sittin’ here without stranglin’ each other, for one.”

      “If I didn’t have somewhere to be, there might’ve still been time for that.” I refused to be sucked in by his sudden shift into easygoing charm, no matter how much he smoldered at me with his smiley eyes. I’d agreed to help him as a favor to his curse’s victims, so the effects couldn’t cause any more damage, and that was where it ended. This was a twisted doctor/patient scenario, nothing more.

      “I’ll not see ye out, in case that resurrectin’ fella spots me.” He stayed sitting. “But… thanks again. I mean it. Maybe it’s the non-magical part of ye that makes ye a good person.”

      I arched a withering eyebrow at him as I got up. “Or maybe you’ve just let yourself believe we’re villains when we’re nothing of the sort. Oh, and that’s you breaking rule number six already.”

      “Ah… sorry. That one’ll take some getting’ used te.”

      “I’ll let it slide in the pursuit of educating you. Magicals might have abilities, but it doesn’t mean we’re the enemy. You’d see that if you’d open your mind a bit and commit to rule six.” I walked to the door and glanced back. “If we wanted to hurt non-magicals or exert our dominance, don’t you think we would have done so already? We don’t keep the secret of our existence to be sneaky. We keep it so it doesn’t start a war that would see massive losses on both sides. People fear things they can’t explain, and that fear leads to violence. We’re just trying to protect all of us from getting nuked. Think about that.” I left him with those parting words and headed out of the trailer to find Nathan.

      He’s going to think I’ve gone insane. But I’d made my decision to help this guy, and I wasn’t the sort of person who went back on her word. As I made my way through the outskirts of the market toward the hubbub of the main aisles, a poem sprang to mind. The words of Adam Lindsay Gordon bolstered my resolve:

      Life is mostly froth and bubble,

      Two things stand like stone.

      Kindness in another’s trouble,

      Courage in your own.
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      My chopsticks clattered into the noodle bowl. “You can’t be serious, Persie. Did you eat something poisonous while I was waiting for the food? Do I need to take you to the Infirmary so the medics can run tests?” Persie and I had returned from the market ten minutes ago and reconvened in the Repository with Genie. I’d thought it would be difficult to persuade the medics to let Genie out for a change of scenery, but apparently she’d been causing such a fuss that they’d been only too happy to get her off their hands for a while.

      Persie tapped the side of her chair, struggling to look me in the eyes. “It’s not a decision I made lightly, but I feel like it’s the right one.” I had been a little worried at the market when Persie had gone missing. The slow noodles were ready and she was still nowhere to be found—but then she’d showed up and told me she’d explain everything back at the Institute when we had Genie with us. And now that we were all caught up, I had no idea what had come over her. I glanced at Genie to gauge her reaction, but she was busily slurping down noodles like there was no tomorrow.

      “Genie?” I prompted. We’d somehow gone from being sworn enemies with this Reid character to flat out allying ourselves with him in one conversation. It was quite a leap, and quite a demand that Persie was making of us.

      Genie pursed her lips, sucking up a slippery noodle. Her eyes stayed wide with surprise as she gulped it down. “Uh… well… he said it was an accident. People make mistakes, right? I don’t usually die after them, sure, but I’d rather give him a hand than have to deal with a swarm of Fear Deargs. You know, preventing the problem before it becomes one.” She dove right back into her munching. “I’ll tell you what, getting resurrected gives you a heck of an appetite. I could eat a whole Grendel and I wouldn’t be full. No offense, buddy.” She winked over at the Grendel’s enclosure, and he snorted as if he were laughing. It was an unusual response for one of Persie’s newly birthed monsters, but perhaps not for a sensitive Grendel—this one was already attuned to her, and the people closest to her. I made a mental note to add it to my files later. Either that, or he was beginning to understand social cues.

      “Speaking of resurrecting…” Persie raised up cautious eyes. “Reid knows what you did for Genie, but I made it part of the deal that he doesn’t breathe a word of it.”

      My stomach sank, my appetite gone. “And you believe he’ll keep it to himself?” I had fought so hard to keep that secret, and to think of it running wild in the hands of witch hunters… That was going to keep me up at night in a cold sweat.

      She nodded. “He needs us, so yes. Plus, he doesn’t know you can’t resurrect yourself, so I don’t think it’d put you in any kind of firing line.”

      “Forgive me if I’m not so eager to put him in such a cozy light,” I muttered, already thinking of ways I could protect my ability. Even if it meant making the temporary Suppressor I’d used to trick Readings in the past a little more permanent. My secret could not fall into enemy hands, under any circumstances.

      “This doesn’t mean we’re going to become best pals,” Persie continued. “I told him about fifty times how much I hate him for what he did to Genie. But then I sort of… felt sorry for him. He’s in the same situation as me, only I can control my problem to a degree. He can’t, as we saw. The curse turned him into the Fear Dearg, and he hurt Genie because of that. He’s desperate, Nathan. And who knows how many people this thing has already infected, giving them the same issue. If we can fix it, we should, because…” She turned toward the window, fidgeting. “We should help because not everyone has a Necromancer up their sleeve, to stop their loved ones from dying. I don’t want blood on my hands, knowing I could have done something but chose not to out of bitterness.”

      I heaved a sigh. “I suppose I haven’t got much right to argue, if you and Genie are on board. You’re the ones who suffered the most because of him.” I paused to collect my thoughts, trying to view matters from the perspective of these two women. I couldn’t allow myself to be driven by a personal vendetta if they weren’t. “And there is little use in cutting off our noses to spite our faces. You’re right… we should do what we can, so we don’t risk this situation escalating. But you’ll have to forgive me if I’m not ecstatic about aiding that cretin.”

      Persie smiled. “Noted.”

      “Oh my sainted Chaos!” Genie clutched one of the bottles of soda that I’d brought back for her. “What is this?! I don’t know if getting a second shot at life has screwed with my taste buds, but this stuff is incredible!” She downed half the bottle in one go, before letting out a satisfied, “Aaaah.”

      “I hoped you’d like it,” I said. “It’s moon-melon flavor.”

      She grinned, wiping her mouth. “I want more! Holy crap, I could drink a gallon of it.”

      “I bought you a case.” I patted the canvas bag by my feet.

      “Nathan O’Hara, I couldn’t love you more right now.” She guzzled down another few mouthfuls, oblivious to what she’d just said. I cast a discreet look at Persie, who hit me with an “I told you so” smile. I knew I shouldn’t read too much into it, what with Genie still being feverish and hopped up on delicious broth and sugary soda, but those words would spin around in my head for days to come. I just had to remind myself that it wasn’t me she loved—it was still much too soon for that—but the moon-melons.

      Fortunately, Persie saved me from falling into a downward spiral of overthinking. “Does this mean we’re doing it? We’re going to help Reid with his curse?”

      “It would appear so,” I replied, remembering to take a breath. “Is it hot in here, or is it just me?” I fanned my face with my hand, knowing my cheeks must have been purple right about now.

      Genie deftly scooped up her bowl and sipped the hearty soup. “I think it’s this. My insides feel all warm and toasty, like a big, fluffy stomach hug,” she said between slurps. Thanks to her Atlantean constitution, I guessed the surface world medication was making her loopy. And it was utterly adorable. If I didn’t have the shadow of helping out her killer looming over me, I’d have watched her for hours. Suddenly, she sat up like a gopher popping out of its hole and yelped, “Ooohhh, you know what would be the best idea ever? Let’s let the pixies out! I feel like I haven’t seen them in aaaages.”

      Persie clasped her hands together. “Pretty please?”

      I didn’t try to protest—it was always futile. Besides, with Genie still on the mend, I would’ve done just about anything to make her happy. I didn’t say that, of course, and I put on a fairly decent act of reluctance as I got up and went to the pixies’ orb. Now that the pixies had their color back and didn’t need any more tonic, Boudicca and I had made peace. She fluttered her eyelashes at me as I approached, while Cynane zoomed around in circles and Spartacus got on his knees and pretended to bow to me.

      “You’re going to behave, right?” I stared them down as I opened up the iris.

      Boudicca flashed a mischievous grin that said, “Probably not, but you’re still going to let us out because you’re as soft as pudding.”

      With the iris open, they flew out and made a beeline for Genie. I observed with interest as they smothered her in kisses, Boudicca cooing softly and stroking Genie’s face. This was unusual—they always went for Persie first. Persie didn’t seem to mind, though, wearing a content smile as she watched her pixies ladling adoration all over her best friend. Cynane perched on Genie’s shoulder and stroked her silver hair softly, while Spartacus marched back and forth on top of Genie’s head, preparing to do a high dive into the bowl of noodles.

      “No,” Persie warned, waggling a finger at him. Sulking, he plopped down on the center of Genie’s head and crossed his arms. He certainly put the two ladies to shame with his pouting skills, though I knew he’d soon get over it.

      I walked back to my seat. “It’s strange… They seem to know that something happened to Genie.” The pixies possessed a selective kindness, but I’d never seen them quite so attentive to Genie. Nor had I seen them be so gentle with anyone. Usually, Persie got the lion’s share of their affection, and even that tended to devolve into a rough sort of love, with hair stroking quickly turning into hair pulling.

      Genie giggled, rubbing her cheek against Boudicca’s tiny one. “I missed you!”

      Boudicca clung to Genie’s face, hugging it with her eyes closed, and Cynane wrapped herself up in Genie’s hair like a blanket. On top of her head, Spartacus had snuggled up into a fetal position, his snores startlingly loud for one so small. Evidently, the feeling was mutual.

      “They’re still attuned to Necromancy.” I mused out loud, noticing that their bioluminescent spots had turned a lilac shade. “And even the briefly dead carry a residual trace of their death long after resurrection.” I wondered if that was why the Grendel had snorted, too, having felt Genie’s joy at being alive again. Goodness, monsters really were remarkable. They had more nuances than I’d ever be able to observe in my lifetime.

      Persie leaned back in her chair. “It’s sweet.”

      “Very sweet,” I agreed, though I couldn’t enjoy it as much as I might’ve liked. “Although, we should really talk about the sour. AKA, this Reid Darcy. If we intend to help him, then we need to go over our options. Whichever way you look at it, this is going to be a difficult investigation. As I’ve said before, this would be far simpler if we knew who the curse caster was, but as he’s blown that out of the water, we’re really starting with nothing.”

      Persie nodded, scratching at her neck in thought. “First, we need to decide how far up the chain of command we go with this. Do we keep it between us, or do we alert Victoria and the hunters to Reid’s return?” Her brow furrowed. “I’ve been going back and forth since I left him at the market, and I think I know which way I want to go with it, but I need to hear someone else’s opinion.”

      I laced my fingers together and cracked my knuckles. “I don’t know anything about the organization he belongs to, but if they’re watching magicals and potentially hunting us, then their creed alone makes them incredibly dangerous.” I couldn’t believe what I was about to say, knowing we’d be putting ourselves in a tight spot. “However, that would be reason enough for the magical world to consider them a deadly threat. And I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, but the magical world might decide, because of that, that all of these witch hunters would be better off dead. Or mass mindwiped, at the very least. Maybe even incarcerated for crimes against magicals. The Institute would certainly approach the problem as a code red, meaning permission to use lethal force. It’s how they approach most threats, really: they identify it, they analyze it, they eliminate it.”

      “Even though they’re human?” Persie shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

      I shrugged. “I suppose that would depend on their analysis of how ‘human’ they are when they’re under the curse. If the Institute decided that they veered more toward the monster side of things, it would be a free for all.”

      “Then… maybe we don’t go to Victoria or any authorities until we can alter their perspectives a bit,” Persie offered. “If we could first figure out a way to make the Veritas understand that magicals aren’t a threat, then we could go to the higher-ups and potentially circumvent any lethal-force orders that might come into play. I mean, they’re humans. They’re probably just freaked out because they’ve only just found out that magic is real, and so are the monsters living under the bed. Who wouldn’t be a bit trigger-happy after that?”

      I gave her what I hoped wasn’t a condescending smile. “It’s a nice thought, Persie, but it’s a little idealistic.”

      “You’ll have us all singing our kumbayas next.” Genie chuckled through a fresh mouthful of noodles. “I like peace, love, and unity as much as the next gal, but utopias are a fantasy. I lived in one, so I’ve got the scoop. To put it in Atlantean terms, there’s always a bigger fish. And the smaller fish hate the bigger fish because it can eat them. This is the same thing: these witch hunters think we’re going to eat them. It’s why magicals have a thing against Atlanteans. To them, we’re bigger fish. Sharks, maybe, or those massive groupers that can swallow a diver whole.” Her rambles were making a lot of sense in a weird way, though I couldn’t stop looking at the slice of carrot she had wedged between her chopsticks as she gesticulated wildly. It would surely go flying at any moment.

      I nodded, relieved when she finally ate it. “To achieve what you’re suggesting, we’d need to know more about Veritas and their methods. If they really are the ones abducting magicals, torturing them and then dumping them, trying to convince anyone they aren’t dangerous will be an impossible sell.”

      “So… we have to do this alone?” Persie dropped her chin to her chest, wringing her hands anxiously. “I didn’t want that to be the case, but this curse might be more of a threat than the witch hunters themselves. If we think of Reid as ‘patient zero’ and the curse has already started spreading and turning other people into Fear Deargs, then it’s not a huge leap to think that they’ll probably spread it, too. And I will never be down with the idea of culling a group of people, no matter who they are. We have to act while the numbers are still small.”

      “Did he say they were small?” I pressed. Knowing what we were dealing with would determine how we proceeded. If too many people were already infected, it might cement the stark truth that there was actually nothing we could do. If the group of hybrid Fear Deargs was still manageable, then there’d be hope.

      Persie lifted her shoulders in a hesitant shrug. “It sounded like it. He said it had infected the people who were close to him, which suggests it hasn’t gotten out of hand yet. Plus, if it was a large number, he’d have told me. He needs us, after all, so he has no reason to cover up the facts.”

      You’re putting a lot of faith in a stranger, here. I held my tongue, though she could probably read every neon doubt blinking across my face. Still, part of me did agree with her analysis of his words. If he belonged to some kind of splinter cell of this Veritas organization, then that had to be a fairly select group. I hoped, anyway.

      She took out her phone. “I’ll ask him, so we’re sure.” She typed a quick text and waited, staring at the blue screen. It pinged a moment later, and she looked up at me. “It’s isolated to his ‘people.’ He thinks upward of fifty, but the number is rising, and more are being seen by their doctors due to adverse effects. I’m paraphrasing.”

      How many people are in this organization? I supposed it didn’t matter right now, since we were going ahead with this regardless. But there was every chance it could matter later.

      “Okay, then,” I said dumbly.

      “Woo! The three amigos ride again!” Genie whooped, brandishing her chopsticks like swords. I wanted to laugh, but my heart felt heavy with the seriousness of the situation. This would mean going against Victoria and working in secret. I didn’t like that any more than Persie obviously did, but nor did I like the idea of people being rounded up and punished due to a lack of understanding. Victoria wasn’t heartless, by any means. For starters, she’d made it her life’s work to defend the non-magical world from monsters and the havoc they caused. On the other hand, if she had to pick sides, I knew which one it would be. When push came to shove, she’d prioritize the safety of the Institute and magical kind, just as non-magicals would prioritize themselves if the roles were reversed. And it wasn’t just her—that went for every echelon of the magical authorities and magical security.

      Persie turned to me, her expression full of newfound grit. “Innocent people will get hurt unless we find a way to stop the curse. Sure, it’s currently isolated to these witch hunters, but what if it goes beyond that and starts infecting people who have nothing to do with Veritas? What if it already has, and Reid just isn’t aware of it outside of his group? It could have infected anyone and everyone that they’ve come into contact with, even someone they’ve just passed in the street. We don’t know how this transmits.”

      I grimaced. “I was literally just thinking the same thing. If we haven’t been affected, we can assume that magicals are immune. But I highly doubt there’ll be selective immunity in non-magicals.”

      “Right.” Persie propped her chin on her palm, her mood gloomy. After the promise she’d made to give full honesty to Victoria, this would be a heck of a knock for her. And, though I hated to admit it, I knew it was the best course of action.

      “Get your olive branches out—it’s temporary truce time, baby!” Genie punched the air with her fist and stayed frozen in that position for a while. It wasn’t the solemn agreement I’d anticipated to kick this investigation off, but it served the same purpose. Our decision was made. We had to help the witch hunters. And I knew exactly where to begin.
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      With a quickly hashed-out plan at the ready, I hurried through the corridors toward Victoria’s office. Ordinarily, I preferred to have things organized down to the letter, with little room for error, but Genie’s love of all things spontaneous appeared to have rubbed off on me. Besides, it wasn’t as if we had much time to waste, not if this monster curse was spreading as swiftly and dangerously as Reid had implied. Did I believe a word that came out of that wastrel’s mouth? Not exactly. But I did trust Persie and Genie’s judgment. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been doing this on their behalf.

      Coming to a halt outside Victoria’s office, I knocked politely. As I waited, I took a steadying breath and straightened the lapels of my tweed jacket, going through the questions I wanted to ask and the fabricated backstory as to why I wanted answers to them. I wasn’t much of a warrior or an antagonist, but I did have one card up my sleeve—I was a very gifted liar. While that wasn’t necessarily something to be proud of, I knew it would give me the advantage of not looking as though I had “guilty” branded across my forehead.

      A moment later, Victoria replied. “Come in.”

      I did so, finding her at her desk, browsing through a pile of folders that put my own stack of research to shame. She looked at me over the rims of an elegant, expensive-looking pair of cat-eye glasses that I rarely saw her wear. No doubt implementing the prison mentality that any visible sign of weakness made you look… well, weak. Personally, I liked to think a smart pair of specs made you look formidable, at least in terms of intellect.

      She removed the glasses and folded them back into their case, which she laid next to her phone. I’d texted her a bit ago, asking if I might have a private meeting with her, with regards to “evidence” I’d found in my books about what had occurred in the fishery. Now that the three of us—Genie, Persie, and I—had made a decision to keep the larger truth from Institute hands, lest it cause another and far nastier code red, I knew I had to be craftier than I’d ever been before. I didn’t like telling untruths, or even half-truths, but I had to hope I was doing it for the right reasons. I did not want blood on my hands, not when I would likely spend a lifetime trying to scrub away the blood of my father’s legacy. This was a small way of showing that I was not like him. He would certainly have told the authorities, vouched for these infected individuals being more monster than human, and watched mayhem ensue, bathing in the havoc and devastation that he’d caused.

      “What did you want to discuss?” Victoria prompted.

      Here goes nothing… I was about to relay the info dump of my life, in the hopes of eking intel out of Victoria. My forte, in some ways, but it did not usually come with such high stakes. If I failed in my endeavor, we would have nothing. Still, I felt somewhat comforted by the knowledge that I had Genie standing by to provide a diversion if this didn’t go to plan. I had asked her to give me twenty minutes. If I didn’t text her within that time to say that it had been a success, then she would take up the reins and give me a window to put my back-up plan into play.

