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Description




While a ghostly army terrorizes Boston, Fiona and her friends are forced to flee the city. Luckily, the esteemed Ranulf family has offered private tutoring at their old plantation in Virginia. It would be the perfect place for Fiona to practice her new witchcraft skills. 




Except for one thing: The Ranulfs come from a long line of witch-hunters. Even worse—Tobias has been acting strangely, spending time with the witch-hunters’ obnoxious daughter. 




When Fiona digs deeper, she uncovers not only the twisted history of the plantation, but also a terrible secret about Tobias.




And as the bloodthirsty cult closes in, she is forced to confront the demons of her own past.

*   *   *
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Summary of The Witching Elm 

A Witch’s Feast is the sequel to The Witching Elm. 

This summary contains major spoilers from The Witching Elm. 

In the first book, Tobias Corvin was forced to flee his magical homeland after the monster, Rawhed, rampaged through his city. In his chaotic flight, Tobias became separated from his girlfriend, Eden, and her brother Oswald. 

After arriving in Boston, Tobias met his new roommate, Alan. Tobias blended in at the school by passing himself off as an exchange student from England.

But after summoning a demon and murdering a succubus, Tobias could no longer hide his witchy side (or, as Tobias would tell you, his philosopher side). At least, he couldn’t keep it a secret from Alan and a trio of magic-obsessed girls (Celia, Fiona, and Mariana). 

Tobias and Fiona grew closer, and when she wasn’t going on dates with the beautiful and charming Jack, she was practicing magic with Tobias. Among other things, Fiona learned how to transform into a bat. The group of friends formed a coven that practiced magic in a secret tower, so when Rawhed’s ghostly army appeared in Boston one night, Tobias, Fiona and the rest jumped into action. 

They joined forces with Thomas, a British folklore student who helped them uncover the key to defeating Rawhed: they needed to bury the bones of the Wampanoag leader, King Philip, in a magical ceremony performed in Tobias’s magical homeland. 

As Rawhed’s army closed in, Tobias and his friends rushed to get to Maremount. They hit a stumbling block when confronted by Munroe, a classmate who worshipped an ancient god of blood. Munroe’s religion forbade the use of magic. But in the chaos of Rawhed’s attack—and with the school building burning around them—Tobias’s coven found a way past Munroe and her witch-hunting friends. 

But the coven hit another obstacle when they learned of a betrayal from one of their own. The blonde and gorgeous Celia wasn’t just a witch in Tobias’s coven, but was secretly an exiled member of Maremount’s royal family. And in trying to save her cousin from Maremount’s scaffold, she got her entire coven into trouble. 

After a fight with the royal guards, Fiona and Tobias fled to the woods—where they encountered Rawhed himself. And he was not who the expected. As it turned out, Rawhed and Jack were the same person. Fiona’s boyfriend was not the beautiful teenager she’d thought, but a four-hundred-year old alchemist. Not only did Jack eat human flesh, but he had once been a judge in the Salem Witch Trials.

Meanwhile, Jack’s forces had condemned Tobias’s girlfriend to death. When Tobias rushed to save Eden from the gallows, he was forced to chose between saving Eden and saving Fiona. He chose to save Fiona first, and he watched as Eden’s neck snapped. 

When the book ended, Tobias, Fiona, and the rest of the coven had just made it back to Boston. But the remnants of Jack’s army still terrorized the city, and both Thomas and Celia had been left behind in Maremount. 

*   *   *















To James, who should really nap more.




















CHAPTER ONE

Jack




Warm water ran down Jack’s skin, and he watched the sulfurous mud slough off his body and into the drain. Inhaling the steam, he squeezed a big dollop of lavender soap into a loofa and began to scrub at the dried mud and gore on his chest. Red and brown streaks swirled on the shower floor.

He felt a wave of nausea when he thought of Fiona’s face after she’d seen him with the blood dripping down his chin. She’d called him a monster, as if he were Old Cratten himself. He wasn’t sure what had horrified her more: watching him eat someone’s heart, learning of his role in the Salem Witch Trials, or the fact that he’d once been an unsightly old man. He had a suspicion that she was the most repulsed by the thought of him with sagging flesh and rheumy eyes. Well, he was no longer burdened with that body. He scrubbed at the caked dirt on his arms, admiring the smooth skin on his muscles as he did so.