      I shook myself out of my reverie and said, “I came across some passages in the journal of Ronan Lomax from 1972. In it, he spoke about being in Merrion Square in Dublin on the day that crowds burned down the British Embassy after Bloody Sunday—you know, during The Troubles.” I knew Victoria, being of Irish heritage herself, would be no stranger to this dark part of our history. “He mentions seeing a group of men acting very strangely on the sidelines of the incident—and they must have been acting very strangely to be noticeable at such a time of heightened anger. He goes on to say that, shortly after, he saw these same men snatch a young woman from the crowd. He gave chase, only for them to use a device of some kind which vanished the entire group into thin air. The woman turned up three weeks later on Grafton Street, beaten and bloody, with no memory of who she was or where she’d been. Ronan reported that the Dublin Coven recognized her as a magical and took her to their Infirmary where she died, a few days later, from her injuries.”

      Victoria leaned back in her chair. “That was almost seventy years ago, Nathan.”

      “I know, but hear me out.” I sat in the chair opposite, pulling out the journal in question and turning to the yellowed page. The idea had come to me while I’d been talking with Genie and Persie. It was a journal I knew inside and out, and these events really had occurred. Sometimes, to tell a convincing lie, you had to bury it in truth. “The Dublin Coven had investigators working for months on the case, but they could never find out who did it, and the non-magicals presumed she was just an unfortunate victim who’d dropped off the radar after the coven took her in. Eventually, that’s what the Dublin Coven declared it as—the tragic death of someone who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But what if they were missing an important factor? What if the people who snatched this woman were an earlier version of these witch hunters, and their organization has steadily been growing ever since… or even long before then? Think about it—the more slip-ups the magical world has made, with non-magicals seeing things they shouldn’t and evading our track-and-trace methods, the more weight would be given to these conspiracy groups who think they know something like us exists in the world.”

      Victoria pursed her lips, a subtle response that sent a dagger of ice through my heart, because I knew it meant she wanted to throw something or bang her fists on the desk. “We don’t even know that we are dealing with witch hunters, Nathan. You, of all people, should know that it is unwise to jump to conclusions.” Her tone remained eerily calm. “I am not doubting that the people in that journal may have been witch hunters, but they could just as easily have been magicals who got lucky in avoiding capture for that poor woman’s death.”

      “True, but there’s more.” This was where the lie came in. Well, it was more of an embellishment. “Ronan makes a note of seeing one of the men’s forearms. The man had a tattoo of a Celtic cross with the words ‘Veritas Aequitas’ written around it.” The truth was that Ronan had seen a tattoo with a Celtic cross, but in the journal he had only specified seeing the “Aequitas” part.

      Her eyebrow rose a quarter inch. “Truth and justice,” she translated.

      I nodded. The two words were often seen together in Latin; I’d only taken a few liberties to pull a few puzzle pieces together. “Exactly,” I said. “But what if they dropped the Aequitas part somewhere along the way? What if the Veritas and the witch hunters are the same thing, with a long history of capturing magicals to… I don’t know, wheedle information and magical devices out of them. Know-your-enemy kinds of endeavors, or to deliver warnings to magicals who had come too close to non-magical families. One nasty divorce between a magical and a non-magical, or a falling out between mixed friends, and all those secrets would come tumbling out. Maybe these are the results of non-magicals who’d been forewarned about mindwiping by magicals in their lives, before those relationships—whatever they might have been—deteriorated?” I theorized. The more I talked it through, the less it sounded outlandish or falsified at all. Maybe “Veritas Aequitas” was precisely what Ronan would have seen, had he been able to see the entire tattoo. However, my plan of action was far simpler than finding confirmation of my theory. I hoped that, by simply speaking at a mile a minute, I would be able to bamboozle her into giving up some truths of her own about these Veritas witch hunters.

      “What is it you are actually asking, Nathan? Or have you come here just to offer theories to aid the investigation?”

      Two masters of craftiness meet… who will win? I hadn’t forgotten just how clever she could be, but I was certainly being given some kind of lesson. It appeared she could see right through my intent, which meant I needed to crank up the heat.

      “My point is—Ronan transferred to the Institute when it was first built, to take on the role of living encyclopedia for all things monster, where he remained until his death. That’s how I came to find his journal in the library,” I explained, thinking fast. “There are references to witch hunters in his later notes. Two events in particular: a magical’s disappearance in Galway and another from Cork. Both had the same methodology as the one in 1972, which is likely why he made note of them. The magicals were taken unawares, then returned some three weeks later in a state of physical harm and amnesia. And one of the returnees kept screaming every time he saw a Celtic cross.” Again, these weren’t lies. I had notes on the two disappearances, but both instances had been declared the actions of a rogue magical called Erin O’Dowd, who was now serving a life-term in Purgatory. She certainly wasn’t an innocent wallflower who had been wrongly sentenced; she had been a serial killer around the same time, but she’d only targeted non-magicals up to then. And she’d been into more creative torture spells as her MO—hexes that burnt people up from the inside out or turned their lungs into metal while she watched them suffocate. It didn’t fit with what had been done to the missing magicals, nor did the part where they’d been left alive. She’d confessed to killing those non-magicals when the Irish security magicals had caught up to her and she’d gone to trial, but she had always maintained that she had nothing to do with the tortured magicals.

      “Again, you leave me at a loss as to your intent, Nathan.” Victoria drummed her fingertips on the desk, her patience apparently wearing thin.

      I swung in with the heavy blow I’d been waiting to use. “I find it hard to believe that you’d be unaware of these events, or the existence of potential witch hunters in Ireland, when you are always on top of possible security breaches and dangers to the Institute.” I paused for breath. “And I would rather you keep me informed of what you know regarding witch hunters and these Veritas individuals so that I don’t have to waste time sifting through endless research. I’m not a trainee, Ms. Jules. I am a scholar’s assistant, and I want to use my talents to help you. I can’t do that if I’m not up to speed.”

      Victoria sighed as if she wanted to hoof me out of her office. “Were you a scholar with the right clearance, I would have no qualms about informing you of the Institute’s wider knowledge. Unfortunately, you are not.” She offered me a tight smile. “I have great faith in you, Nathan, but there is also the matter of your emotions being somewhat compromised. That is not an insult, nor do I frown upon one’s personal affections. You and Genie Vertis are of similar age, and you are not a scholar so there is no issue with fraternization, but I could not risk top-level information accidentally finding its way to students, no matter how powerful they might be.” She gave me a knowing look. “In that sense, I have no choice but to put you in the same bracket of clearance as the trainees.”

      Damn. I stared in disbelief, my mask of confidence slipping slightly. How could she have known about Genie and me when I hardly knew what was going on, myself? There were no cameras in the Repository due to certain monsters—AKA, the pixies—using high-pitched soundwaves to mess with the feeds, so she couldn’t have seen us in there. Not that there was anything to see.

      She laughed softly. “I confess, I may be wrong in this matter. However, it is not normal procedure for someone like yourself to spend hours at the bedside of an unwell student unless there is a deeper connection. If there is, I wish you well—Genie Vertis is a delight and a rare asset to the Institute.” Her expression hardened abruptly, throwing me for a loop. “But the point stands. I cannot tell you what you want to know, in case I am correct about a blossoming romance.”

      “You aren’t,” I said, a beat too quickly. “Even if you were, you should know me better than that. I would never cross those lines. I only want to do what I can to help. If the Institute is in imminent danger, then I want to be there on the front line, protecting it.”

      She nodded, but I knew she didn’t believe me. “I know you mean well, Nathan, but this is a matter for the Institute’s executive branch to handle, not you. If it were a monster-based matter, then I would, of course, involve you. As it is not, there are people who are better equipped for this task, and I must put my trust in them to find the answers.”

      Then it’s lucky for me that I don’t give up so easily. I held my tongue and tried to look just morose enough to fool her. The mile-a-minute rambling had been my first line of attack. The archers in this battle, if you will. Genie and Persie were, at this very moment, gearing up to act as the cavalry, while I snuck in with the proverbial infantry. I might not have been much of a physical fighter, but there was little I did not know about military tactics from the mountain of period warfare novels I’d read.

      “I am sorry,” Victoria reiterated.

      I slumped a bit, to emphasize my supposed defeat. “As am I.”

      You’ve underestimated me, Victoria. I had heard things during my years here—some accidentally, through the likes of Ronan Lomax’s extensive journals, and some on purpose, such as when Ingram was down at the pub on Friday evenings, deep in a bottle. Tidbits of Victoria’s famed power, and the mischief she’d gotten up to before she became a revered head huntswoman. She’d been quite the spellcaster back in her wilder youth, and I had come to pity any man who crossed her. Her former excellence as a caster of curses was the target of my secret agenda. If I could find one in her Grimoire that had a similar influence and magical heft to the one plaguing Reid, then perhaps I’d be able to modify an anti-curse from it. Of course, a monster curse that afflicted magicals or non-magicals was more or less unheard of, but I hoped she might have something in the same vein that we could work from.

      I had kept those tidbits to myself because I wanted to be decent and honorable. But now it was time for me to start digging deeper. I had given Victoria the chance to tell me more, and she’d refused. So, now, I had to chase the truth. Ironic, considering I’d spent my whole life running from a different truth… or perhaps it was fitting?

      Like clockwork, Victoria’s assistant, Taryn, burst into the room, sweating profusely. I hadn’t wanted it to fall to Genie to take the heat off me, but my talking time was up. “Ms. Jules! There’s been an incident near your personal quarters, and it requires your immediate attention!”

      Victoria rose from her chair, running a hand through her blonde hair. “What sort of incident?”

      “It’s… uh… best that you see for yourself.” Taryn reddened, looking as though she wanted the ground to swallow her up. “I can’t even begin to describe it. It’s… a whole mess, and… it has a few people panicking. You’ll understand when you see it. I think it might be a, uh, warning.”

      I hid a smirk, silently praising Genie for how quickly she had moved the metaphorical horses into place. The plan had been to vandalize Victoria’s bedroom door with a nondescript threat from the Veritas—something that would be sure to rattle her. Genie would use her infallible Invisibility spell to get the job done so no one could trace it back to her. It appeared my Atlantean wonder had come through, with bells on.

      Victoria drew in a hissing breath of vexation. “If you would excuse me, Nathan. I will return as soon as I can so we can finish this conversation properly. Unless you would prefer to come back later?”

      “I’ll wait. I’ve got nothing better to do,” I replied sullenly, showing no anticipation or excitement on my face whatsoever. Her mind already elsewhere, Victoria bought my act and hurriedly exited.

      I stayed put for a few minutes longer, in case she came back for something. Satisfied that she was truly gone and would be distracted for a decent while, I jumped up and set to sleuthing. I’d heard in one of Ingram’s inebriated confessions that Victoria kept her Grimoire in this very office—but finding it wouldn’t be easy. Grimoires were as precious as diaries, and hardly anyone just left them out for the world to see. Even if I managed to find it, I doubted she would have left her secrets un-hexed. Fortunately for me, I had a somewhat rare ability in my Chaos arsenal—I could read any Grimoire. Hexed, unfinished, magically erased… you name it, I could read it. I’d discovered this particular skill when I’d found my father’s Grimoire, after my mum had told me there was nothing in it aside from squiggles and blotches. But when I’d opened it, those seemingly random marks had changed before my very eyes into perfectly readable script. I could hear Grimoires, too, presumably as part and parcel of the overall talent, whispering to me regardless of where they were hidden. The tricky part was getting attuned to their unique voices, especially with my heart pounding loudly in my ears.

      I darted behind Victoria’s desk and closed my eyes, drowning out every other sound. This wasn’t a skill I used frequently—it was tantamount to stealing private information, and I wasn’t an advocate of that—and getting back into the feel of it took some time. Focusing on my breathing, the steady inhale and exhale, I felt the world around me slow and fade, leaving the still silence of my emptied mind.

      Where are you? My thoughts reached out for those telltale whispers, coaxing them out of their hideaway. Much like riding a bike, the physical recollection of how to do this came back swiftly. However, after a few minutes went by and the whispers still hadn’t come, I knew I was dealing with a Grimoire of epic proportions. The more powerful the Grimoire, the quieter their siren call. And this one was proving to be near silent.

      To break the heart of a betrayer… Finally, a soft hiss pierced the quiet in my skull. The voice rattled with bitter, cruel energy, giving me an idea of the state of the creator when it had been written. Victoria must have hated someone a great deal to put so much venom into a spell. To make him forget he ever knew you… A second hiss pinballed between my temples, though these words were much softer. Sadder. Victoria must have been suffering a great deal when she wrote this one. How to speak to those who have passed through the veil… A third hiss, even sadder than the last, so much that tears welled unexpectedly in my eyes. But it brimmed with power, intense enough that I had to gasp for breath. It made me wonder how much pain Victoria hid behind that impeccable mask of unflappable serenity.

      How to extract abilities… How to meld two monsters… A sharp pain jabbed at my skull as the enormous energy of those two spells careened into me, leaving me momentarily breathless. The nature of these spells was borderline forbidden, which was likely why she’d kept them secret in her Grimoire. Perhaps they’d been a bygone experiment from her younger days, when rules were made to be broken instead of enforced. I knew of many magicals who had crafted spells and curses in their Grimoires that they later came to regret and had buried deep in the pages. That was usually where the magical erasure came into play. If Victoria had any of those in her Grimoire, I’d still be able to read them. Like a back-up recovery file, I could still tap into the obliterated words.

      Sensing the epicenter of that pulse of power, I turned around and faced the vacant windowsill. There didn’t seem to be anything there at all, aside from a few candles and a framed picture of Victoria on the day she had been inducted into the Institute. But the energy was definitely coming from there. Puzzled, I traced my hands across the sill, feeling for where the energy was at its strongest.

      There! A potent shock, like sticking my fingers into a plug socket, jolted up my fingertips from a wooden square of paneling, the kind usually used to conceal a radiator. Feeling around the edges of the panel, I gave it a firm push, and the panel swung loose on hidden hinges with a faint click. Beneath lay a recess of sorts with a solitary item inside, wrapped in a large pouch of dark green velvet. I could barely catch a breath as I reached in and took the package out, the power overwhelming my senses as jumbled whispers bombarded my brain.

      Hastily, I unwrapped the article and looked down upon the white leather binding. Elegant golden fleur-de-lis adorned the front, with the letters “VJ” glinting at the center, encompassed by a raised circle of mother-of-pearl. It was one of the most beautiful Grimoires I had ever seen, and my fingertips itched to turn the pages and see what was inside. I knew it was wrong on many levels, but impulse took over. Before I knew what I was doing, I had turned to the index. As I’d suspected, the interior was a mass of sigils and markings that made very little sense… but they would soon.

      No sooner had I thought it than the seemingly nonsensical symbols merged together in a collision of mesmerizing, dark golden ink that spread out onto the page, unfurling into words that my prying eyes could read.

      An index appeared, listing spell after spell. The ones I had heard in the Grimoire’s whispers, and so much more: Ut Loquuntur Verum, which translated to “speak the truth”; The Dragon’s Kiss, which I’d seen variations of in other Grimoires—a nasty spell that created a black flame which burned more powerfully than any ordinary fire; Memoria Aeterna, meaning “Eternal Memory”; and one simply named Euphoria, which either related to a spell for happiness or a sort of conduit spell to make reaching a state of Euphoria much easier.

      Halfway down the index list, a title jumped out at me: In Essentia Transformatio, “The Essence of Transformation.” I didn’t know if it was exactly what I was looking for, but it piqued my interest with its forthright confidence. Perhaps, if Victoria had written of ways to transform things, I could use that to create an antidote that would de-transform Reid.

      I flipped to the corresponding page only to find it blank. The stinging scent of modified quicksilver singed my nostrils, letting me know that this page had been magically erased. An error from Victoria’s past that she didn’t want immortalized forever in her Grimoire, or something too powerful to remain on paper. Unfortunately, she couldn’t hide her mistake from me. Carefully, I pressed my palms to the blank page and fed my reading ability down my arms and into my fingertips, pinkish tendrils of Chaos slithering across the thick vellum to urge the erased letters back into being. This would only be temporary, the letters disappearing again as soon as I was done reading. Victoria would never be the wiser to what I’d done.

      I smiled as the words appeared, but the smile rapidly faded as I read the spell she had tried to forget. It was a curse that blended the essence of one being into another, inflicting the effects by way of an extraction of the essence from whichever being you chose to use—monster, magical, spirit, etc. In the margins, I noticed small scribbles, like afterthoughts: only works on humans. Effects on magicals unpredictable. At present, side effects unknown. Needs further observation. My stomach tightened with fear, my mind unable to believe that Victoria Jules, whom I admired and respected, had ever written such a curse. This kind of magic wasn’t strictly forbidden, as people tended not to mess with the natural order to this extent, and there were very few magicals with the sort of power to pull this off, anyway, but it should have been completely prohibited. It sickened me to see it, and to view her notations, which suggested that she had actually attempted to experiment with this curse at some point in her life. I mean, we all had things in our past that we would rather forget, but this… I couldn’t fathom it.

      Trying to gather my thoughts, I focused on how this might relate to the Fear Dearg issue. It wasn’t explicitly the same, and I couldn’t see any mention of it having a contagious element, but it certainly rang a few bells. And it could certainly be used to work on an anti-curse for Reid’s problem, given the similar nature of the spell.

      What did she hope to achieve with this? Curiosity got the better of me, urging me to flip through the pages before and after this particular aberration. Most of the spells surrounding it were to do with payback or punishment of some kind, and I could feel the anger and bitterness that the curses had been written with. And, while the anger was fairly potent in the erased transformation curse, it was no more potent than any of the others—in fact, the level of resentment that powered through to me was slightly less than on the curse intended to break a betrayer’s heart, for example. Still, when Victoria had written it, she had clearly intended to use it as a form of punishment against someone who had hurt her very much. But who? And what state was that poor soul in now? I dreaded to think.

      Unless… I’d encountered that poor soul, and his name was Reid Darcy. The notion lodged in my mind, chilling me further. But it didn’t make sense. Why would she have done something like this to Reid? I forced the thought to the back of my head, making a note to get to the bottom of it later. After all, asking her outright would be extremely unhelpful, and more likely to put a blockade on our plan. No, I would do my digging after Reid had been aided, for the sake of those who stood to get infected if I did not.

      At least this is proof that such a spell exists, I thought, trying to calm my whirring suspicions. Maybe someone else read it, which is why she erased it—so no one would be able to get their hands on it again. Maybe it’s not her. Until that moment, I’d only seen a curse like this in action during Reid’s turns, but I hadn’t known how the magic had been done, so to speak. Now, I had a much better idea. Taking a picture of the revealed pages before folding the Grimoire back into its velvet pouch, I stuffed it back into the secret recess and locked the panel back into place. With the spell safely stowed inside my phone’s memory, I legged it out of there.