When the shower floor was clear of blood, he turned off the  water and stepped out. Grabbing a towel, he rubbed at his black hair and aching limbs. Being hunted out of another dimension by a spirit-assisted army wasn’t something that happened every day, not even to him.

He massaged his shoulders and neck with almond lotion. Fiona would come round. Of course he’d killed people over the years, but someone else had already condemned them to death. That was the point—death is inevitable. The Creator had passed her sentence. 

When he was a boy, he had tried to save one person at a time. He had protested when he saw those women whipped in the dirt streets at his father’s orders. (What would his father have done to him if he’d known he was a Philosopher and not a Puritan?)

He sighed. It had always been someone named Ann who was tormented in those days—an Ann being hanged or beaten in the streets, an Ann starving to death in a muddy jail cell, his mother, Ann, losing her mind and thrusting a kitchen knife through the delicate bones in her hand. But what would happen if he had saved one of those Anns? They’d get a short reprieve from their corporeal punishment—no more. The Creator’s curse was universally applied.

A knocking at the door interrupted his thoughts. Elsa, probably. His petite blonde neighbor always found a reason to stop by. She would wait.

He looked at his reflection in the bathroom mirror as he pulled on a pair of silk underwear. That idiot, his ancestor Nathaniel Hawthorne, had called him a “black-browed Puritan.” It was true that his eyebrows were black and severe, but beautiful blue eyes twinkled beneath them. He had his diet to thank for his porcelain skin and flushed cheeks. It was only unfortunate that ingesting human flesh left him with a perpetual hunger, gnawing at him even now. 

Stretching his arms above his head, he loosened the muscles in his back and stepped into his bedroom, casting a quick glance at the dark storm raging outside. He pulled out gray wool pants, a navy blue T-shirt, and an ashy cashmere sweater from his bureau. As he dressed, a flicker of movement caught his eye. A gypsy moth fluttered near the ceiling, but no aura glowed around it. It was an ordinary moth—not a philosopher’s familiar.

The caller knocked again, louder this time.

“Samael’s skin,” he grumbled as he walked to the entrance. He forced himself to smile as he opened the door.

“Hi, Jack!” Elsa beamed at him and twirled a long strand of blond hair around her finger. “I got a piece of your mail again.”

He smiled, tilting his head. “It’s almost as if you were taking it out of my mailbox.”

Her smile disappeared, and he inhaled the metallic smell of cortisol. Her fear was scrumptious.

He leaned against the doorframe, taking the letter from her hand. “I was only joking.” He lowered his chin and looked up at her from beneath his long lashes.

She smiled again, exhaling. “Oh.”

He moved toward her. “What is that scent you’re wearing? It’s lovely.” Lifting her wrist to his nose, he inhaled and closed his eyes. Could he really be this hungry again?

She blushed, looking away. “Oh, I’m not—it’s not anything. Just me, I guess.”

Her thin wrist lay in his hand as he looked into her eyes, pulling her in slightly closer. He wanted to start with her belly. When the little ribs cracked and the blood flowed hot into his hands… but he mustn’t think about it like that. It was vile, and it wasn’t time to eat yet. “Do you want to come over tomorrow evening for some tea?”

“I’d love that.” She pulled her wrist away. “I could come by at seven.”

“I look forward to it.” He rubbed his thumb over her wrist before releasing it.

After casting one last glance at him with a flicker of a smile, she strutted down the hall, tugging at the edge of her white T-shirt.

After closing the door, he took a seat on the chaise lounge. He picked up a warm cup of over-brewed tea and plucked out the tea bag. Just a few moments of pure relaxation was all he needed, safe inside his apartment as the storm god raged outside. 

A sizzling noise disrupted the quiet of the room, followed by a burning smell.

“Samael’s skin!” He jumped up and peered into the lampshade’s opening.

The moth’s blackened body twitched against the lightbulb, and a thin tendril of smoke curled up into the air.




















CHAPTER TWO

Tobias




His jaw set tight, Tobias skulked along Walnut Street’s brick sidewalk. In the roiling skies above, the storm god raged, spearing the charcoal morning sky with light and lashing Beacon Hill’s narrow streets with rain. 

Tobias’s dark hair lay plastered to his head. Under his sodden blue T-shirt, rage knotted his chest.