      Victoria would be too rattled by the vandalism to continue her conversation with me, anyway. And I was too rattled by what I’d found to face her.
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      I paced my study in frantic strides, clutching a swiftly copied version of Victoria’s curse in one hand and my phone in the other. I’d sent word to Genie and Persie to meet me here before I moved on to stage two of proceedings, mainly to make sure that the former was okay and her diversion had gone without a hitch. She, by rights, should’ve been back at the Infirmary, but she’d informed the medics that she refused to go back and had essentially discharged herself for the sake of this mission. They’d agreed, likely glad not to have to butt heads with her anymore. My heart flapped in my chest like a restless bird, struggling to cope with the nerves and adrenaline and fear crashing through my bloodstream.

      What if I’m overcomplicating matters because of my history with Victoria? The thought had occurred to me many times during the rushed copying of her chilling hybrid curse and on the hurried dash over from Victoria’s office, and even in the initial reading. After all, in situations such as this, it served to implement the philosophy of Occam’s Razor—in layman’s terms, that the simplest option was the right one.

      Could she really have been the one to cast the curse on Reid? I removed my spectacles, using the comforting familiarity of wiping them on my shirt to slow the pace of my racing mind. She had created a curse very similar to the one that was affecting Reid. She was likely the only one with access to her Grimoire. She’d hexed the book to keep out prying eyes, and she had erased the evidence of those two pages—all highly suspect. I put my glasses back on and sighed, distressed by the implications of the discovery. But why would she curse Reid? Was he more local than he’d let on? Had he trailed Victoria before he’d trailed Persie, and Victoria had retaliated? But if that were the case, surely he’d remember her. It wasn’t as though she was easy to forget. Goodness, this was a mess. And if she’d cast the curse, when?

      My futile Q&A with myself came to an abrupt halt as Genie barreled through the study door, grinning like a madwoman. “Aloha!”

      “There you are.” I waggled my phone at her. “I was waiting for you to reply!”

      “I thought it’d be quicker if I just came straight to you. Plus, there’s less of a paper trail this way.” She flashed a wink and pointed to her phone. “Speaking of which, you should delete any messages about Operation Sneaky Weasels.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

      “I blame the flu meds.” She stooped to catch her breath, a sure sign that she was still feeling a few side effects from the resurrection and the cold she’d contracted.

      I waited for the third member of our party to stagger in, but she didn’t appear. “Where’s Persie?”

      Genie gestured behind her vaguely. “We thought our plan would work better if we all had a decent alibi for our whereabouts. Oh, and I didn’t have the energy to conjure up my invisibility spell to cover both of us, so we went back to her room and made sure a bunch of people saw us both go in. Then I snuck out, all invisible-like, and spray painted the crap out of Victoria’s apartment door.” She laughed deviously. “Persie’s eagerly awaiting news.”

      “What did you paint on her door, out of curiosity?” There was a bit of concern in my question, too, considering she had been borderline bananas before we’d undertaken this endeavor. In hindsight, letting her loose with a can of spray paint might have been a terrible idea.

      She wiggled her eyebrows, still giggling. “I left the kind of message that’ll make Victoria wish she’d worn her brown suit today. ‘You think you’re all-powerful. You think yourselves superior. The day will come when we show you are nothing but dirt beneath our feet. Your days of power are over. You are in our world now.’”

      “You didn’t leave any evidence behind?” I had to be sure, given that she’d been wielding chopsticks as swords about an hour ago.

      “Not a lick! I made sure of it. What about you? How did Operation Softly Softly Catchy Cursey go?”

      “I appreciate these creative names.” I laughed and waved the copied curse in her direction. “I think I got what I was looking for, but I won’t be able to conjure up an antidote myself. That isn’t my field of expertise, but I know someone who can help.” I didn’t say any more about what I’d found than that. I felt horrified by the curse in my hands, but I didn’t want to cast aspersions on Victoria before I had concrete evidence. Even with Genie, I couldn’t begin theorizing without being certain. Perhaps there was a part of me that wanted to remain decent and honorable when it came to Victoria, despite what I had seen.

      Someone else could still have stolen it from her Grimoire, and it was entirely possible that Veritas had managed to acquire a dangerous piece of magical technology that had gone awry because they didn’t know how to use it properly. I knew of one such item—a Devil’s Bomb—that could emulate what had been done to Reid. They were very rare, but they did exist. Devil’s Bombs were orbs crafted from Arabic gold, which usually held the spirit of a djinn. The spirits were imprisoned in the same way a genie got sucked into a lamp, and, once released with the right incantations, it melded human and djinn together. Who was to say there wasn’t a Fear Dearg version of a Devil’s Bomb? If such an item had fallen into inexperienced hands, then it could well have been the cause of this—instead of someone deliberately inflicting a curse. Maybe I was being naïve, but I found it difficult to think ill of Victoria.

      Genie nodded. “Then lead the way to our mysterious assistant.” Her eyes brightened. “Ooh, that’s what I’ll be! I’ll be a scholar’s assistant’s… assistant.”

      I chuckled. “You have no idea how many times I’ve been snowed under with work and wished that was a real thing.”

      “I’m not called ‘Genie’ for no reason. Don’t you know I grant wishes?” She flashed one of her most disarming smiles, and I almost forgot what I was supposed to be doing.

      It occurred to me at that moment that we were alone together in my study. Had we not had the pressure of an infectious monster curse on the loose, this would have been another chance to kiss her. Alas, there were more pressing matters afoot, and we needed to get going before Victoria came looking for me to finish our conversation.

      “This way.” I walked past her and out of my study, looking down at the ground and trying not to think about the heady waft of her perfume that hit me as we came within touching distance.

      Walking through the Institute’s hallways with Genie bounding along beside me, I was reminded of the vast scale of this place, with its cavernous ceilings and imposing stone and glass structure. I had been here for almost six years—first as a student, then as a scholar’s assistant and Repository caretaker—and the magnitude never failed to inspire awe.

      Fifteen minutes later, we arrived outside the medieval door of the Hex Lab, complete with a rusty black iron knocker in the shape of a stag’s head. I reached for it and heard the bang of my knock echo through the room beyond.

      “Where are we?” Genie whispered furtively. “It’s got creep factor coming out the wazoo.”

      I looked left and right, noting how dingy and narrow this part of the Institute was in relation to the rest. “I’ve never noticed that before. I suppose it is a bit… shady. I imagine that’s because it was built around the ruins of where the old castle’s dungeons used to be.” I shrugged off the sudden prickle that ran up the back of my neck, thinking of all the ghosts that must have been floating about down here. “But this is Ariana Gilmore’s laboratory—scholar of hexes and potions. Nothing weird, I assure you, unless you call being an expert in breaking curses creepy.”

      “Depends on the person,” Genie replied, staring at the medieval door. An original relic, if memory served.

      Then, the door swung open to reveal Ariana herself. She rubbed her hazel eyes as though we had just woken her from a nap, or perhaps she had been so deep in her work that she had forgotten the intensity of daylight. I had certainly been there before. A moment later, a smile spread across her face, and she tucked her long, dark-blonde hair behind her ears. She and I had come to the Institute around the same time—myself as a student, her as a scholar’s assistant—and she had always been a welcome sounding board to bounce my ideas off of. And I’d always found her Yorkshire accent charming.

      “Ey up, if it int the Beast Master himself.” She swung the door wider, revealing the dimly lit interior of her lab: ancient, splintering workbenches adorned with test tubes and vials and bottles, all filled with liquids of unknown origins. A pungent scent of chemicals and the earthy note of herbs and dried plants drifted out of the room, making me sniff in pleasure. “What brings ye to my door? Not that ye’ll find me complainin’. Ye know I’m always happy to have ye swing by for a brew.”

      Genie stiffened beside me. “Does he do that often?”

      “Not so much, as of late, but the lad’s been busy, so I’ll not hold it against him.” Ariana winked at me, oblivious to Genie’s suddenly frosty glare. I observed Genie discreetly, a half smile tugging at the corners of my lips. Was she… jealous? I wasn’t the sort of person who thrived off the jealousy of significant others, nor was I the type to play games, but it added a bit of kindling to the flame of hope that she liked me as much as I liked her.

      “If you could resist holding anything against him, that’d be great,” Genie muttered under her breath.

      Ariana tilted her left eye toward us. “Sorry? I didn’t catch that, love. I think I’ve gone a bit deaf from this explosion we had the other day. Ye shoulda seen it! Coulda taken out this entire hallway if I hadn’t jumped in sharpish.” She showed her hands, which were covered in the fading marks of chemical burns. “Me mum always said me hands would never be pretty. Guess she were right!”

      You’ve got nothing to worry about, I wanted to tell Genie. Ariana and I were just friends and colleagues who shared research woes over a cup of tea every now and again. This was the way Ariana acted with everyone; it was part of her Northern nature to tease and be friendly with anyone who came to her door. Genie just didn’t know that.

      “Did you get everything cleaned up all right?” I asked politely.

      Ariana nodded. “Oh, aye, nothin’ I couldn’t handle. Me lab already looks like it’s taken a beating or twenty, so no one’s gonna notice.” She cackled, her laugh deep and throaty. “Anyway, much as I’d like to flatter meself, I’m guessin’ this int a social call?”

      “Right!” I segued into the task at hand. “There’s a curse I need help with—or, rather, an anti-curse—and I thought I’d pick your brain about it. Have you got time?”

      Ariana waved a singed hand at me. “Barrels of it. I were just porin’ over a few new defensive hexes when ye knocked, so I could do with a change of pace. I’ve been hittin’ dead ends like no one’s business. Maybe thinkin’ about somethin’ else’ll get the creative juices flowin’ again.” She turned and beckoned us to follow. Genie strode in first with a prominent scowl on her face, and I brought up the rear.

      Once you got past the potent smell of acridity and nostril-burning spiciness, the lab was a place of historic beauty. Built underground to lessen the impact of any explosions that might take place, the room had low, vaulted ceilings and stone walls that were draped in elaborate tapestries depicting everything from ancient magical battles to Roman and Grecian gods and goddesses, plus a few monsters thrown in for good measure. Iron sconces with flickering torches clung to the walls between the tapestries, which probably went against fire regulations, but they illuminated the lab in a clandestine glow. There were electric lights, too, but Ariana liked to add atmosphere to her domain, and she claimed that it was easier to see the colors of flames, curses, and hexes when the lights weren’t too bright. A very important factor in hexwork.

      We crossed the lab to Ariana’s personal workbench at the far side of the room: a hulking block of wood, scorched in places, with a slab of gray marble laid across the top. There, she perched on the stool behind the workbench and gestured for us to do the same on the opposite side.

      “Sit your arses down. There’s no standin’ on ceremony ‘ere.” She sipped from a mug as she waited for us to take our seats. “Can I get ye aught before we start?”

      “No, thank you,” I replied.

      Genie smiled a little too sweetly. “I’m good.”

      “So, what’s this curse, then?” Ariana wasted no time getting down to business. She was blunt to a fault; it was a characteristic that people either loved or hated, and I sensed Genie might not be the biggest fan. “T’aint ofen that the great O’Hara has summin’ so interestin’ for me to lay me peepers on. If it int monsters, it’s not worth talkin’ about. Int that right, love?”

      I chuckled nervously. “This is sort of monster related, but I think it’ll be right up your street.” I fumbled with the copied version of Victoria’s curse, deciding against showing it to her outright in case it was too obvious that I’d gotten it through underhanded means. “Have you ever heard of a curse that takes the abilities of a monster and… combines them with a human, blending the two entities? I should clarify—it’s not two entities existing in the same body; it’s the abilities of the monster melding with human anatomy, which then allows the human host, so to speak, to phase into that monster, usually at times of heightened emotion.”

      “Ah, ye mean an Anghenfil Curse. Nasty stuff.” Ariana slurped her tea more vigorously, thinking. “I’ll be honest wi’ya, there hant been a recorded curse of that sort in centuries. The Primus lot used to use ‘em for revenge and stuff, when witch hunters came botherin’ magicals in their villages and that kinda thing. I’ve not seen one in a modern book, mind. I only know about ‘em ‘cause I like to read the dusty tomes.” She winked, making Genie grip the edge of her stool until her knuckles whitened. “Even then, ye wouldn’t find a book about ‘em anywhere ‘ere. I read about ‘em when I were a guest speaker at the Cardiff Coven.”

      Well, that would explain the gap in my knowledge. My Welsh was extraordinarily rusty, but I knew that “anghenfil” translated to “monster.” Welsh was the first language of magic, so it made sense that such an old spell would be found solely in their archives. Upon this discovery, I wondered if I had been naïve in assuming that Victoria was involved. If such curses were readily available, as long as one knew where to look, then perhaps her similar curse was mere coincidence. Or maybe I just wanted to believe that.

      “It’s funny you should say that, because I was searching through some very old papers that came through from Swansea. I asked for some archival material for a research paper on Welsh monsters, and there was a curse like that in one of the files they sent me. I think it must’ve accidentally found its way in there,” I lied, the words tripping smoothly off my tongue. “But it wasn’t called an Anghenfil Curse. It was called a Fear Dearg Curse. Does that ring any bells?”

      Ariana shrugged. “It sounds Gaelic. It’s probably a variation from some magical in Ireland. Magical folks, back then, were always takin’ the raw materials of a curse and adding their own flavor to it. It’s like storytellin’, I suppose—ye know, embellishments and that kinda thing get added each time a tale is told. It were the same with curses, back in the day.”

      “Do you think it would be easy to find an anti-curse for a spell like that?” I tested the waters, knowing she would bite.

      She grinned. “I’d not be so cocky as to say it’d be easy, but I love me a challenge.”

      “I translated the pages as best I could.” I’d finally reached a good moment to show her the curse I’d copied, now that I had a solid excuse. “Do you think you’d be able to make a cure for this variation?” I slid the paper over the workbench toward her. She lifted it closer to her face, squinting as her eyes darted left to right, absorbing the words and ingredients.

      “Depends,” she said, after a lengthy pause.

      I tried not to show my disappointment. “On what?”

      “What yer want a cure for?” She gave me a knowing look, which suggested I didn’t have her entirely fooled. “Has someone gone in a bit over their head?” Her eyes glanced at Genie for a moment.

      “I haven’t!” Genie protested.

      Ariana laughed. “Hey, I dint mean no offense by it. I’ve just never seen ye here before. I know who ye are, of course, and I know ye’ve got power comin’ out yer arse—big fan, by the way—so I wondered if ye’d taken it a curse too far, if ye catch me drift, and ye were tryin’ to fix things before they got out of hand.”

      “Oh…” Genie fidgeted, like she was about to bite the bullet and admit that was the case, to give us a valid excuse for not getting Victoria involved. However, I knew the rules of being a scholar, even if I wasn’t one. If Ariana thought there was a potential danger, it was her duty to report it to Victoria. That meant we had to come up with another excuse, and fast.

      “Genie is just helping me out, as my assistant. She’s shadowing me, and I’m sure there are a thousand things she’d rather be doing on a Saturday, but I encouraged her to come along and meet you,” I confessed, sounding so genuine that I almost tricked myself into believing it. “As you well know, the scholar of hexes and potions is a student’s best friend, especially if they want a few bespoke hexbags and potions to give them an edge in hunting.”

      The suspicious expression on Ariana’s face softened to a wry smile. “Ah, don’t ye be flatterin’ me, Nathan O’Hara, ye old dog.” She leaned across the workbench toward Genie. “But he’s right. I am a student’s best friend, and I don’t mind brewin’ up somethin’ special for students who’ve got bags of promise. So, don’t be forgettin’ that when ye get into ye second year, aye? I’ll be wantin’ to chat to ye for hours, since I bet ye know of hexes and spells that I han’t even dreamed of!”

      Genie shifted awkwardly on her stool. “I don’t mind sharing a few bits and pieces.”

      “That’s what I like to hear!” Ariana made a fist of triumph. I had neglected to consider how useful Genie’s position might be in terms of bargaining. After all, Ariana would have given the entire contents of her potion cupboard for a sliver of information about Atlantean hexwork. It was a well-known, and somewhat irksome, fact that Atlantis continued to conceal most of its magical knowledge from the surface world. I myself would have given up all of my bourbon biscuits, and maybe my hobnobs, for a chance to study the creatures in the Atlantis Bestiary, but there was a complete embargo on outsiders entering such places. Surface magicals could visit Atlantis after a rigorous application process, but they were escorted at all times and could only see what Atlantis wanted them to see. Most of its deepest, darkest magical secrets remained exactly that… secret.

      “Anyway, that isn’t why we want an anti-curse.” I brought the conversation back around. “I was hoping to surprise Victoria with both the curse and the anti-curse for her birthday and write it up in elegant calligraphy, maybe with some posh bindings. You know how she adores and collects ancient spells. Now that you’ve told me the Primus Anglicus were particularly fond of these Anghenfil Curses, I have to make this her present. Primus Anglicus spells are her favorite kind.” I’d garnered most of these tidbits from the loose tongues of drunken scholars, but I knew how to make them sound like personal knowledge. It was all in the eagerness with which the words were spoken, like an excited child on Christmas morning. Plus, it stood to reason that Ariana would know this to be true, since she was the one who’d told me about Victoria’s love for all things Primus Anglicus after one too many Guinnesses at The Sail and Anchor.

      “Ah, O’Hara, yer barkin’ up the wrong tree there.” Ariana clutched her stomach as she belly-laughed. “I know ye’ve not had much luck with the lasses over the years, but don’t tell me ye’ve gone and got a fancy for Ms. Jules? She’d eat ye alive!”

      A chemical explosion would be good right about now… I glanced at Genie out of the corner of my eye and felt my heart sink at the sight of her thousand-yard stare. She probably thought I’d tried my luck with every woman in a ten-mile radius, but that could not have been further from the truth. In my six years at the Institute, I had barely flirted with women—and the sparse few that I had flirted with had turned me down flat or gotten bored swiftly because I’d prattled on about my monsters instead of listening to them. Genie was the first person I’d met who made me forget the monsters and think only of her.

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing like that. I just wanted to find something unique for her birthday, as a way of thanking her for letting me order new things for the Repository to make the monsters more comfortable.” I stared down into my lap. “Besides, my ‘fancy’ is… elsewhere.”

      Ariana’s eyes widened slightly as she looked at Genie with new understanding. “Ah… I see it now.” She reached over and gave me a playful nudge. “I pity the poor lass, and ye’d better treat her right, O’Hara, else ye’ll have me to deal with. If I hear ye’ve bored her to death, I’ll have to mix ye a love potion that’ll stick.” I was grateful that she hadn’t explicitly named Genie as the object of my affections, but I was far more grateful for the sweet, secret smile on Genie’s face as she glanced back at me.