It had been nearly a week since he’d helped defeat the Harvesters in the Battle of Maremount, but a magical aura still charged the atmosphere. The air felt electrified even here in Boston, though philosophers had severed this city from Maremount long ago. In the chaotic aftermath of the battle, it had taken Tobias and Fiona a full day to find the rest of their coven. Tobias had been relieved to find them safe in a sports stadium converted into a temporary shelter. And now, his friends prepared to flee the chaos. 

But Tobias had more immediate plans. He knew Jack’s address. He’d spent the past few days hunting a Harvester through the winding streets of the North End. He’d pulled the man into an alley, smashing his head against a cement wall until he’d given up his master’s secrets.

 Tobias hugged himself in the frigid rain. The image kept replaying in his mind—the moment when Eden’s neck had snapped, and the world had stopped. 

How stupid had he been when he’d first arrived in Boston? If he’d been more focused, maybe Jack wouldn’t have slipped through his fingers. He’d trained with the Ragmen in Maremount, but had failed to hold a single weapon since arriving. Until now. 

 Turning the corner of a street lined with redbrick townhouses, he clutched an eight-inch chef’s knife in his right hand. It wasn’t as good as a pike, but he would need any advantage he could get against Jack. The last time they’d met in the Tuckomock Forest, a simple flick of Jack’s wrist had sent Tobias soaring to the treetops. He was the most powerful philosopher Tobias had ever encountered. 

Still, Tobias had the element of surprise on his side. Once inside the building, he could turn invisible and take as long as he needed to sneak into Jack’s apartment undetected. He had no qualms about killing Jack in his sleep.

He pushed his drenched hair out of his eyes and examined the gold numbering on the side of a brick building to his right. Number 27.  He climbed stone steps to a red painted door, scanning the list of names next to buzzers. Apartment number three, Jack’s, was unlabeled. But Tobias pushed a button near the top instead: Mitchell.

A female voice crackled through the intercom. “Hello?”

“Delivery for apartment three. I need you to buzz me in.” Does that sound right? Delivery?

“Oh. Um… okay.”

The buzzer sounded, and he clicked open the door into a white-walled hall. A stairway led upward, but Jack’s apartment would be on the ground floor. 

Wooden boards creaked under Tobias’s feet as he stalked up the hallway. As he approached apartment three, he saw that the door was cracked open. He hadn’t expected that. 

He gripped the knife tighter, pushing open Jack’s door. He stepped into a large central room, empty of furniture. To the right, a bare kitchen adjoined the room.

His heart hammered against his ribs. No sign of Jack. A blessing in some ways, since he’d forgotten to use the cloaking spell before he barged in. He clenched his jaw, stepping in further to survey the high-ceilinged room. At the other end of the living room was a white door, probably leading to the bedroom.

Perhaps there would be some clue as to Jack’s location, but it wasn’t immediately apparent. Three domed alcoves set into the wall lay empty, and nothing hung on the dusty green walls. The only sign of Jack was the deep maroon droplets of dried blood marring the wooden floor—no doubt the remnants of one of his meals.

Tobias tiptoed to the bedroom door, shooting a quick look behind him before turning the brass doorknob. It creaked as it opened into a smaller room painted a deep red. Apart from an oak wardrobe, this room was also empty. A window overlooked the sidewalk, guarded by iron bars to protect the glass.

Another door to the right led to a white-tiled bathroom. After sliding open the glass shower door, he crouched, inspecting the floor. A swirl of earth remained near the drain, and a single black hair. Jack. Tobias plucked it from the drain and rose to grab a tissue from the counter. He carefully folded the hair into the tissue and tucked it into his pocket.

He rubbed his eyes, staring at his reflection in the mirror. His straight hair had grown unkempt in the past couple of months, and though he’d built up his physique in Boston, the past few days had taken a toll. He hadn’t remembered to eat, and his high cheekbones stood out sharply. Shadows underlined his dark, almond-shaped eyes. His skin, normally a deep bronze, had taken on a pallid hue. I need to remember to keep my strength up if I’m going to defeat the beast.

He swallowed hard. Jack must have stood in this very spot not long ago, gazing at his own pretty face while drooling over Fiona and fresh human hearts.

Focus, Tobias. He shook his head, returning to the empty bedroom and crossing to the wardrobe. Pulling open one of the heavy doors, he scanned its contents. Empty hangers jangled from a bar along the top and a few rumpled T-shirts lay below. On a shelf near the bottom sat a scrying stone. Tobias picked it up. It was as opaque as a crone’s eye. A crack ran through its center. Useless. No wonder he’d left it behind.

He crouched down, rolling open a drawer only to find it empty. But the second drawer was not. Behind three rows of neatly folded black and gray socks was a long, black leather satchel. A smile curled his lips as he pulled it out and carefully reached inside, his hand gripping a smooth hilt. Unsheathing the knife revealed a sharp steel blade with a smooth obsidian handle. An athame. It was nearly a foot long. He inhaled deeply. If he’d had this in the past few weeks, his encounters with the Harvesters would have been much more successful.

A white design marked the hilt: two concentric circles, the inner of which contained a triangle. It was the symbol of Emerazel, the fire goddess. A shiver slithered up his spine. This was a dangerous sort of magic.

As he ran his fingers over the inscribed seal, footfalls approached through the living room. Tobias’s stomach lurched, and he shoved the knife into his pocket, muttering the cloaking spell. Within his clothes, the athame was invisible.

“The Champion said it was left here,” said a guttural voice from the other room.

“We’re nearly the only ones still serving him, you know,” answered a deep voice.

Tobias’s pulse raced. Jack’s Harvesters were here. And they would know how to find the monster. He pulled the athame out of his pocket, and prowled into the living room. This was what he’d trained for.




















CHAPTER THREE

Fiona




Crammed between her schoolmates in an idling van, Fiona nestled against Mariana’s shoulder. The rumbling of thunder outside grated at her nerves, and her eyes burned with fatigue. 

For three nights, she had lain awake on a stiff cot in a basketball court, listening to the echoes of crying and snuffling. But as soon as she’d closed her eyes and started to melt into the gentle embrace of sleep, she’d jerk awake again, Jack’s blue eyes vivid in her mind. It was his fault my schoolmates died—his fault Tobias was forced to watch his girlfriend hang on the scaffold. She swallowed, blinking back tears. She’d been an idiot to trust him.

 To make matters worse, guilt pierced her whenever she thought of Thomas, left behind in Maremount with no one to help him. She had no idea if he was alive or dead. In a way, it was her fault he’d been left behind, since he’d been searching for her when the portal closed. 

And where is Tobias right now? She sat up straight, the thought prickling at the back of her mind. He’d been acting unpredictable lately. She hadn’t known him for very long, and he’d never said much about his past—nothing about his parents, or Eden. Even before she’d died. 

Fiona’s gaze darted to Alan. He drew sea creatures in his notebook, a gentle buzz of music emanating from his headphones. He’d become more withdrawn in the past few days, too. I guess that’s what happens when an ordinary person finds himself holding a bloody knife over a dying man’s body.

To her left, Mariana drew a spider web on the back of her hand with a black pen. Fiona leaned forward to peer over her friend’s shoulder at the rain outside. The wide expanse of concrete steps across from Faneuil Hall was nearly empty in the storm. Under the dark clouds, it almost looked like night. But even without the storm, Downtown Boston was deserted while everyone hid in their homes, locking their doors against Harvester attacks.

She glanced at the students behind her, mentally tallying the numbers. Math had never been her favorite subject, and yet a word problem popped into her head as though she were reading it from a book. Fiona’s junior class included ninety-six students. Of those, twelve were slaughtered by an evil sorcerer’s army, and twenty-four are receiving treatment for injuries. Of the remaining mobile students, fifty-one will return home to the safety of their parents in other states. How many local schoolmates have been left displaced because either their homes are still under threat from the Harvesters, or their parents are out of the country?

She counted eight students around her, slumped in a van that smelled of sweat. Only Tobias was missing. 

Munroe leaned forward in the front passenger seat, trying to get a better view out the windshield. She had arranged for this handful of uprooted students to stay at her home in Virginia until Boston was free from the attacks. She seemed to take an irritating pride in her role as savior. She turned to face her schoolmates, her pale skin shining against her deep auburn hair. “Don’t worry, everyone. We’ll be out of here soon.” 

In the driver’s seat, a driver hired by Munroe’s parents scratched his gray hair, staring out the window. A blotch of sweat had spread up the back of his white T-shirt. 

“So, are we still waiting for permission to exit the perimeter?” Connor, a golden-curled boy, called out from the van’s back seat. 