      “Do you think you can do it?” I struggled to focus with Genie looking at me like that, but I was aware of time ticking by.

      Ariana snorted. “A love potion? Aye, no bother.”

      “The anti-curse,” I replied, with an obligatory eye roll.

      She looked over the pages once more. “Like I said, I’m a sucker for a challenge, and I know Victoria would go crackers for this as a surprise birthday present. Let me see what I can rustle up. There’s tea and coffee over there if ye get thirsty—this might take a while. But I’m guessin’ neither of ye’ve got anywhere else to be, since yer already together.” She grinned mischievously as she slid off her stool and walked to the floor-to-ceiling cupboards on the far right of the room, where she began ransacking the shelves for ingredients.

      I stole a look at Genie and thought about taking hold of her hand. But she had already turned away to watch Ariana work, leaving me gazing at the elaborate design of the silver barrette at the back of her head.
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      An hour later, I clamped a hand over my mouth as a plume of lurid green smoke puffed out Ariana’s latest trial and error experiment. It seemed we were finally getting somewhere. Genie and I had gone through two cups of tea apiece, an entire packet of custard creams, and several packs of Ready Salted crisps—or chips, as Genie called them. All the while, we’d watched Ariana toil away at her anti-curse creation. Countless bottles of liquid littered the workbench, and there were pouches of herbs and plants and powders scattered everywhere. Precious metals and rarer items were stored in little metal boxes, and Ariana used delicate scoops as she tested different quantities, trying to get the cure right. She was mesmerizing to watch, working like a Michelin-starred chef, adding drops of this, pinches of that, and sprinkles of something else into the row of beakers lined up before her.

      “Well… that’s the right smell, but it int the right color.” Ariana lifted her safety goggles for a moment—an accessory which she had neglected to provide for us—and mopped her brow with the back of her sleeve. “From what I can tell—and this is a lot of guesswork—the smoke should be red, not green. I think I put in too much wolfsbane—aye, that’ll be it. It wants more belladonna.” Sliding her goggles back on, she started afresh with a clean beaker, going back through the motions that had resulted in the green smoke.

      I dusted some biscuit crumbs off my lips. “Can I ask you something?”

      Ariana peered at me through the magnified lenses of her goggles. “Aye.”

      “Have you ever heard of any of these Anghenfil Curses being contagious?” I’d been waiting for the right moment to bring up that part of the Fear Dearg curse. Now seemed like a prudent time, with her attention mostly fixed on the ingredients. I hoped she wouldn’t dig any deeper into my question.

      She frowned. “Chaos, no. The Primus Anglicus liked to tinker with their revenge curses on non-magicals, but they weren’t sadists. They only bit if they got bit first, if ye know what I mean?” A soft chuckle fogged up the lenses, obscuring her eyes with condensation. “Mess-ups can happen, though.”

      “What do you mean?” Genie entered the conversation, her eyes squinting with curiosity.

      “Well, if they put this ‘ere curse on the wrong person or summat,” Ariana replied, adding a few drops of what looked like liquid gold into the beaker. “These curses are intended for non-magicals. That’s how they were designed, and this one int any different. If it accidentally got cast on a magical, say—full, half, any kind—there’d be no way of knowin’ what the effects would be. It’d go haywire, I’d guess. I definitely wouldn’t want to be anywhere near if that happened. Why’d you ask?”

      I wonder… Perhaps that was exactly what had occurred, and it had made the curse on Reid contagious, turning others into Fear Deargs as well. Although, that would have meant that Reid was, in some way, magical. That didn’t seem particularly likely, considering the group he belonged to. I firmly believed, regardless of what Victoria had said, that Veritas and the witch hunters were the same. But there was no way Reid would be allowed into their gang if he was even remotely magical.

      And yet it was the only logical explanation that I’d heard thus far as to why the curse was infectious. Could it be?

      I put on an expression of nonchalance. “No reason. I’m just hypothesizing, since you said that the Primus Anglicus used it for revenge. I wondered if they’d ever tried to spread the net of revenge wider by killing lots of birds with one stone.”

      “Nah, I see where yer mind was going with that, but there’s no reason and no precedent for it turning contagious if it was cast on a non-magical,” Ariana reiterated. “The Primus lot were powerful, but they weren’t daft. Turnin’ a whole village into monsters would only bring more enemies and alert more folks to somethin’ fishy goin’ on. They’d have kept it targeted on whoever had pissed them off and let said village believe that the person in question had been touched by the devil or summat.”

      So… something went wrong. It was becoming clearer by the moment that the spread of Reid’s curse was an unfortunate side effect, and it suggested there was more to him than met the eye. Perhaps the person who had cursed him didn’t know he had any magic in him. Perhaps Reid himself didn’t even know. It wasn’t always obvious in a person, especially if they were born Mediocre. Either way, as long as Ariana could come up with a cure, we would have a way to fix all of this. We could delve deeper into Reid’s Chaos-potential later, once the spread of the contagion had been stopped.

      Ariana scooped up a tablespoon of belladonna and dropped it into the freshly made mix of ingredients, which had settled into a faint orangey color. The moment the belladonna hit, the liquid began to bubble violently, unleashing a red smoke which spilled out over the edges of the beaker and wafted across the workbench. The moment I saw that smoke, I knew she’d found the cure. It looked exactly like the red mist that had enveloped the Fear Dearg.

      “That’s the badger!” Ariana whooped. “Smells right, looks right. I’d say it tastes right, but ye wouldn’t want to drink it.” With a spring in her step, she opened up a drawer in her workbench and took out a small bronze ball. Deftly, she twisted a tiny circular panel in the ball to reveal a hole. Lifting up the beaker, she poured the contents into the bronze ball, then twisted the panel back into place. She shook it a few times to make sure nothing leaked before holding it forth proudly. “One anti-curse hex ball to add to yer surprise birthday present. Though ye had best give me credit for this.”

      I held out my hand and she placed the ball gently on my palm. It felt almost painfully hot. “I will, I promise.” I had used enough hex balls in my time to know how this one worked. In essence, it was more of a potion ball than a hex ball. When grabbed tightly in the hand, which I took care not to do, a needle inside the ball would be triggered, injecting the liquid into the desired target.

      “It didn’t say in that curse ye found, but it’s important to know, so ye should probably add it when ye write everythin’ out—if this were bein’ used in a real situation, ye would have to give the anti-curse only to the one who got cursed. Sounds obvious, but some folks need it spellin’ out. I’m sure Victoria int one of those, though it pays to have all bases covered.” Ariana took off her goggles and started cleaning up the materials she’d used. “Now that I’ve put in all that effort, I’m tempted to use one of them curses on someone just so I can find out if it works. I won’t, but I’m tempted.” She grinned, gathering up an armful of bottles.

      I smiled. “Victoria is going to love it. Thank you so much for going the extra mile.”

      “I just wanted to see if I could,” she replied, seemingly content. “But I mean it—I best get some credit when ye hand the gift over.”

      “Cross my heart.” I wished I could keep that promise, but obviously we had other intentions for this hex ball. “Do you need any help tidying up?”

      Ariana snorted. “Nah, I’ve got everythin’ under control. The two of ye should go and enjoy some sunshine before the weather turns chilly.” She glanced at Genie. “But remember, come next year, I want to have a word wi’ya about Atlantean hexes and potions.”

      “No problem,” Genie replied, already halfway off her stool. I guessed she was eager to get to Persie and tell her the good news.

      “Thank you again.” I tapped my mug. “And thanks for the snacks.”

      “Ye owe me a fresh pack of biscuits! Good ones, not the cheap crap.” Ariana cackled to herself as she loaded the provisions back into their respective cupboards.

      I pocketed the hex ball. “Will do. Only the best for you.”

      With that, Genie and I exited the lab, each of us gulping down a lungful of the fresh air in the corridor outside. I hadn’t realized just how stuffy it was in the lab and wondered if all of that chemical-tinged smoke could be good for Ariana. I didn’t have too much time to contemplate it, however, as Genie set off toward the residential annexes, where Persie would be waiting.

      I fell into step with her and handed her the hex ball, so she could pass it on to Persie. She looked sideways at me with a strange, bemused expression. “You really are a cabbage, aren’t you?”

      “Pardon?” I wasn’t sure if I needed to feel insulted.

      “Hidden layers,” she reminded me with a smile. “You’ve got this innocent, shy, toeing-the-line vibe going on, but you’ve just played two of the most important people in the Institute. And you didn’t even break a sweat. Hell, I believed everything you said even though I knew you were lying. I’m thinking I need to get you an Oscar or something. Or, maybe I need to be more on my guard.”

      I gaped at her. “No… you never need to be on your guard with me. Never. You already know the only lie I’ve ever told you, and you know why I told it. I wouldn’t ever try to fool you or manipulate you like I’ve just done with Ariana and Victoria.” I didn’t know if she was toying with me, but the possibility that she wasn’t made my heart hurt. “With you, I’m sincere and honest. It would kill me to ever find myself lying to you.”

      “Are you sincere? About me?” Her voice softened, her gaze probing mine.

      “I am.” I swallowed my fear, riding the bravery wave that I’d been on since going to Victoria’s office. “And that’s why I want to ask you out on a date. A proper one, once we’ve dealt with Reid.”

      Genie’s mouth fell open in shock. “What?”

      “I want to invite you on a date, with me, after all of this is over,” I repeated.

      Her lips curved into the most glorious grin. “There you go, getting more cabbage-y by the minute.”

      “Is that a potential yes?” I asked, a bit too hopefully.

      “It’s not a potential yes,” she replied, touching my arm for a fleeting moment. “It’s a hell yes.”

      And with that, my heart, much like Ariana’s potions, exploded.
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      Perched anxiously on the edge of my bed, I waited with bated breath, my paranoia ramping up with every tiny sound from the hallway beyond my bedroom door. Genie, Nathan, and I were taking some monumental risks to fight Reid’s curse. If anyone found out that Genie wasn’t here, even though she’d been seen entering, she’d be in huge trouble. Frankly, she’d already been through more than enough without me roping her into potential career suicide. But it was too late to change the plan now. By this point, if everything had gone well, Genie and Nathan would already have played their parts.

      I went over the plan in my head. First, the schmoozing with Victoria to try and crack her for some intel, then straight to the antidote once Nathan had gotten enough to work with. Nathan had promised to secretly release the pixies and Gren and take them somewhere I’d hopefully be headed soon, in case anything went awry. I’d protested at first, not knowing if it was a good idea to take an enormous monster like Gren out of his enclosure. But then my lovely, green-furred Purge had whined and pounded his talons against the glass, letting me know that he wanted to help. I’d sensed his willingness to cooperate, resulting in my eventual acceptance. Still, if Victoria found out about that, there would be heads on pikes before dawn.

      So, where are they? I knew all of that would take some time, but anxiety reigned supreme. The clock showed that two hours had passed since Genie had snuck out of here, shrouded by her Invisibility spell. Since Victoria hadn’t come bursting in, demanding answers, I clung to the hope that they hadn’t been caught. It sucked being the one whose job was to stay put.

      It sucked even more because, with all this time to kill, my moral compass had decided to behave very indecisively, spinning toward all four corners. By helping Reid, were we paving the way for these witch hunters to come back at us magicals with a vengeance? Or would he stick to the price he’d paid for my assistance? I didn’t know him well enough to be sure. Heck, I didn’t know him at all, not really. But just as I had a sixth sense about monsters and their emotions, I had a similar feeling about Reid. His sincerity and desperation had shone through everything else, and I could only hope it didn’t come back to bite us in the ass.

      A faint knock came at the door and my head shot up, my heart leaping into my throat. I approached the door, putting my ear close to the surface. “Who is it?”

      “The Grim Reaper,” a familiar voice hissed back. “Who do you think?”

      I opened the door, relief flooding over me, and I smelled an odd, burning-popcorn scent as my invisible best friend slipped by me. A green flare of light pulsed in the center of the room and began to travel upward, unraveling the Invisibility spell around Genie from toes to top. I hurried to close the door, eager to hear what she had to say. I’d pleaded with her to keep me up to date before she left, but she’d rattled off an argument about keeping paper trails to a minimum, and my phone had been agonizingly silent since.

      “Oof, that burns.” Genie heaved out a breath, looking a little too pale for comfort. Guilt twisted in my stomach. She was really going out on a limb to help me here, even though she hadn’t properly recovered from, you know, dying and being brought back to life, and then getting a bad cold from her dead body being left out in the rain. She must’ve noticed me observing her with a remorseful expression, because she pulled me into a hug. “I’m fine, Pers. You know me. Tough as old boots.”

      “I just wish we could’ve waited a few more days, until you were better,” I murmured into her shoulder.

      She chuckled. “What are you trying to say? You think I look like crap? My ego already took a knock today, after meeting that hex-y potions woman. But I’ll have you know I’m in top form, so don’t you worry about me.” She pulled away and fixed me with an intent gaze. “The sooner we finish this, the better. Then we can forget about Reid, the witch hunters, Veritas, all of it, and leave this episode behind us. So, runner number three, are you ready to receive the baton?”

      I straightened up and remembered why we were here. “Does that mean everything went smoothly?” Nathan hadn’t given much away when we’d conjured up our plan of action. He’d only said that he needed to pay two people a visit to get the answers we were looking for: Victoria and a woman called Ariana.

      “Smooth-ish.” Genie dipped into her pocket and pulled out a bronze ball with slivers of glass cut into the polished surface. Through it, I saw a vibrant liquid of pillar-box red contained within. “Seems like Nathan has a bit of underdog charm when it comes to the ladies. Who knew?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      “Nothing. It doesn’t matter. I thought I had a rival, but she turned out to be pretty cool. She wants to interrogate me for Atlantean hex secrets.” Genie nodded to the bronze ball as I took it from her. “That, which you now hold in your hands, is the key to fixing this contagious mess—bought with Nathan’s charms and jaw-dropping acting prowess. That man can lie, let me tell you! I’m still not sure whether to be horrified or impressed.”

      “This is the antidote?” I stared at the metal ball with awe. It looked so small and unassuming. How could it possibly reverse such a potent spell?

      Though she be but little, she is fierce, as my friend Shakespeare once said. I reminded myself that a tiny pebble could burst a tire, and one mosquito could down entire populations.

      Genie smiled. “You have to give it to Reid and tell him to hold it tight. Oh, that’s an important point—don’t grip it too tight or you’ll end up getting spiked instead.” She gestured back toward the door. “Should we get this show on the road, then?”

      I steeled myself, trying to think of how my mom would act in my position. She’d faced worse without showing fear, and now I had to do the same. “It’s time.”
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      Making sure to be seen at various intervals by passing hunters and students, Genie and I walked into the Institute’s orchards, pretending that we were just going on a stroll to get my friend some fresh air. Once we were safely ensconced in the darkness, and we felt certain there were no prying eyes, Genie gripped my arms tight and wrapped us both in the Invisibility spell. I could tell she was pushing her limits by spreading it to me, but she didn’t say so. She wouldn’t have to hold it long, not if everything went according to plan. We just needed to get outside the Institute’s perimeter without anyone seeing us. We couldn’t have anyone telling tales to Victoria about me leaving without permission. Going to the marketplace had only been allowed because I’d had Nathan with me. If Victoria heard about this, she’d send a squad of hunters after me, and I couldn’t allow that to happen. Not when we’d already come so far in fixing this. All I had to do was get this bronze ball into Reid’s hands and it would, hopefully, be over. No harm done.

      “Are you okay?” Genie whispered, as the searing sting of the Invisibility spell set in. I’d forgotten how painful this thing was. My skin felt like it was melting, agony pinballing through my body.

      “Fine,” I lied.

      “Just keep the pace quick.” Her breath hitched, and I saw her grit her teeth. “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold this.”

      With that, we rushed out of the orchard as fast as our legs would carry us, her arm linked so tightly with mine that I thought she might cut off the blood supply. Together, we bolted through the back gate and carried on across the open fields until we reached the cliff path. Even then, she didn’t let up, hauling me along until we were firmly out of view of the Institute’s interdimensional bubble. I glanced back, making sure that I couldn’t see the ruins of the castle anymore, and stubbornly brought us both to a halt. If Genie carried on like this, she’d wind up back in the Infirmary, and I didn’t want anyone getting hurt because of this mission.

      “That’s far enough,” I urged.

      With a wheezing gasp, she let go of me and dispensed with the Invisibility, the magic sloughing away from our bodies in a fizzling, upward cascade of green-tinged energy. Once it had evaporated, Genie bent double, coughing violently. Startled, I put my hand between her shoulder blades and rubbed in circles, trying not to get too panicked by the sight of her current fragility.

      True to form, she waved me away. “I’m okay, I just got a spark caught in my throat or something.” She straightened to her full height, but the sheen of sweat on her pale forehead told me another story: she wasn’t well at all. “You keep going. I’ll chalk-door to Nathan.”

      “Did he manage to get the secret weapons?” I asked furtively, meaning Gren and the pixies.

      Genie wiped her brow and took out her phone. “He got there five minutes ago. Everyone is in place and behaving.”

      “Then you should get to him. I’ll take the traditional route, in case Reid sees me with backup and takes off. I don’t know why he would, but… this is still all very confusing.” I gave a nervous laugh and took out my own phone, sending a message to the man himself: I have the cure. Meet me at the abandoned fishery in fifteen minutes. It seemed like the safest place for our exchange, since it was out of the way. The hunters had cleared out of there a few days ago after coming up empty. Plus, there were crusty, crumbling old boathouses and storage huts around the fishery where Nathan, Genie, and the monsters could hide.

      Genie reached out for a parting hug. “You’ve got this, Pers. This is how you save the day again, as always. There probably won’t be accolades this time, but that’s the mark of a true heroine. Saving lives in secret. The caped crusader, shrouded in mystery.” She gave me a firm squeeze. “Just remember, you don’t need to be afraid of this guy. You’re the one doing him a huge favor. Just make sure he doesn’t get riled up and turn all misty on you, and we should be good. No need to use the monsters at all.”

      “Thanks. I needed to hear that.” I hugged her back, and then it was time for us to go our separate ways. I wished I could’ve kept her at my side, but I needed to make this walk alone. We couldn’t risk Reid knowing I had my friends waiting in the wings to unleash hell if he tried anything funny.

      She turned and crouched, drawing out a chalk-door. “And remember, shout or call, and we’ll come running.”

      “I will,” I promised, though I prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

      A few moments later, she disappeared through the doorway, leaving me alone on the cliff path to meet my former kidnapper at the very place where he’d tried to intimidate me. In retrospect, I could’ve gone for somewhere less traumatic, but the text had been sent. As if responding to my thoughts, my phone pinged.

      I’ll be there, his message read.