“They’d better give it soon,” grumbled the driver. “The Ranulfs are paying me generously, but not enough to fight terrorists.”

Munroe whipped her head around. “The police officer is supposed to give us the go-ahead. It wasn’t easy to get a clearance, you know.” She crossed her arms over her black blouse.

Fiona cleared her throat. “We have to wait for Tobias.” She’d never find him again if they left him here. Philosophers from the magical city of Maremount didn’t exactly carry cell phones. 

Munroe narrowed her gray eyes. “I’m not waiting around for him. If he doesn’t want to take advantage of my family’s generosity in offering their home and resources, that’s his decision. He can find a way back to England when the airport reopens.”

England. Of course. Munroe still believed his lie about his origins.

Mariana inched forward in her seat, gripping Munroe’s arm. “Just give us a little while longer. It’s not safe for him here.”

Munroe crinkled her forehead in disbelief. “It’s not safe here for any of us. And don’t think I’ve forgotten that you two were friends with the Mather Witch. I’ll be watching you.” She pointed a manicured nail at Mariana’s nose.

Mariana swatted Munroe’s hand away. It was convenient for them that Celia was taking the fall as being the “Mather Witch.” She wasn’t here to protest.

Munroe edged closer, threatening to topple over the armrest. “My father is the head of the anti-witchcraft task force in Washington—”

Mariana stared at the ceiling. “Oh my God, we know. You’re very important.”

Munroe’s glossy pink lips tightened as she glared back and forth between Fiona and Mariana. “Look. You’re either with the witch-hunters, or you’re with the terrorists. It’s very important that we stick together in the fight against evil.” She shot Alan a sharp look. “It’s that simple. Got it?”

Alan yanked off his headphones. “Let’s not argue right now, since there could be Harvesters all around us at any minute. If these are my last ten minutes on earth, I’d like to spend them listening to Kraftwerk instead of listening to you all bickering.” He jammed the headphones back on his head.

The door slid open. A stocky, dark-haired man in a police uniform stared at them. Fiona’s throat tightened. Tobias was still missing.

The officer looked over the students, a clipboard in his hand. “Everyone on this van has been given clearance to exit the police perimeter at this time. Please stay safe.” With a quick nod of his head, he slammed the van door.

Munroe beamed. “I guess we’re ready.”

The driver turned the key in the ignition, and Fiona swallowed hard. The only thing stopping her from losing Tobias forever was the slow crawl of traffic blocking their exit.

Where the hell is he?




















CHAPTER FOUR

Tobias




Two men stood in Jack’s empty living room. To Tobias’s right, a hulking man with a bulbous face and florid nose stared at the athame in Tobias’s invisible hand, seeming to float in midair. The man’s fleshy cheeks and jaded expression reminded him of an overfed king. 

To Tobias’s left stood a thin man with a scraggly black beard, hunched over like a ragged heron. Each wore a pendant around his neck—a human-like face formed from branches and thorns. The men didn’t look particularly terrifying, but the pikes they carried could transmit several times the energy of his little athame. Still, Tobias had the advantage of invisibility and the agility of a lighter weapon. 

As the pair lowered their pikes into a fighting stance, Tobias flicked the athame in a figure-eight pattern to charge it. His hair stood on end as the blade ignited the air with its aura. 

The fat king swung his pike, and his companion followed suit. But before they could build momentum, a stream of orange light crackled out of Tobias’s blade, knocking the Harvesters to the floor, pikes clanging. Tobias lunged forward, just as the ragged heron leapt up with surprising speed. 

Tobias flicked the athame, but the heron grabbed his arm, thwarting the attack, and punched him in the jaw with his other hand.

 Dizzying pain shot through Tobias’s head. His vision blurred, and he took another blow to his temple before he could get his bearings. For one so scrawny, he fought with unexpected strength. Tobias staggered back, trying to focus. Eden. I must do this for Eden.

His vision sharpened. The heron was reaching for his pike again, and Tobias rushed him. He knocked the Harvester to the ground, pinning him to the wooden floor with his knees. He pressed his blade to the man’s throat. “Where is Jack?” His voice was a harsh whisper. “Where is Rawhed?”

The man’s eyes widened. “I don’t know. Who are you?”