      “Come on, Persie. It’s not hard. Just put one foot in front of the other,” I told myself as I began to walk. On the horizon to my right, the sun was making its slow descent into darkness, splintering the sky with fragments of fuchsia and vermilion cut with a bronzed orange and a subtle swell of midnight purple. I would’ve preferred to do this in broad daylight, but there were far scarier things than the darkness. A horde of untreated Fear Deargs, for one.
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      I made my way down the stone staircase, cut into the cliff itself, to reach the fishery. The walk took longer than expected, my legs turning sluggish and heavy with anxiety, but I was finally here. And I’d heard nothing back from Reid to say if he was also late, or if he was already waiting. Nada.

      I’m doing the right thing, I told myself. I’m stopping worse trouble from happening. I repeated the mantra, ad nauseum, until it stuck. I wasn’t scared to see Reid again, per se. I was more frightened by the idea of losing Victoria’s trust. Moreover, if anything did go south during this exchange, any kind of cavalry, aside from my two friends and four monsters, was a long way away, with no idea that we’d even left the Institute.

      Reaching the wide cove where the fishery sat like a decaying corpse of forgotten industry, I took a deep breath and headed into the decrepit building. On the threshold of the dripping, stagnant hellhole, I pinched my nose and strode into the dimly lit space, but even that wasn’t enough to keep out the pervasive stench of rotting fish. It hadn’t gotten any better since my last visit. If anything, it had grown worse, reeking like a dead whale that had exploded on a beach from natural gas buildup, spilling out putrid scents galore. If I’d dared to take a proper whiff, I probably could have listed the decomposed remains of whatever the dead fish had last eaten.

      Where are you? I texted Reid, trying to comfort myself with the blue light of my phone. Even though the sun hadn’t fully set, the cliffs on either side of the cove blocked out most of the remaining daylight, leaving me in an inky gloom that made me want to sprint back to the cliff path.

      Almost there, my phone pinged back almost immediately. Good. Then, I could hand over the antidote, make sure he used it correctly, and all of this could be over and done with. I could go back to the Institute, safe in the knowledge that I’d helped a bunch of people without anyone in a position of magical authority finding out and launching a full-scale attack. That had to be worth inhaling some fish stink. Besides, the uneasiness was probably just some residual effect of the mist that Reid had spilled here when he’d been in Fear Dearg mode. Nothing to worry about.

      My Persephone. Leviathan’s voice bombarded my brain out of nowhere. He sounded worried, which was not a look I liked on him. Where are you? he asked.

      I rolled my eyes. This isn’t the time, Leviathan. I’m busy.

      Are you still annoyed because I could not revive your friend? His tone shifted to one of mild amusement. I confess, I was glad to discover that another had aided her. I lingered a while after you sent me away. Apologies. But did you think me oblivious to the parentage of Nathan O’Hara?

      I paused, intrigued by this sudden confession. You knew?!

      I know much, but I say little. I believed the Atlantean would be in safe hands. He chuckled softly. Although, I was somewhat insulted that you did not try to speak to me in the aftermath. I was looking forward to offering comfort to my beloved.

      You think I know how to open up this insane telepathy pathway? I replied, not sure what to make of his admission that he already knew there was a Necromancer nearby who could save Genie. Not that I would do it, even if I knew how, I hastened to add, in case he thought I was going to start calling him for nighttime chats. If I was his beloved, as he claimed, couldn’t he have let me know Genie was safe? To spare me some of the pain I’d gone through?

      I could not tell you. It was not my secret to share, he said, reading my thoughts.

      Don’t do that! My thoughts are private! I chided. On some subconscious level, I was glad he was there to keep me company, something familiar to lean on amidst the creep factor of the fishery.

      He laughed, evidently enjoying himself. You are pleased I am here? That is more to my liking. If only I could actually be at your side. I would relish the chance, my Persephone. I think of you often. I see your face in my mind’s eye and wonder what you are doing. I wonder if you are happy or sad or if you are in trouble. I listen for your heart, reaching out to me an ocean away.

      Mind, not heart, I corrected rapidly. Don’t get the two mixed up.

      The true heart is in the mind, my Persephone. The physical heart is but a muscle to pump blood around the body. I could almost hear him grinning. Although mine does beat faster whenever I think of you, or when I hear the sound of your voice inside my head. It has beaten for centuries without thought, but now it beats only for you, my immortal beloved.

      I hoped he knew I was cringing. Oh, so now you’re ripping off Beethoven? He called his lover his immortal beloved, so don’t pretend you’ve just come up with that. And I’m not your anything, beloved or immortal.

      He cackled. You have no concept of romance, my darling. Whoever originated the phrase does not matter, so long as the sentiment resonates. And don’t fear, one day you will be my immortal beloved.

      Was there a reason you decided to drop in? I didn’t want to talk about his grand ideas of me becoming his hell queen. That wasn’t going to happen. Period. And this fishery was eerie enough without images of fire and brimstone flashing into my skull, setting my teeth on edge. I’d almost forgotten about him coming into my mind during Genie’s temporary death. Why had he felt the need to remind me of his existence right now?

      I felt your anxiety, he replied, his tone softening. I thought you might appreciate companionship. It seems I was right. Although, I have also heard on the monster grapevine that you have been asking about witch hunters. That is dangerous territory, my beloved.

      I folded my arms across my chest. Stop calling me that.

      Never. I pictured him swaying on his coils, wishing me into his Bestiary box with him. As pleased as I was that he was stuck in his prison, unable to get his tentacles on me, there was a teensy part of my consciousness that wondered if I might feel more confident if he was here in the fishery. I had some faith in Reid, otherwise I wouldn’t be doing this, but having an ancient monster for a bodyguard certainly would’ve stopped the nerves from getting the better of me.

      I need you to go aw— My attempt at sending his telepathic ass away was cut short by another voice, echoing between the dilapidated walls of the fishery.

      “Persephone?” Reid called. “Are ye here? It’s me, Reid.”

      Run! Leviathan’s yell exploded in my head. Run, NOW! I’d never heard him panic before, but the fear in his words flooded my own emotions, ratcheting my anxiety up to terrifying proportions. Persephone, please! This will end badly for you. Run while you can!

      It’s fine, I replied defiantly. This is why I came here. I waited for a snarky response or another shout, but nothing came back. I must have pushed him out with those last words, though I had no idea how. Usually, he stuck around for as long as he wanted. Now he was gone, giving me a chance to think clearly as the poison of his heightened emotions drained out of me. I took a shaken breath and peered into the gloom as a solitary shadow crossed the threshold.

      “I’m here,” I said, relieved that he was alone.

      Reid sighed loudly, pretending to wipe his brow. “I thought ye’d bailed on me when ye said ye were runnin’ late. Did ye bring what I need?”

      “I did.” I reached into my pocket for the bronze ball, only to freeze as my fingertips closed around it gently, careful not to activate it. Reid had stepped further into the fishery, moving toward the sound of my voice. And behind him, silhouetted in the dim twilight, more shadows came to block out the light entirely.

      I was wrong. I was alone. He wasn’t.
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      “What the hell are you playing at?” I battled the tremor in my voice. “This isn’t what we agreed. You said you’d come alone. You said you wouldn’t get any of your people involved. That was the deal!”

      Reid neared, tilting his head in confusion. “What de ye mean?”

      “Them.” I pointed at the shadows amassing in the fishery doorway.

      A startled gasp escaped his throat as he took them in. “No… no, this ain’t meant te happen.” He whirled back around to face me. “I swear te ye, Persephone, this ain’t me. I didn’t do this. I stuck by yer rules.” He rushed closer, putting himself between me and the encroaching shadows. “I’m sorry, Persephone—they must’ve followed me. I thought I were bein’ careful, but they must’ve… Ah, dammit te hell! I’m so sorry.”

      Leviathan tried to warn me… He wanted to protect me. He’d given me a chance to run, and I’d ignored him. Now, I was trapped inside this fishery with no way out, and I had no idea whether to believe Reid or not. He looked as alarmed as I felt, but if I’d learned anything from Genie today, it was that people could be unexpectedly proficient actors when they wanted to be—and especially when they needed something.

      “Just stay behind me,” Reid whispered, squaring his shoulders to make them even broader. “I ain’t goin’ te let aught happen te ye, not after what ye’ve done for me. I mean it. They’ll have te go through me first.”

      “Why should I believe you? Who’s to say you didn’t set this up?” I hissed back, as the shadows started to take shape. I counted ten—eight men, two women—all wearing the same grim expressions, their eyes glinting menacingly in the faint, dusky light that managed to eke in from outside. Even if Reid was telling the truth, these people clearly intended to do me harm. After all, I was the enemy. I didn’t need it spelled out—these were the witch hunters.

      Reid reached behind him and grasped my hand. His palms felt rough with callouses, but were surprisingly warm to the touch. “I didn’t, I swear on me life. Why would I? Ye were lookin’ into gettin’ the antidote for me—I’ve got no reason te want te hurt ye or set ye up like this. I did me best te be cautious, but I must’ve slipped up somewhere.” He gripped my hand tighter. “But I’m goin’ te get ye out of this, I promise, even if it costs me dear.”

      “Finally, little Reid came out o’ the woodwork.” A deep, gravelly voice rumbled through the tension of the fishery, vibrating along the taut strings of my terror. It seemed to come from a thick-set bruiser of a man who stood at the front of the witch hunter group. “Ye thought ye were bloody good at yer little game o’ hide and seek, didn’t ye? Well, we’ve got the numbers, so it weren't hard te smoke ye out in the end, even if ye did send us on a wild goose chase for a while there."

      Reid was telling the truth. I didn’t quite understand the dynamics between Reid and this squad of ten, but they evidently had some beef with him. I clung to Reid’s hand as I realized he might be the only person in this building who was on my side, and the only person who could help me get out alive. My friends and monsters were waiting for my call, but I didn’t want to sound the alarm until I absolutely had to, in case… well, in case blood got spilt.

      “I wasn’t hidin’ from ye,” Reid spat back. “I was helpin’ ye.”

      A thinner man with a hawkish face sneered. “Aye, and ye must think we was all born yesterday. Ye infect us with yer witch poison, then disappear without a trace. Ain’t exactly hard te put the pieces together, is it? Ye ran off ‘cause ye didn’t want te deal with yer mess, and we’re here to make sure ye clean it up.”

      “Or maybe there’s another reason ye took off.” A woman of around forty jabbed a skeletal finger at me. “Got yerself a witchy lass, do ye? Wouldn’t surprise me if that’s why ye infected us, so ye could leave us all te suffer and run off into the sunset with one o’ them!”

      The ringleader nodded. “Aye, lad. Any trust we had in ye has long gone. Ye been snakin’ about with the enemy. This all started when ye were tasked with tailin’ that lass there. Don’t tell me that’s coincidence, else I’ll smack ye into next week,” he growled. “She’s tricked ye, like all witches do. She put that curse on ye, probably while whisperin’ sweet nothins in yer ear, then ye infected us when ye came back covered in her filth. And now, yer both goin’ te pay. Te end a curse, ye kill the cursed one and the one what cast it. I don’t need te be a witch te know that!”

      Reid took a step back, urging me to move with him. “That’s blatant lies!”

      “O’ course, that’s what ye’d say.” The woman snickered icily. “I bet she’s got into yer mind, made ye think ye’d do anythin’ te protect her. I’ll tell ye this for nothin’—she ain’t goin’ te protect ye when we end this curse our way. She’ll slip out o’ one o’ them magic doorways and leave ye bleedin’ on the ground.”

      A shorter guy, as tall as he was broad, shuffled forward. “Well, she can try.” He brandished a strange-looking device that reminded me of a face massager. It had a silver handle with two silver balls on the end that were glowing an electric blue. “Lucky fer us, we’ve got ways te stop slippery witches from gettin’ away.” The sight of that glowing thing cemented my thinking that these guys definitely had magicals working for them, voluntarily or involuntarily. They’d need magical input to use devices like that, pre-charged with Chaos so they could wield them. I shuddered as memories of those returned magicals, the ones that my mom and dad took care of at the SDC, came back to me. Was that where they were getting this magical juice?

      No… The plan had been for Nathan and Genie to charge through a chalk-door if things turned for the worse, but if he had a device to prevent that, then I was even more screwed than I thought. I didn’t know which of the nearby boathouses my friends were hiding in, but it would take them a good few minutes to get here if I called for help. Those few minutes could be the difference between life and death.

      “Ye can believe all the bollocks ye want, but that ain’t the case.” Reid gave my hand another squeeze, as if to say, “We’re going to be okay.” I had no clue how I was supposed to believe that. “This lass ain’t got naught te do with what’s happenin’ te us.”

      The older woman snorted. “I bet ye’d say anythin’ te save her, eh? Well, there’s naught ye can say. It don’t matter that yer da is the boss, we’re goin’ te stop this infection, and that means takin’ ye and yer little witch out. He’ll understand once we explain everythin’. I expect he’ll be glad ye’ve been dealt with, so he don’t have to deal with the disappointment of havin’ a witch lover for a son.”

      Hang on… what?! If I understood correctly, Reid’s father was the leader of these witch hunters. Did that mean Reid was also a leader of Veritas, or maybe just the leader of this Irish branch? When it came down to it, we still didn’t know how far the influence of Veritas reached, and it wasn’t as though I could just ask these people who evidently wanted me dead.

      “This ain’t what ye think, so don’t ye dare try and tarnish me good name or that of me da!” Reid shouted back, as I peered warily around his muscular arms. “I ain’t gone against me values or the laws laid down by the Veritas. I only reached out for help ‘cause of this curse that’s hurtin’ all of us, and ‘cause I didn’t want it infectin’ more people. Folks’re on the brink of dyin’, so I did what I had te. It’s no different te nickin’ a magical device and usin’ it fer our own ends. Only it’s a person, not a device. Though that ain’t new for us, neither.”

      “Ye did what?” The ringleader frowned. Thanks to Reid’s last sentence, any lingering shreds of doubt I might’ve had about their part in the missing magicals evaporated. They’d stolen devices and magicals, the latter helping them to use the former.

      “It ain’t no secret that we hate witches, aye?” Reid said. “We want te out them and show we ain’t scared of what they can do, but that don’t mean they don’t have their uses when somethin’ like this happens.” He pointed at himself, and I wondered if he could hear the hypocrisy in what he was saying. They hated us, but they needed us, and magic was okay as long as it served them? I wanted to give him a jab in the spine, but I resisted. If he could talk us out of here, then I supposed he could say whatever he wanted—I’d get him back for it later. “This lass agreed te help us lift the curse, so long as we didn’t bother this island again. I’d say that’s a price we can pay, te stop the infection and save ourselves, eh? What’s one isolated group of witches off our radar if it means we live another day? If we can continue our work elsewhere?”

      I peeked out from behind Reid once more. “He’s telling the truth. We’re not involved in any way. I wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole.” I shot him a glare, so everyone was on the same page. “He kidnapped me and tortured me, for Pete’s sake! That’s when I told him he should’ve just asked for help instead of trying to electrocute me.” I decided to exaggerate what had happened, in case it helped our case with the witch hunters. “After he explained what was going on, I decided to help, because even if you hate what we are, I don’t hate non-magicals. And I don’t want any of you dying because of something a magical did. That doesn’t exactly paint us in a good light, now, does it? Meddling with non-magicals also goes against our laws, whether you want to believe it or not.”

      “As if a witch would voluntarily help a human,” a different woman hissed. They were all Irish, I noticed. And hearing and seeing the hatred spewing out of them, I realized that Reid had actually been relatively tame by comparison. This lot would definitely have tortured me within an inch of my life, and they wouldn’t have flinched.

      “We do it more often than you’d think, actually.” I wasn’t going to back down without a bit of sass. “Especially in cases that are this disturbing. And there’s more than one way to undo a curse. Although, if you want the facts, killing Reid and myself would do absolutely nothing to remove the curse from the rest of you. I didn’t cast it, so you’d just have one dead witch hunter and one dead witch.”

      The ringleader furrowed his brow. “If that’s true, ye’d have undone the curse on him already, and we’d all be free o’ it.”

      I shook my head, adding a “tuh” to make it as patronizing as possible. “That’s what I was getting ready to do before you all barged in and started making death threats. Now, I’m not even sure I want to give him this.” I took out the bronze ball and balanced it on my palm. “This is your antidote.”

      “More of yer poison, more like,” said the squat man with the anti-chalk-door technology.

      I shrugged, determined not to show weakness. “I’m not going to waste my energy trying to convince you that it’s the cure to your problem. Here’s how I see it: you can go ahead and think whatever you want, but if you don’t let me give this to Reid, you’ll keep infecting more of your own kind. More people will die, whether the infection itself kills them or the curse’s effects kills other innocents. I know the extremes of this curse because I saw it kill someone. So, you either trust me and let me break the curse, or you don’t and lots of people will suffer. Seems like a simple choice to me.”

      A whisper of suspicion susurrated through the group of witch hunters as they conferred. Some glowered at me, making no attempt to hide their disdain. Just looking at these sour-faced brutes made me want to crush the antidote underfoot, but pettiness wouldn’t win the battle, and my disliking these people didn’t mean that others deserved to suffer.

      “I’m sorry, Persephone,” Reid whispered. “I should’ve made sure there weren’t anyone followin’. But I sure ain’t usin’ ye like yer some inanimate bloody object. I know yer a person, and I know yer riskin’ a lot te help. They won’t say it, but I will. I owe ye.”

      I looked up at him, meeting his warm eyes. He had Veritas eyes, in the true sense of the Latin word for ‘truth,’ rather than this group of ingrates—they didn’t lie.

      The air throbbing with nervous tension, the Veritas clan spread back out into their “V” formation, as though they were flying south for the winter. The ringleader cleared his throat and puffed out his chest—classic defensive behavior, as I’d learned from Hosseini during Monster Training. It wasn’t necessarily what I would’ve expected from someone who claimed he wasn’t afraid of magicals. Rather, it showed that he subconsciously thought that he was the weaker party and needed to make himself appear bigger to compensate.

      “Sure, Reid can take that antidote o’ yers. Let’s see what happens.” He smirked. “The way I look at it, if he dies, ye’ve cut our workload in half. If he don’t, then maybe we’ll trust it is what ye say it is.”

      It took you that long to come up with that? I turned to Reid. He was the one who’d asked for my help. He was the one who seemed sincere and had those honest eyes. I didn’t owe the other witch hunters anything, except to prevent them from infecting more people. But what if it doesn’t work? The thought came to me, unwelcome. Reid was the first guinea pig, and the stakes of the anti-curse’s success suddenly felt exorbitantly high.

      I shook off my doubts, trusting the expertise of the Institute’s staff. “All you have to do is hold this and grip it tight in your hand,” I instructed, passing the hex ball to him. “A needle should pop out and inject liquid into you. It might sting a bit, but it’s nothing to worry about. That’s how the ball works.”

      He took the item without a hint of fear. I even checked his eyes, but there was nothing there but trust. Perhaps he had gone over my list of provisos, after all. “Like this?” His hand clenched around the ball and he flinched. “Yeah… I think I feel that needle.”

      “You should start to feel the antidote doing its work within a couple of minutes,” I assured him, though I had no clue if that was true.

      He nodded, scrunching up his eyes. “Is it meant te feel cold?”

      “Uh… yeah,” I fibbed encouragingly.

      I waited for the antidote to kick in, observing him closely. Off to my right, I felt the burning stares of the witch hunters, equally invested in what was happening. If I could’ve sank to my knees and prayed for it to work, I would have, but I figured it was best to stay standing with the enemy so close.

      At first, nothing seemed to happen. He just stood there with the ball gripped in his hand, his gaze flitting from me, to his fist, and back again. You could’ve heard a pin drop in the rancid fishery, everyone on tenterhooks.

      Then, Reid dropped to his knees with an almighty howl. He lurched forward on all fours, his spine arching violently, the veins popping out of his neck, reminding me of my worst Purges. His face twisted in pain, and his fingernails raked at the gelatinous residue on the floor as a fiery trail of glinting red shot up his arms and spiderwebbed out across the visible parts of his skin. As he unleashed another ground-shaking roar, his head shot up, revealing two burning red lights in his eyes. They weren’t the same as his Fear Dearg flames, but they still scared the living daylights out of me, prompting me to stagger back a few paces.

      I chanced a look at the other witch hunters. In response to Reid’s howls, their heads had snapped up toward the ceiling, and the red mist was pouring out of them in rapidly tumbling torrents. The mist pooled onto the floor, slithering along the ground like it had a mind of its own, heading toward Reid. As he bucked and writhed in agony, the mist wound up his braced arms and disappeared into his skin, returning to its source. A second later, a tear in the fabric of reality appeared in the crumbling rafters of the fishery, the edges fizzing with speckled black light. Out of the atmospheric wound, more red mist spilled out, swirling in the air above Reid like a cyclone before powering into him in a violent cascade—likely, the infection from all the other witch hunters who had succumbed, traveling all this way to be reabsorbed into its original host. Reid roared in pain, his whole body swamped in the mist as it fought to find room inside him. I thought it would never stop until, with a deafening snap, the tear closed and the last of the contagion was sucked into Reid, leaving him a trembling, gasping mess on the floor.

      Is this good? Is this bad? I stared, utterly stumped, until the ringleader of the witch hunters spoke.

      “Well, that feels better, don’t it!” He tilted his neck from side to side, presumably to relieve any cricks. “I can breathe proper, and me mind’s clear as day. How are the rest of ye?”

      “Grand,” the older woman said, with a pleased grin.

      A murmur of agreement ran through the group, but Reid looked anything but fine. The bright red fire in his eyes and his veins had gone out, and all the mist seemed to have been reabsorbed, but he continued to breathe heavily, sweat running down his face.

      I crouched beside him. “What about you? How do you feel?”

      “I don’t feel no different,” he rasped.

      “Pity for ye then, aye?” The squat witch hunter mocked, patting a hand against his rotund belly.

      I frowned. “Maybe the antidote just stopped the contagious part. Maybe it didn’t fully heal the curse in you, only the people you infected, and to prevent you from infecting anyone else.” This possibility filled me with a jarring disappointment. It didn’t seem fair that Reid should still have to suffer when he was the one who’d sought out the antidote in the first place.

      “Hey, at least no one else is goin’ te get infected.” Reid peered up at me with watery eyes. “I’ll take that as a win, so… thanks for all ye’ve done. I had a moment where I thought ye might’ve foxed me, but ye didn’t. I’m grateful. I just wanted the infectin’ te stop. That’s all I can ask for.”

      I heard the heavy thud of footsteps and my head whipped around. The ringleader had taken a few steps forward. “Looks like ye’re a useful device after all. Might be more we can tap out o’ ye. I’d say it’s time te grab this little witch and leg it out o’ here before someone comes lookin’ for her.” He glanced at his pals and they all leered in assent, edging closer. “And if ye’re still as loyal as ye say ye are, Reid, ye’ll not mind givin’ us a hand.”

      Are you freaking serious?! I wanted to scream at them until their ears bled. How could they turn on me after what I’d just done for them? They’d clearly ignored the small print about leaving this part of the world alone after I’d cured them. Couldn’t they give me a damn second before flying their hate flags again?

      Apparently not.

      With the witch hunters closing in and Leviathan’s warning echoing in my head, I slipped my hand into my pocket and dialed.
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      “Grab her, Reid!” the ringleader bellowed as the witch hunters moved closer. A few of them hesitated. Undoubtedly, if they knew who I was, they believed what Reid had initially believed—that I had power by the truckload. Which meant I’d bought myself and my backup a couple of minutes.

      Unless…

      Reid got to his feet and dusted off his knees, unable to look at me. He stood right beside me. He only had to reach out to catch me, while the others were still fifteen feet away. My chest clenched in a vise of panic. If Reid decided to “stay loyal” and do as these idiots said, I’d lose that wiggle room altogether. I’d divulged the truth to him. He was the only one in this fishery who knew I had no power other than the ability to spew up monsters, and I hardly had control over it yet.

      I shook my head. “Reid…”

      “I told ye.” He finally met my frantic gaze. “I’m a man of me word.”

      “Which word?” The fealty he’d presumably pledged to the Veritas, or the vow he’d made to me, that he wouldn’t stab me in the back once I’d gotten him his antidote? My throat seized up. I looked him dead in the eyes, wondering if he was conflicted because he had to do as they said, or because he had to go against them?

      Before I had the opportunity to find out which way his moral pendulum was swinging, Gren crashed through the doorway of the fishery with my beloved trio of pixies fluttering around his furry green head. The quartet unleashed a terrifying war cry. The pixies were small, but they were the fiercest buggers I knew. They made easy work of darting around the witch hunters, as tiny as they were, and surged toward me. They stopped just in front of my chest, turning their backs on me. The pixies linked arms, unleashing a blast of cerulean light from their cuttlefish spots, their magic spinning in a dizzying vortex until I stood in the center of a protective wall of pure energy. To the left of me, Reid had the sense to stagger back, his eyes widening in shock. Meanwhile, Gren had scattered the enemy, diverting their focus to him.

      “What the flamin’ hell is that?!” The ringleader fell backwards in fright as Gren ambled toward the nearest witch hunter, fangs dripping venom and ready to bite.

      Don’t! I mentally cried out, before I could stop myself, as Gren lunged for his target—a young man with a shock of red hair, who hadn’t spoken at all throughout this encounter. In the light that flared from the pixies, I saw his terrified face. His whole body shook as he screamed and he put his hands up to protect himself, as if that would’ve made a smidgen of difference.

      To my relief, Gren paused just shy of ripping the guy’s head off. Instead, he cast me a green-eyed look of understanding before he raised his talons and swiped at the witch hunter, sending him flying into the fish-gut-stained wall. The young man slammed into it and crumpled to the floor, unconscious but alive.

      “Persie!” Genie skirted around Gren to join the fray, with Nathan sprinting in behind her.

      “I’m okay!” I shouted back.

      The older woman with wiry gray hair delved into her pocket and took out something small and shiny. It looked oddly like a boomerang or a shuriken, but I couldn’t tell if it was magical. “She must’ve been followed!” the woman raged. “Let’s take ‘em all. Show ‘em what we’re made of!” She simultaneously hurled the peculiar boomerang directly at Genie’s head. Genie’s hand shot up, lightning fast, to catch it before it could strike. But the moment her fingertips closed around the projectile, it expelled a bolt of crackling electricity that shot up my friend’s arm, delivering a shock that very few could withstand. I watched, horrified, as her body went into violent spasms. But Genie was a Verso—she’d be all right, wouldn’t she?

      She might’ve been, had the wiry-haired woman not had another boomerang at the ready. It sailed through the air and struck Genie directly in the head, sending a bolt directly to the brain. My friend’s eyes opened wide in alarm, lighting up with two bright sparks.

      “NO!” I howled, plunging through the pixies’ defensive vortex and sprinting for my friend. I couldn’t go through this again. The déjà vu was too much. A red mist descended over my eyes, just as it had done when I’d thought Genie was gone for good. The pixies chirped frantically at me, flying in my face to get me to stop, but I ignored them and charged toward the enemy.

      Meanwhile, Nathan was down on the ground, trying to shake Genie awake. The younger woman leapt onto his back and wrapped a silvery rope around his neck, pulling with all her might. The rope gleamed magically as it seared Nathan’s flesh, making him cry out in agony. He lifted his palms to fight back, but the sparks of his Chaos sputtered out the moment they erupted. The rope appeared to be a transmutation of Atomic Cuffs.

      These bastards have been busy. They had devices and anti-magical tricks up their sleeves that I’d never seen before, and they knew how to use them. Brimming with stolen Chaos. As Nathan thrashed, the squat troll of a witch hunter took over on the rope, crossing the threads behind Nathan’s neck and pulling until his eyes bugged. Gren turned his attentions toward the rope-yielding witch hunter and headbutted him so hard that he sailed across the entire length of the fishery and hit a cluster of rusty equipment at the back. Nathan collapsed and lay still on the ground, his eyes rolling back into his head.

      One of the witch hunters came at me from the right, wielding a shock stick. As adrenaline surged through me, I remembered something Marcel had taught us in our Martial Arts classes: “If ye cannae beat ‘em, duck ‘em.” Skidding to my knees, I glided right under the shock stick and leapt straight back up into a run, keeping my eyes on Genie and Nathan—who were still fairly close to the doorway—and my peripheral vision on everyone who was spread out around me. The witch hunters had dispersed throughout the fishery, thanks to their panic at Gren’s arrival, with some keeping to the distant sidelines and others daring to come closer. With Genie out before the fight had even begun, I needed to step up. Otherwise, these witch hunters were going to have three prisoners to take back to their evil lair.

      “Get some Cosmic Cuffs on that lass, NOW!” the ringleader barked, having managed to drag himself up off the floor.

      I shot him a cold stare. “They’re Atomic Cuffs, you assclown!” I felt as though I were channeling both Leviathan and my mom as I stooped to snatch up a length of iron piping that had been left on the filthy ground. Marcel had taught us Kendo as part of our training, and though I usually ended up flat on my back after he swiped me behind my knees, I was determined to give it my best try. With Nathan and Genie out for the count, I had no choice. Gren might have been enormous, but there was only one of him, and I didn’t know what else these vipers had up their sleeves. One of them was trying to get one of the silver ropes around Gren’s neck, but he continued to throw the witch hunter off.

      Another witch hunter came at me from the right. I grabbed his arm and twirled around him until I faced his back, using a maneuver Marcel had made us practice until we’d felt like ballerinas at the Bolshoi. Startled, he didn’t turn fast enough, giving me an open invitation to crack him across the back of the knees with the iron pipe. His legs buckled, and I brought a second strike down on his shoulders. He toppled face down, groaning in pain.

      “What are ye all standin’ around for!” the ringleader shrieked. “Knock her out and get her in Cuffs!”

      With the executive order given, the hunters converged on me, blocking my path to my unconscious friends. Each took out a weapon or device of some kind: another boomerang, another shock stick, a pair of sparking nunchucks, a strange bow that had a string of thrumming energy stretching from point to point instead of wire or horsehair, and a handful of what appeared to be Entrapment Stones, amongst other unnerving, pilfered artifacts. For a split second, I thought of the poor souls who must’ve hexed and charmed all of this stuff for them. And how the witch hunters were able to make these things work. A temporary Chaos infusion, drained out of magicals, maybe? If they had Ephemeras in their pilfered arsenal, which they’d somehow modified to imbue with a general dose of magical-level Chaos, it was very possible. But I couldn’t focus on that now. I had to get myself, my friends, and my monsters out of here alive.

      Eight witch hunters formed a circle around me, while Gren dealt with the first antagonist he’d attacked just outside the doorway. The guy had made the mistake of getting back up again. As for the second guy Gren had swiped, he was nowhere to be seen. The others took nervous steps inward to close the net, weapons glinting with stolen magic. I whirled around on the spot again and again, holding my iron pipe like it was a true Kendo staff, bringing it down on any hands that dared to prepare an attack. As Marcel had taught us: “When ye find yerselves in a tight spot, it’s best to give yerselves as much extra reach as possible. Don’t let ‘em too close.”

      Gren… I need you! I called out in my mind, willing him to hear me.

      The ground trembled as he answered, and not a moment too soon. The old harpy with the gray hair had just raised another electric boomerang, and I wasn’t sure I had the reflexes to dodge it. Gren thundered through the circle, scattering the witch hunters like bowling pins, and coiled himself around me. The pixies flew down to join him, taking up guard positions along the length of his scaly body.

      “Get rid o’ that massive thing first!” The ringleader got to his feet again, pulling out a familiar looking pouch: a hex bag. “Use yer spell sacks and crush that bastard!”

      The witch hunters converged once more, now numbering nine once more since Gren’s target had rejoined the party. They slipped into a well-rehearsed formation and, before I could take in what was happening, they began to launch hex bags at Gren. Once the first trio had hurled their magical artillery, they raced to the back, and the next group moved forward to attack, rotating through an endless salvo. Acrid puffs of brightly-colored smoke erupted from the hex bags as they hit Gren, prompting the pixies to dart toward me and conjure up a defensive barrier that would protect us from the incessant hexes.

      Gren roared in pain as puffs of emerald green, baby pink, and rusty red bombarded him, unleashing their own unique hexes on my beautiful Purge beast. A liquid fire spilled out of a red hex, scorching him and melting entire patches of his scales. A green hex sent out thick, gnarled vines that constricted around his body, and a pink one expelled a horde of tiny beings that seemed to be made of light. They burrowed into Gren’s skin and, though I couldn’t see what they were doing, I could hear the agony in my beast’s roar as he tried to fight off the relentless bombardment.

      Run, Gren! Get out of here! I begged. He looked at me mournfully and simply shook his head, a soft whine emerging from his throat. A second later, it turned into a heartbreaking roar as a black puff of smoke careened into his chest. A horrifying, tar-like substance splattered out, then crawled up to Gren’s throat, where gelatinous fingers scraped around his neck, trying to suffocate him. Please, Gren! RUN! Tears pricked my eyes as I willed him to obey, but he either couldn’t hear me through his own pain or he didn’t want to heed my warning. Just then, in the midst of a shattering roar, a bag with a violet plume hit him square in the face. Glittering tendrils slithered out of the smoke and plunged down Gren’s open mouth, directly into his throat.

      “No! Please, no… Please, run! Just run away!” I sobbed as a gut-wrenching gurgle bubbled out of Gren’s mouth, cutting off his roar. His eyes turned to meet mine for the last time, and he pushed his head toward me, not even flinching as more hex bags exploded into him. Gently, he rubbed his cheek against mine with a quiet whimper. It seemed to say, “I don’t know where I’m going, but I’ll be okay. Don’t be sad for me.” I reached out through the pixie barrier and grasped his face, hugging it tight as he rested his chin against my shoulder. My tears dampened his fur as I held on, hoping that if I just willed him to live, then he would. After all, I’d brought him into this world, and I wasn’t ready for him to go. I’d only just started getting to know him.

      He whimpered again, his breaths strained. I didn’t need to know his language to understand. He was saying goodbye. If the witch hunters had known that, they would have come straight for me. Instead, they held back, still afraid to approach in case my sweet-natured monster tried to rip them to pieces. To the untrained eye, he was still a threat. But I knew better. He didn’t have long now.

      “I’m sorry, Gren.” I buried my face deeper into his fur and clung to him, so he would know he was loved. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to help you. I’m sorry I ever told anyone about you. I should have let you go free when I had the chance. I should’ve… saved you. You were never meant to be in a cage. Your heart’s too big for that. I’m so, so sorry. Please… forgive me.”

      Gren nudged me gently, one final time. And then he was gone. He slumped forward, his chin rolling off my shoulder, his head collapsing onto his coiled body. I waited to hear him whimper or snuffle or bellow again, but he lay silent and painfully still.

      “Well, what are ye hangin’ about for? It’s dead! It ain’t gonna protect her no more!” The ringleader jabbed a finger at my Gren, realizing the threat had passed. “Clamber over that thing and get her so we can get out of here!”

      Up until now, I’d tried to play nice. I’d stopped Gren from devouring them, not wanting death on my hands, and how had they repaid us? They’d zapped my best friend’s brain, they’d tried to strangle the life out of Nathan, and they’d killed my gentle giant of a monster—not to mention, they wanted to kidnap us. A blinding spike of pain stabbed through my entire being. I felt it cut into me like it was an actual blade, the despair spreading out across my chest like fluid. I felt the grief of all my recent losses: my home, the pixies, Genie, and now Gren. Not to mention the stinging hurt of Reid’s betrayal. He hadn’t joined the fight, but he hadn’t stood beside me, either. He was still on the sidelines, watching me struggle.

      “I save you, and this is all you can do? You come crying to me, and you kill a beast that I love? You beg for mercy, and you repay me with a knife in the back and a hex in his throat?” My voice boomed out of me with a volume and power that, on any other day, would have scared me senseless. This didn’t sound like me. This sounded like Leviathan. And maybe this occasion called for a bit of a hell queen’s attitude.

      The witch hunters froze, terror evident on their nasty, twisted faces. Perhaps, given a few minutes to let the agony ebb, I could’ve found a way to rein in my anger. However, at that moment, my Gren began to disintegrate. Ashy flakes of gray drifted away from his body and turned to black mist in the air, each flake disappearing and taking him to wherever Purge beasts went after they died. The sight tipped me over the edge.

      “You’ve no doubt heard the name Merlin.” I roared, mimicking the monsters that I’d lost. “Well, you’re about to find out why we’re so famous.”

      I let the all-consuming pain loose, feeling the white-hot energy of it pulsing through every cell and fiber of my being. Tears trickled down my cheeks as I threw back my head and clenched my hands into fists, calling on all of that raw emotion to bring about the very thing that, just hours before, I’d still feared. In losing Gren as he gave his life to protect me, I became aware, more than ever before, that my curse wasn’t a curse. It was a gift. It was everyone else, everyone who thought of my creations as “things” and “fuel,” who made it a heavy weight to bear.

      Violent spasms wracked my body, each intense pulse pushing something dark and intense up from my chest and into my throat. Black mist seeped out of my pores, creating a circle of black fire that began to spin faster and faster and faster until I saw only shadow. I shook uncontrollably, the sensations too forceful, too extreme, too strong for my flimsy human shell to take. Then, without warning, a pillar of black mist shot out of my mouth and pummeled skyward.

      You would run, if you had any sense… But they didn’t. Their desire to capture me was greater than their fear of what I was doing. Either that, or they didn’t fully understand what was happening and the danger they were in.