The fat one was regaining consciousness, grasping for his pike. Tobias smashed his elbow into the heron’s temple, knocking him out. Better to handle one at a time. He rolled to the side, dodging as the fat king’s pike seared the air with green light where his head had been a moment before. “Tell me where Jack is!” shouted Tobias, directing another charge at his opponent. 

This time, the Harvester blocked it with his pike. “Why are you so eager to know? You’re a witch-boy from Maremount, aren’t you?” The fat king prowled toward Tobias’s hovering athame, lifting the pike for an overhead swing.

“Philosopher.” Land your blows when your opponent gets ready to strike. Tobias shifted forward, jabbing for the man’s ribs, but only nicked the Harvester’s side. The king swung his pike in a wide arc, but Tobias dodged. Rage boiled in his chest. Jack had murdered the girl he loved, and had nearly hanged Fiona. “I don’t need to explain myself to you,” he growled, flicking the athame.

“I think you should know—there are more of us coming.”

That’s not good.

A bolt from the athame seared the room, singeing the Harvester’s sleeve as he tried to block it with his pike. 

Heavy footsteps sounded in the hallway outside. Tobias’s mouth went dry, and his head swung to the door. Four large Harvesters crowded the entrance. To his left the scrawny heron moaned, regaining consciousness. He edged toward the bedroom, holding the athame defensively as the men poured into the room, all glaring at him. 

Tobias leapt back, landing in Jack’s bedroom and slamming the door. He clicked the lock. That would buy him a few seconds while he rushed to the other side of the wardrobe. It took all his strength, but with a grunt, he toppled the wardrobe across the doorframe, smashing the floor where it landed.

Beads of sweat sprung up on his forehead. What exactly was his endgame here? He was no match for six Harvesters on his own. He could transform into a crow, but the window’s iron bars were too narrowly spaced. As Jack’s men hacked away at the door, Tobias retreated to the bathroom, sinking to the cold tiles. After taking a deep breath, he chanted Queen Boudicca’s Inferno, calling up a tiny lick of flame on the bathroom floor. The cracking sound of the splintering bedroom door echoed though the room. 

With a trembling hand, he held the athame’s tip to the flame, and it began glow. As a spearhead pierced the bathroom door, he yanked down his shirt collar and pressed the hot blade into his skin.




















CHAPTER FIVE

 Fiona




She stared out the window as the van edged into the traffic in a cacophony of honking horns. Her hands gripped the seat in front of her. What was Tobias doing? 

Alan turned to her. “Is he coming or what?” His voice was uncharacteristically sharp. 

Mariana scowled. “He’s probably hunting for revenge. Typical man.”

Fiona scanned the rainy streets outside. “He’s hardly said a word in the past few days.” 

Alan drummed his fingers on his thighs. “I’m about to lose my mind.”

Traffic edged forward, and the van whined as it rolled toward a traffic light. Ahead of them, cars began to turn, but a red light halted their progress.  

Fiona unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’m going to stay.”

Munroe flashed her a glare. “What is wrong with you?”

A dull, thumping noise came from the van’s door, and Fiona caught a glimpse of dark hair through the smudged glass.

Alan lunged over an empty seat, yanking open the door. “Get in here!” 

She exhaled. Thank God. 

Sopping with rain, Tobias climbed in next to Alan, an angry red mark on his jaw. “You might want to speed this up. There are Harvesters right behind me. Terrorists. Whatever.”

The driver’s cheeks paled. “Terrorists?” He stepped on the gas pedal, sending the van lurching through a red light. 

A fireball thudded against the rear window, and screams filled the small space.

“They’re trying to kill us!” Connor yelled from the back.

“Drive faster!” Munroe shrieked. 

Fiona’s breath caught in her throat. They’d been so close to safety, if only Tobias hadn’t held them up. Thud. Another fireball hit the side of the van, and she sank into her seat, clamping her eyes shut. The Harvesters would drag her into the Common and string a noose around her neck. Druloch clearly had it in for her. What was it Jack had said?—Everyone is afraid of death?

She forced herself to open her eyes. The van screeched into another intersection, swerving between lanes. Screams filled the air, and Munroe seemed to be hyperventilating. In a panic, the driver clipped a car on the right side as the van roared into a tunnel. 

Only Tobias seemed calm. He stared out the back window. “We’re losing them.” He tilted back his head, closing his eyes.

 Fiona inched up in her seat, peering out the window at the tunnel walls zooming past. They’d escaped the Harvesters.