      As the mist arced down to the floor, it began to take shape. Enormous, bulging legs with clawed feet, each talon as long and sharp as the blade of a hunting knife, the muscular limbs coated in a thick layer of coarse maroon fur. More of the creature appeared, revealing an abdomen of dense armor-plating, striped with white and navy. Above that was an armored chest, broader than I was tall, followed by eye-popping biceps and arms that ended in sharp claws that were only marginally smaller than its talons. A long neck, protected by more bands of that natural armor, finally revealed the creature’s head. Vaguely leonine, it had burning red eyes and three sharp horns nestled between two flicking feline ears, and a mouth full of dagger-like teeth. The beast stood there, gorgeous and fierce, smoke pouring from his nostrils.

      I’d seen this beast before, but not in a book or a dream—rather, somewhere I couldn’t place.

      The beast turned to me and bowed, one arm in front of its abdomen and one behind its back, like a gentleman. I guessed it was a male of its species. As he bent, I noticed jagged spines protruding from his back, like a gigantic porcupine. Rising to his full height once more, he growled, as if to say, “I’m awaiting orders.”

      Exhausted to the bone, I simply glanced at the witch hunters, who all looked as though they were about to faint. “Them,” was all I said.

      He immediately homed in on his targets. Two of the smart ones turned tail and ran, sprinting out of the fishery before they had the chance to find out what this monster could do. As for the others, they panicked and began flinging their weapons at my creature. The electric boomerangs bounced off the armor, and the hex bags were swiped out of the way by the monster’s huge paws as he marched toward victory. He unleashed an almighty screech that brought a torrent of napalm-like fire out of his mouth, the near-liquid flames thundering downward. The fire enveloped the squat strangler completely, and when the torrent disappeared, there was no trace to suggest that there’d ever been a person there. Complete incineration.

      My monster launched an attack on another witch hunter—the boomerang-throwing harpy who’d zapped Genie. As he incinerated that particular devil, the other witch hunters seemed to realize that their moment of glory had packed its bags and left the building. Shouting in fear, they ran for their lives.

      The monster looked back at me and bowed, like he was asking, “Am I done?”

      “For now, thank you,” I replied. He stood at ease with his arms folded behind his back and his chin lifted proudly, waiting, soldier-like, for further instructions. If I hadn’t been totally exhausted, I would’ve been more intrigued by the sentience of this particular beast. More than anything I’d ever Purged before, he seemed to understand exactly what I was saying, and I him. The pixies and I had come a long way, but our understanding had taken time and patience, while this appeared to be immediate.

      Now, I had one distraction left to deal with: Reid hadn’t fled with the others. He stood there, still on the sidelines, watching me.

      What do I do with you, huh?

      As if sensing that he had another order to fulfil, my monster turned and glared at Reid with burning eyes. Without waiting for permission, he stalked toward my kidnapper, like a predator hunting its prey.
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      My armored, fire-spitting, colossal creation dropped to all fours, the click of his huge claws on the hard floor a foreboding omen as he approached Reid. I stood surrounded by the remaining ashes of Gren, my pixies perched on my shoulders, unable to utter a single sound to stop my new Purge from attacking the man I’d come here to help. I knew I should say something, but my head felt too fuzzy with fury and grief and betrayal and the draining fatigue of Purging something so… gargantuan. There was no other word for him. Weirder still, he seemed to be the living embodiment of all those intense emotions that hammered through my veins: the anger, the resentment, the hurt, the loss, the wrenching anguish of having my naïve kindness turned against me, seeing my friends injured because they’d wanted to protect me. In a twisted way, this monster made sense. Why else would I have Purged a battle-ready warrior, if not to defend the people and beings that I loved most from those who’d made themselves my enemies?

      As my monster edged closer to the last man standing, I headed toward Nathan and Genie. Reid wouldn’t be able to outrun the Purge beast, even if he suddenly changed his mind and decided he wanted out. It gave me the opportunity I needed to check on my friends, to make sure they weren’t… dead. I knelt beside Genie first, then Nathan, pressing my fingers to their necks. Two strong pulses gave me a sliver of comfort that I hadn’t lost them.

      Satisfied, though aware that I needed to get them back to the Institute soon, I turned back to join my monster in front of Reid.

      “I just wanted to help. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.” Words finally tumbled out of my mouth as I neared my monster. Atlas, I would call him, because he looked like he really might’ve been able to bear the weight of the celestial heavens on his massive shoulders.

      Atlas growled a few inches from Reid’s face. Smoke puffed out of his nostrils as his leonine head drew back, his jaws opening in a bone-shaking roar. I wasn’t even close to Reid, but I could feel the heat of Atlas’s fiery breath. Still, Reid didn’t move. He just kept standing there, staring into the eyes of the creature that could kill him at any moment.

      “Neither did I,” Reid replied calmly.

      I walked the length of Atlas’s long, spiny body, coming to a halt beside the monster’s head and reaching out to place a hand between two of his three horns. He still seemed to be listening to me on some telepathic level. As though hearing this thought, he glanced at me with flaming red eyes and gave a quiet snort. I am here for you, it communicated. He was waiting on me to decide what I wanted to do with Reid. The roaring and the smoke and the hot breath were just intimidation tactics to keep Reid in line until I made up my mind.

      “Is this how Veritas repays kindness?” I asked Reid. “Your people killed my monster and hurt my friends. I know that’s all he was to your kind—a beast—but I gave him life, and they obliterated him.” My voice shook with sadness, a lump lodged in my throat as I glanced back at the last specks of ash and the still-unconscious bodies of Genie and Nathan. “Do you have any idea how that feels?”

      Reid nodded toward Atlas. “I can guess. He’s yer rage and pain in living form, right? Fire and brimstone.”

      “No… He might be the embodiment of what I’m feeling, but there’s no fire in here.” I beat my palm against my chest. “It’s ice. That’s what betrayal feels like, and that’s what regret feels like. There’s no warmth in it.”

      “I’m sorry, Persie.” He used my shortened name for the first time, his voice soft and sorrowful. “I ain’t goin’ te run like them cowards. I owe it te ye, te face ye—person te person. Even if there’s a fire-breathin’ lion sort of creature starin’ at me, too.”

      I held my nerve. “Are you any better than them? You didn’t lift a finger to help.”

      “I know.” He lowered his gaze. “And I’m sorry for that, an’ all. See, I meant what I said about keepin’ me word. I wasn’t goin’ te fight ye after the good ye did, but I had te keep me word te Veritas, as well. That’s why I couldn’t fight with ye, either. I’m between a rock and a hard place, and I’ll have a lot of explainin’ te do when I return to headquarters. But… what them bastards did were wrong, and there ain’t no two ways about it.”

      “I doubt your organization will see it like that. Isn’t this part of your manifesto—to show us magicals that we’re nothing? That you’re not afraid of us? I imagine there’ll be a parade when those scumbags tell everyone what they tried to do here today. That they ‘used’ a magical for their own benefit, then attempted to turn the tables,” I spat, my anger rising. Atlas growled loudly, gnashing his fangs at Reid.

      Reid put his hands up in a placatory gesture. “That ain’t true, Persie. My supposed ‘colleagues’ showed that they’ve lost all sense of morality when they attacked ye and yer mates, and all that after ye’d just broken that curse for them. It makes me sick te me stomach. It were disgustin’ te watch, and they ain’t honorable in the slightest. That ain’t part of our code.” His eyes flitted from me to Atlas, and back again. “I’ll make sure they’re punished for this. Me da will agree, once he hears what I have te say.”

      “Your father, the leader of the organization that hates us?” I mustered a cold laugh. Beside me, Atlas expelled two tiny fireballs from his nostrils, which burst into glinting red sparks a few inches from Reid’s feet.

      Reid stepped back, almost flat to the decaying wall. “He’s only the leader of the Irish branch. He ain’t the biggest cheese. And there’s a vast difference between me da, Michael Darcy, and the people ye met today. Me da doesn’t hate for hate’s sake. He just wants a world without secrets—a level playin’ field, with no one lurkin’ in the shadows, foxin’ us folks without magic. He don’t think it’s right that somethin’ so huge is bein’ hidden from average people. He sees yer kind as a tickin’ time bomb that our sort deserve te be able te defend ourselves against, but not outright enemies. If he found out ye’d helped us, he’d thank ye himself, and he’d have accepted yer terms. He’d have done the same as me, agreein’ te leave this place alone in return for yer aid.”

      “And you don’t think that non-magicals would wipe us off the face of the Earth if they did find out we existed?” Now that I’d seen the witch hunters using all kinds of devices against us, the need to stay hidden felt all the more prudent.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Nobody can, unless that reveal gets made, and we see firsthand how things play out. I like te think that everyone would be surprised by the outcome. I’m not talkin’ total harmony, but maybe it’d be more peaceful than ye reckon.”

      Everyone always hates the bigger fish. Genie’s words came back to me. Atlantis had been on the surface for twenty years now, but the wariness and suspicion of the wider magical world had never faded. The peace between that bubble and the rest of the world was fragile at best, a tinderbox at worst. Is that all Reid hoped for? A tenuous harmony between magicals and non-magicals that could erupt into conflict at any moment? Baby steps toward integration had occurred over the years, my Auntie Ryann being a prime example. True, the non-magicals who were allowed to know about the magical world were sworn to secrecy, or faced the prospect of a mind-wiping, but it was a move in the right direction. Slow and steady. A sudden reveal definitely wasn’t the way to go. That would only lead to terror, and terror led to violence.

      “I think we’ll have to agree to disagree on that one,” I said, preparing to deliver one last jab. “Although, you might find yourself wondering which side you should be on in the near future. Will your people really be able to trust you now that you have magic flowing through you?”

      He sighed. “I know I’m still under this curse, but at least I’m the only one carryin’ it now. I’m forever grateful for that. One monster is easier te deal with than a load of ‘em, and I’ll just have te try and find a way to get more control over it so I don’t hurt anyone again.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I smiled sardonically.

      His eyes narrowed. “Eh?”

      “You’re more like me than you think.” I scratched between Atlas’s horns absently, my heart swelling with an unexpected sense of schadenfreude. “My unconscious friend over there found something out.” I nodded toward Nathan. “The person who cursed you must’ve believed what you believed: that you were nothing but a non-magical. However—and I hate to be the bearer of bad news—the curse wouldn’t have reacted the way it did if you were a non-magical. The contagious aspect of the curse came from a reaction with latent magic inside you. It’s why these types of curses aren’t supposed to be used on magicals, because the side effects can go haywire. That means you’re either a full-magical, a half-magical, or a dormant-magical. Any way you shake it, you’re a magical.” I delivered this last bit of news with pleasure.

      All the color drained from Reid’s face, his eyes flashing with fear. “No,” he said quietly.

      “No? To which part?” I pressed. “The facts are there, Reid. It’s up to you if you choose to accept them or not.”

      He shook his head forcefully. “No… yer lyin’. I’m human. I’m normal. I ain’t one of yer sort. It’s yer magic that’s all kinds of wrong, it ain’t me, so don’t ye dare try and trick me.”

      “It’s not a trick. Think back to your childhood,” I urged, watching him shift uncomfortably. “Did anything ever happen that you couldn’t explain? Have you ever felt something, like an electric current running through your body, that felt strange and inexplicable? Did you have a relative who could do things nobody else could, and passed it off as sleight of hand or a trick of the eye? You can deny it all you want, but your curse wouldn’t have infected anyone else if you were ‘normal,’ as you put it.”

      Reid’s expression darkened, his eyelids flickering as though he’d seen something distressing. Perhaps he had, deep in the well of his memory. Only he knew what, but it looked to me like some cogs were whirring.

      “No,” he repeated more firmly, shaking his head to dismiss any lingering disturbing thoughts. Looking pointedly away, he pushed past me, heading for the exit. Atlas shot me a look, asking what I wanted him to do. I knew I ought to send Atlas after him, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so. I’d given Reid something to think about, regardless of his monosyllabic denial. Perhaps, after he’d had time to mull things over, we’d meet again. Or maybe we wouldn’t. Maybe, knowing that there was a chance he was one of us, he would put as much distance between himself and magical kind as possible. Either way, I wondered if this was the last I’d ever see of Reid Darcy: his tall, broad silhouette melding into the shadows and disappearing completely.

      But, right now, I had two far more important people to worry about. I turned to Atlas. “Can you help me with my friends?”

      He gave a snort and prowled across the ground toward them. Thanks to him, we’d won our first battle against the witch hunters. And I hoped, with self-aware naivety, that his appearance would achieve the initial part of the deal—that the witch hunters would leave this part of the world alone in return for our Fear Dearg antidote.

      And if they came for us again… Well, I had a feeling I’d just unlocked the ability to Purge at will. And I had a lot more where Atlas came from.
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      I screamed as loud as my exhausted esophagus would allow. A monstrous face with two burning eyes glowered down at me, the scent of bonfire and rotten fish filling my nostrils in a rather unpleasant olfactory collision. My last memory was of having the life strangled out of me by a Hangman’s Rope—a vile piece of archaic anti-magical technology, usually reserved for the persecution exhibits of magical museums. I realized I must have passed out at some point from lack of oxygen, as everything still appeared to be in good working order. Heartbeat? Check. Respiration? Check.

      But what was this creature? A Fear Dearg?

      “It’s okay!” Persie appeared in my line of sight. “This is Atlas. He’s my latest Purge beast.”

      Then Genie poked her head into view. “That was a heck of a scream. You almost beat my decibels. But I like to think mine had more of a holy-crap-I’m-about-to-get-eaten timbre to it.”

      I sat bolt upright and twisted around to get a better look at the monster, everything slightly blurred. “My glasses… Has anyone seen my glasses?”

      Genie knelt and placed them onto the bridge of my nose, one of her hands holding the back of my neck in a way that made my skin tingle. “How’s that? They’re a bit scratched up, but no major breaks.”

      “Much better.” I sighed with relief as the world came into focus, only to jolt again as the shape of the monster became clear. I squinted at him, wondering if my brain was still waking up. Usually, I could tell what family a monster came from at first sight, but this one… No matter how hard I racked my memory for an answer, none came back. I’d never seen this monster before. Not anywhere. And that hadn’t happened in a very long time.

      “He takes some getting used to.” Genie got up and scratched the fur under the monster’s chin, which tapered to a point like a beard. Atlas closed his eyes in contentment, purring softly, despite having three pixies rolling around on his back, trying to get comfy. “I’ve decided that I like him.”

      Persie chuckled. “I think he likes you too. And the pixies are in love.”

      “When did all of this happen?” I rubbed the back of my neck, where Genie’s fingertips had been a few moments ago. The skin felt tender from rope burn, and I knew I’d be speaking like a husky jazz singer for a few days. “No, actually… what happened?”

      Persie filled me in on what had gone down after I’d been taken out of proceedings, detailing how the antidote had only partially worked. I listened in awe and sadness as she told me about Gren, and how the loss had given her the power to summon a Purge. A bittersweet smile turned up her lips as she explained how the witch hunters had fled in terror from Atlas and his fire-breathing capabilities, though she hesitated for a few seconds before admitting that two had been incinerated.

      “I don’t think they’re dead, though,” she hastened to add. “I know that sounds crazy, but… I got this feeling that they’d just been sent somewhere else. Another realm, or something. Are fire portals a thing?”

      I frowned. “They are, but they have to be conjured by breaking Demon Rubies. It’s the same way the djinn can create portals with specific emeralds.” I looked at Atlas, inspecting him more closely as Genie continued to fuss over him. “If I knew what he was, perhaps I’d be able to research his species and any relation to fire portals.”

      Persie stiffened. “You don’t know?”

      “Honestly, I have zero clue. I keep thinking something will come to me, but I’ve simply never seen a monster like this before.”

      “What if there’s a reason for that?” Persie said quietly, fidgeting.

      My frown deepened. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I had the same feeling you’re having—that I’ve never seen anything like Atlas in any of my dreams, or in my research, or anywhere. While I’d never seen the pixies before they appeared, I knew they existed. Usually, I can get subconscious tidbits about a creature through a sort of sixth sense, but I keep coming up empty with him.” She met my curious gaze. “What if he’s… brand new?”

      My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “Pardon?”

      “What if he’s the first of his kind? Hear me out: I created him in a moment of desperation, with my emotions running high and my back against the proverbial wall.” She paused, scratching her temple. “And he listens to me and understands what I’m saying in a way that no other monsters have, at least not initially. Gren felt my emotions and responded to what he thought I wanted, but with Atlas… it’s like there’s no language barrier whatsoever.”

      I didn’t know whether to be alarmed or leap for joy. It had always been a broadly accepted theory that new monsters could be created, as there had to have been a first of every species at some point in history. However, it was also widely understood that ordinary magicals didn’t have the Chaos capacity to create something entirely new. That would have been the territory of Echidna—the Mother of Monsters—or Chaos itself. My heart thudded with nervous excitement as I looked between Persie and her latest Purge. Persie was the new Mother of Monsters. Given the right circumstances, why wouldn’t she be able to conjure up the first of a new species? The witch hunters had killed Gren and wanted to kidnap the three of us, so, naturally, she’d summoned a Purge with the capability to protect us all. She’d built the perfect monster for the moment we were in.

      “Let me do some research first,” I said, already picturing the books I wanted to check. “If I really can’t find anything about a monster like Atlas, then that could very well be what’s happened. But we can talk more about that once we’re sure.”

      “Can I ask you something?” she asked.

      “Of course.” I managed to haul myself to my feet, resisting the urge to wipe the goop off the back of my trousers. It’s all from the floor residue, I reassured myself.

      “Do you know what happens to monsters when they die?” Her voice hitched, tears welling. I felt for her—to Persie, Gren’s death was like losing a beloved pet, or even a child. She had, in a sense, given birth to the beast.

      I patted her awkwardly on the back. “I think they return to the Chaos stream, where they wait to be born again as something else. It’s like one of the laws of thermodynamics—energy can’t be created or destroyed. It’s just… transferred into something else.”

      “But he won’t come back as himself?” She wiped away a tear, and Boudicca fluttered down to her shoulder to wipe away the rest. Actually, she was licking them away, which was mildly disturbing, but Persie didn’t seem to mind.

      “That, I don’t know. You’d have to ask Chaos itself.” I focused on Atlas, who appeared to have gone to sleep on his stretched-out forelegs. Genie leaned back against his armored side, avoiding the spines that he’d flattened to avoid any unintended spiking. It was jarring to see a monster so huge and frightening behave in such a gentle and peaceful manner, satisfied to be in the company of humans, albeit magical ones, without going wild. In fact, there seemed to be a definite correlation between Persie’s mood and Atlas’s. She was calmer now that the danger had passed, so he followed suit, able to fall asleep now that he had no reason to fight.

      Persie sat beside Genie, snuggling into Atlas’s side. “By the way, I told Reid.”

      “Told him what?” Genie leaned her head on Persie’s shoulder. I couldn’t quite remember what had happened to Genie, but I recalled seeing electrical sparks and her crashing to the ground. I’d gone to her, which was when one of those wretches must have slipped the Hangman’s Rope around my neck. But she seemed to be fine now, with just a faint singe mark on her forehead where she’d been zapped.

      “I explained about the curse’s side effects, and how it couldn’t have happened if he was really a non-magical,” she replied. “That’s how we parted ways. I don’t think he was happy about it, but it’s something he’s going to have to handle whether he wants to or not.”

      Genie chuckled. “How’s that for irony?”

      “He should just be grateful that we magicals figured things out in time, so he doesn’t have to worry about being infectious anymore,” I muttered. “Maybe, with some time, he’ll see that we’re not the villains Veritas has made us out to be.”

      “Weirder things have happened.” Persie closed her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. The poor girl must have been thoroughly exhausted after the ordeals she’d just been through, though at least her Purge beast made for a decent pillow.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, they have.” I scuffed the toe of my boot across the ground. “Namely, where this curse might have come from in the first place.”

      Persie’s eyes shot open. “You found something out?”

      “I didn’t want to mention it in case I was wrong—and I may still be wrong—but I think it’s best if all of us are in the loop. I know you both can be trusted, and this might be something to keep an eye on in the future. Of course, these are just my thoughts and suspicions, but I feel I have to share them.” I drew in a breath and told them, in absolute detail, everything that had occurred in Victoria’s office. The entry that I’d found in Ronan Lomax’s journals, and the possible history of the Veritas, dating back seventy years. The Anghenfil spell that I’d found, the obvious erasure, and the notations in the margins that suggested some testing had already taken place. I concluded with my doubts on the topic: how it was entirely plausible that a different Anghenfil spell had been used, or that someone had pilfered Victoria’s from her Grimoire. I didn’t want to sound too damning—I had to be fair.

      Persie’s expression hardened. “If it was her, then that means she knew who Reid was the moment I told her who had kidnapped me.” She clicked her tongue. “So, either she was putting that unbreakable mask of hers to good use, or she really wasn’t involved. Man, I don’t know what to believe. My head’s all over the place.”

      “You could ask Reid if he’s ever met her,” Genie said to Persie. “Or if he was asked to trail her, before we came to the Institute. He said he didn’t know who’d cursed him, right? Maybe he didn’t know Victoria was onto him, so he didn’t suspect her.”

      Persie took out her phone and tapped it against her forehead. “I wish I’d known this before he vamoosed.”

      “You don’t think he’ll be in touch again?” Genie asked.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I’d like it to be under happier circumstances, but I’m trying to be more of a realist these days. I’m sure he doesn’t want to face what he could be.” Her eyes flickered over her phone screen. “Based on what we’ve seen, I think he’ll just double-down on trying to fight it. He let the witch hunters attack us, despite everything we did for him. I’ve got no choice but to see that as a broken truce. Next time we meet, if we meet, we might have a war on our hands. Veritas gave us a taste of what they can do tonight, and they mean business. Atlas spooked them, but who knows if that’ll be enough to keep them away?”

      “Then we must be cautious,” I urged. “We should keep what we know between the three of us and observe Victoria whenever possible. I’d like to hope that, if she did this, she had a good reason. And if we no longer have the ability to ask Reid, then Victoria is the only one with answers. I’m becoming increasingly certain that she knows more about the witch hunters than she’s willing to divulge.”

      Persie sighed. “I’ll send Reid a text, but I won’t hold my breath for a reply. In the meantime, I’ll try and pry some information out of Victoria during our private sessions.”

      “Carefully!” I warned. Victoria could smell a rat a mile off, and she had a reputation to uphold. If she caught even the faintest whiff that someone knew she’d meddled with a non-magical, there would be definite trouble. “Speaking of which, we need to get back to the Institute and get Atlas safely in the Repository, before someone notices we’re missing.”

      We set off via chalk-door to the Institute, and I thought about how it would have been a shame to climb straight out of a hellish frying pan only to topple into the fire of Victoria’s wrath. Especially now that I had an inkling of what she was truly capable of.
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      A few days passed without incident, and normality somehow resumed. Atlas found a new home in the glass enclosure that had been Gren’s—a bittersweet replacement for a monster I’d never forget. We’d covered his appearance by telling Victoria I’d had a huge Purge while I was visiting the Repository and he was the result, though I still needed to come up with a name for his shiny new species. We’d decided to keep my ability to Purge brand new beings between the three of us—me, Genie, and Nathan—so I really did need to label the species sharpish, so Nathan could create a backstory for their kind and stop any potential freak outs. As a placeholder, we were going with a ‘Colossus.’ And we’d covered Gren’s disappearance by saying he’d succumbed to a mystery illness. It wasn’t entirely untrue. He had died because of a bunch of people who weren’t unlike a deadly virus.

      I visited Atlas and the pixies as often as I could, but the daily workload of classes and homework and personal study time took priority in my everyday life, made all the more difficult by the lingering effects of Purging such a powerful monster. Every so often, Genie would nudge me awake in the middle of a lecture or slip me one of her famed Atlantean energy brews to get me through the day. I knew the fatigue and the muscle aches would wear off soon; in the meantime, all I could do was endure.

      The Institute’s normality might’ve resumed, but mine hadn’t. Being here, walking these familiar halls, pretending everything was peachy, just felt… wrong. I’d tried to be discreet during my private sessions with Victoria, hoping to surreptitiously crowbar some intel about the Anghenfil curse from her, but she was an expert in evasion and deflection. The not-knowing continued to weigh heavy on my mind, particularly because Reid hadn’t texted me back. Total radio silence.

      What happened to clear-cut good and evil, huh? It was my biggest takeaway from everything I’d been through. Reid should’ve been the obvious villain, but he’d acted out of concern for his people and the wider world, and continued to suffer under a curse that had been forced on him. He’d taken that as his weight to bear, for the sake of everyone else. The antidote had gotten twisted in the same way the curse had, curing the side-effect of the contagion instead of Reid. I knew it was still working, too, because he hadn’t made contact to tell me otherwise and ask for a different antidote. Plus, I’d spoken with Leviathan, who’d confirmed it. The contagion had ceased. How could I call Reid a truly bad person after that? The rest of the witch hunters sucked, and I had no love for them whatsoever, but I could sort of understand their perspective—a lie as big as that of the magical world couldn’t help but ruffle feathers of those who knew they were being lied to. Ignorance could be bliss, after all. But then there was Victoria, the woman I had looked up to for the last six months, who muddied those black and white waters into so many more shades of gray. She’d clearly been up to something bad, but she must’ve had her reasons, and maybe they were good reasons. I just didn’t know what they were. Maybe she’d thought she was doing the right thing for a good cause.

      I guessed, when it boiled down to it, everyone had shades of good and bad in them. One good act or one bad act did not cancel out the other, but it also didn’t make anyone wholly one or the other. Just like Chaos had Dark and Light, people did, too. I wasn’t an exception. I’d known the possible implications when I’d given Reid the antidote. By helping him and containing the contagious effect of the curse, I’d essentially freed the witch hunters to run amok again. And who knew what mayhem and hurt they would inflict on my people with that freedom. Trying to do the right thing inevitably left room for some bad to slip through the cracks, it was just about limiting the worst evil in each situation. Victoria, Reid, the witch hunters, Nathan, me… we were all guilty of it.

      Leaving the arena after what could only be described as a car crash of a session with Johannes Noah, I walked through the corridors toward Victoria’s office. I had another half-hour of mentorship with her before Monster Biology, but my thoughts were elsewhere. We’d gotten away with taking our massive risks, sure, and there’d been zero fallout over the graffiti on Victoria’s door—in fact, that had weirdly been swept under the rug. Thank goodness, since we wouldn’t be able to explain why Genie had done it.

      You cannot swim for new horizons until you have courage to lose sight of the shore. William Faulkner comforted me on my walk, my nerves eerily calm considering what I planned to do. There was every chance that this walk through the Institute would be my last, and yet, I wasn’t about to turn back. My metaphorical shore was the security of this place, but everything had been thrown into disarray after Nathan’s revelation. How could I toe the party line for someone who didn’t play by magical rules? I had to know what kind of person I’d chosen as my mentor. I had to know if she was the one who’d cursed Reid, so I could un-muddy the waters a touch. After that, well… we’d just have to see. I hoped I was wrong about her.

      Reaching Victoria’s office, I knocked and waited for her usual reply.

      “Come in,” she said.

      I drew a long breath and entered. She sat in her armchair, sipping from a fancy cup and saucer, looking especially regal in a bottle-green suit with her cropped hair swept back. Two emeralds dangled from her ears, matching the necklace around her throat. I rarely saw her this dressed up, and wondered if she knew, subconsciously, that this would be a rare conversation.

      Taking the seat opposite, I wasted no time on small talk. I knew I was putting Genie and Nathan in the firing line, as well as my pixie privileges, but… the truth had to come out. I’d promised to be honest with her, and I intended to keep that promise. In return, I needed her to keep up her side of the bargain, no matter how nasty things might get.

      “I helped the cursed guy who kidnapped me,” I said in a rush. Then, I regaled her with as much of the story as I dared to tell. I told her about the second meeting in the market trailer, Reid’s desperation, our agreement. I left out the part about the Grimoire and Genie’s involvement in the vandalism; I’d never tell her about the latter, and I was holding onto the former for later in the conversation. I even told her about the antidote, the fight with the witch hunters, Gren’s death and Atlas’s birth, and how the witch hunters had fled in fright, cured.

      “I didn’t want innocent people dying because of an infectious curse,” I said firmly, keeping my chin up. “I know we agreed to trust one another, and I’m sorry I didn’t involve you in this, but I wasn’t sure what your course of action would be. I couldn’t risk another code red, not with human targets. Anyway, the Veritas people were cured and it’s not contagious anymore, but Reid—my kidnapper—still has it. The antidote didn’t work on him.”

      Victoria stayed very still and very silent for what felt like an eternity. I watched for signs of an imminent explosion. Instead, every shred of color drained from her face, leaving her a ghostly white. Her mouth had straightened into a very thin line.

      “You foolish child.” Her voice came out low and threatening. “After everything we’ve already been through, you do this again? You have no right to decide which course of action is best. You are a novice. You lack worldly experience. Do you think you know better than those who are older and wiser than you? Do you understand what you could have unleashed if you had not gotten lucky with that Purge?” She braced her hands against the desk, her knuckles bone white. “Do you understand what you might still have unleashed because you Purged? Now that they’ve seen monsters of that magnitude, they will take up arms against us. You silly, stupid little girl. I told you to leave it with me, yet you defy me once again! And worse, you tangled Genie and Nathan into your web of deceit. Genie, who was unwell at the time. And Nathan, who is a valued member of our staff. They could have died, Persie! You could have died! When will it sink in, that you are not the center of this universe? You do not get to make choices that are above you!” Her words ratcheted up to a chilling shriek that made me realize why she rarely lost her temper. In a sentence, it was utterly withering.

      Even so, I held my ground. “I did what I thought was right, Ms. Jules. Had you told me about the witch hunters when I’d asked, maybe I would’ve felt more comfortable coming to you with this. I deserved to know what sort of people were behind my kidnapping, but you kept it from me. That’s why I had to hide this from you.”

      “You realize that I can’t continue to make one rule for you, and another rule for all the other students?” she hissed, a vein throbbing in her temple. “This is beyond the pale, Persie. I had my reasons for not telling you about the witch hunters and I will not apologize for those, for the same reason that you should not have done this: it is not your place to know. You do not have the clearance! This is being dealt with by experts who are equipped for this sort of thing—instead of someone like you, fumbling blindly and making heinous errors in judgment! This will not stand, Persie. I cannot allow it.”

      Time for that trump card. I had expected her to put expulsion on the table, or at least the threat of it. But I was armed with a counter, something that just might keep me in the Institute.

      “Aren’t you curious where Reid Darcy got that curse?” I said, my voice even. I made sure to add the ‘Darcy,’ watching for a flicker of recognition. And I got it, in the subtle flinch of her eyelids. “He kept accusing me of putting it on him, until I convinced him that I didn’t have powers other than Purging. But he seemed pretty sure it came from someone in this Institute. Shouldn’t that be where your primary concern lies? That someone in this Institute is out there running rogue, cursing non-magicals? I’ve come clean, and I’m giving you information. I’m not asking to avoid punishment for my actions, but I’m asking you to consider the bigger picture. Someone is meddling with non-magicals. As you know, that’s a much bigger crime than curing a bunch of infected people who were only infected because someone meddled.”

      The switch in her demeanor nearly left me with whiplash. One moment, she was gripping the desk, fury in her eyes. The next, she pulled her hands away from the desk and sank back in her chair, taking a few deep breaths. She didn’t need to say anything; I could see it all in that rapid transformation. She knew who’d done this, just as I did: she had cursed Reid. It was written all over her. And that meant she knew a lot more about the witch hunters, and Reid Darcy, than she’d admitted.

      But she continued to play the part she’d cast herself in. “You are quite right. If someone here has enacted this terrible crime, you may rest assured that I will get to the bottom of it.” The jagged note in her voice had turned calm and steady. “But I will get to the bottom of it. Not you, or your friends, or any unapproved member of staff.”

      I feigned sheepishness. “Of course.”

      “In the meantime, you will swear to me, here and now, that this is the last time. If I hear of you doing such madness again, you will be expelled.”

      I nodded slowly. “I swear.”

      Does she know that I’m onto her? She didn’t give a lot away. She never did. But the swift 180 she’d just done on expulsion suggested she had more than a small suspicion that I understood more than I was letting on. I didn’t know if that put me at an advantage or a disadvantage. One thing was sure, she’d be watching me closer than ever after this. But I’d be watching her, too.

      “As for your punishment, you are forbidden from leaving the Institute for a fortnight, and that includes entering the gardens and going to the Repository to visit your monsters. You will have guards posted outside your classrooms and your quarters, and you will be escorted to your first lesson and from your last lesson.” She straightened and pushed back a strand of hair that had come loose in her fury. “The same will go for Genie. With regards to Nathan, I will have to take more time to come up with a suitable punishment, but you must all pay penance for this transgression. Disobedience will not be tolerated. There is little truth behind the saying, ‘It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.’ Not here. Do I make myself clear?”

      I bowed my head, playing up to the chastened ingenue role. “Perfectly, Ms. Jules. It’s a more-than-fair punishment.” I should’ve stopped there, but I couldn’t help myself. “I only hope the culprit gets worse, when you find them.”

      “Oh, they will. You may count on it,” she lied, brazen to the end.

      I stood, knowing things would never be the same again, knowing I’d just waved goodbye to the safety of the shore. Now I had to pray that the truth, and Victoria’s knowledge of it, didn’t drown me before I reached those promised new horizons, whatever they might be.
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      Wanting to make good use of my last moments of freedom, at least for the next two weeks, I headed straight to the Repository. I knew Genie would be there with Nathan, and I needed to let them know about the deep crap I’d just dunked them in. My heart beat rapidly on the walk over, more afraid of their reaction than when I’d stepped into Victoria’s office.

      As I pushed through one of the towering doorways, I froze on the spot. Genie and Nathan were by the window next to a dozing Atlas, who’d obviously been allowed out of his orb for a bit. Their arms were around each other, lips locked in a private kiss. Genie was running her hands through his hair, while he seemed to be a little more restrained, cupping her face in true rom-com style. My jaw dropped. Slowly, I turned to creep away, but Boudicca had other ideas. She unleashed a piercing squeak that shot a javelin of awkwardness through their romantic moment. Atlas, lifting his huge head, let out a series of snorts that sounded a lot like laughter before gently nudging Genie in the back.

      “Hey, can’t you see we’re having a mo—” The words died on her lips as she saw me. The two of them had probably gotten used to the pixies trying to antagonize them and had taken to ignoring any and all distractions.

      I gave a stupid wave. “I can go, if you want? I… uh… didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Nathan jumped away from Genie as though he’d been smacked, smoothing his hands through his ruffled hair to try and flatten some unruly strands. His glasses were foggy, his cheeks burning a mortified crimson. He put out his hand to help Genie up, and then brushed a mote of something off her cheek.

      “All good, nothing to see here,” he babbled. “I’ve really got to stop leaving those treat boxes open. The crumbs get everywhere.”

      I stifled a giggle, wishing I had better news to bring them. I didn’t want to burst their bubble. “It’s okay, you don’t have to pretend. I think it’s… nice. Really nice. Not that I ever want to walk in on that again. I just came by to tell you something, and I’m sorry that I didn’t consult you first. I thought you might try to talk me out of it.”

      The mood turned suddenly serious, until Cynane leapt from one of Atlas’s horns onto his snout, eliciting a sneeze from my monster. A puff of flames jetted out of his nostrils, hitting Spartacus in the leg as he hovered in front of Atlas. Spartacus yelped, grabbing his leg and blowing on the faint streak of soot where he’d been singed, then shooting a sour glare at Cynane, who had collapsed in a fit of hysterics. Boudicca, meanwhile, flew toward me and landed on my shoulder, evidently sensing that hijinks weren’t welcome for what I was about to say.

      “What’s wrong?” Nathan pressed, one arm sliding casually around Genie’s waist. I guessed they’d taken some big steps in their blossoming relationship without me realizing it. Then again, I had been majorly distracted these past few days. Little green men could’ve come down in shiny spaceships and abducted half the population of the Institute, and I probably wouldn’t have noticed.

      With Boudicca giving me a chirp of encouragement and Atlas tilting his head downward in an approving nod, I relayed my encounter with Victoria, and the punishments we could all expect as a result. It wasn’t a long story, but by the time I was done, the air had been sucked out of the room.

      “I’m so sorry, but I had to do it. I had to know,” I said quietly. “And one thing is clear—I don’t trust this place anymore. Victoria is keeping secrets, and I don’t know how far down the rabbit hole they go.”

      Genie puffed out a strained breath. “Well, that’s not the kind of Victoria’s Secret I like.”

      “Um… no.” Nathan reddened further, and I was grateful to Genie for defusing some of the tension. “I happen to feel the same way—about the Institute holding back, I mean!” He rubbed his glasses on his shirt, thinking. “The moment I discovered that awful curse in her Grimoire, I knew she wasn’t the person I’d thought she was. It has haunted me since. But I would still like answers as to why she cursed Reid. There’s something we’re missing here.”

      I nodded. “And the one with possible answers still isn’t replying to my texts.”

      “Then we find him and get him to talk. I’m sure Atlas can warm up his toes until he feels chatty,” Genie suggested, scratching between the monster’s horns. “And we should probably get to him before his pals decide to come after us for a second round.”

      As new horizons went, I sensed there was a storm brewing on ours.
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