She exhaled. They were out of danger, and Tobias was safe. But something didn’t feel right. His dark eyes held an unfamiliar glint, and the bruises blossoming on his face told her that he’d just been in a fight. Why wasn’t he saying anything about it?

*   *   *

Fiona jerked awake, relieved to find herself in the van, still cruising along the highway. She’d been dreaming of the boy she’d seen the Harvesters kill at Mather—the one with flaming arrows jutting from his chest, twitching on the ground.

If she could only stay around other people, she could keep these memories at bay. She could silence her thoughts. But as soon as she shut her eyes, and drifted into sleep’s solitude, the images took root in her mind.

She glanced at Tobias. He was chatting with Munroe, rattling off details about the blackbird he’d seen soaring past, and the texture of the clouds in the sky. He seemed awfully friendly with her, considering only a week ago she was holding a knife to his neck and screaming “Witch!” at him. 

Fiona leaned against Mariana’s shoulder. As she nuzzled her cheek against her friend’s well-worn hoodie, she tried to force herself to relax. If the Harvesters had never arrived, maybe she’d be at her mother’s kitchen table, eating beans on toast and listening to her mom prattle on about college entrance requirements and the French teacher with the drinking problem. The image calmed her nerves.

When they drove out of the storm, warm sunlight gleamed through the windshield. Alan chewed his fingernails down to ragged stubs.

She glanced at Mariana. After running out of room on her hand, Mariana had moved on to writing out the lyrics to “Girlfriend in a Coma” on the inside of her arm, tracing over some letters so it looked like the handwriting of a mental patient. Her black nail polish was chipped after days of neglect. 

Both of them wore old, ill-fitting clothes. At the shelter, volunteers had handed out donated clothes to the displaced students. By the time Fiona and Mariana had arrived at the front of the line, only children’s clothes were left. Fiona had squeezed into a tiny pink T-shirt with a cartoon princess simpering on the front, and her friend wore a small gray sweatshirt, unzipped over a superhero shirt. Their own clothes had burned in the fire, and their computers were now melted globs of plastic under the ashy remains of the school. 

In an unusual burst of community spirit, the Mather student body had banded together, pooling their money to buy basic necessities while they stayed in the shelter—underwear, toothbrushes, caffeinated soda. 

 From the front seat, Munroe turned to face the others, her chalice pendant glimmering over her tight black sweater. “Can I get everyone’s attention?” She placed a delicate white hand on her chest. “Well, I think I can speak for us all when I say I’m relieved to be out of Boston. I’m just glad we were able to get away from the witches. Sorry, my dad keeps telling me to call them terrorists.” She used air quotes. “The members of Mather’s junior class have been granted clearances to stay in my family’s home, Winderbellow, until Boston is free from witches. Terrorists, whatever.” She waved her hand, and students behind Fiona clapped listlessly. 

Munroe’s glossy lips curled into a beatific smile. “Anyway, all of your parents have signed permission forms for you to stay with us for as long as necessary. Maybe even for our entire senior year. And while we don’t ask for praise for saving everyone, we hope that some of you might  be interested in learning about the Sanguine Brotherhood.” 

Fiona rolled her eyes at Mariana, who mouthed the words “No thanks” behind her hand. Neither of them had any interest in becoming a part of Munroe’s blood-drinking cult.

“Some of you, like me, barely made it out of the school building alive.” Munroe’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows creased together. “We had to climb down the trellises and run through the streets. We almost died. But I promise you that we’ll all be safe within the gates of Winderbellow. There are guards all over the house, and we have our own ways of dealing with witches.” She arched an eyebrow at Mariana. “There are new laws in place since the attacks, and anyone suspected of witchcraft may be interrogated by whatever means necessary.”

Fiona stiffened. Maybe Tobias is onto something with his charm offensive. 




















CHAPTER SIX

Fiona




The van bumped along a gravel path through imposing rows of ash trees, their leaves ablaze with sunlight. To the left, beyond the trees, lay a vast expanse of tobacco fields.

As they rolled forward, an enormous redbrick mansion came into view, and Fiona’s eyes widened at its grandeur. The main building was the width of an entire city block, and a wing extended from either side. White gabled windows crowned the structure on the third floor. Munroe’s home was at least as big as Mather Academy had once been. 

Fiona caught a glimpse of Alan’s wide-eyed reaction as they approached. She couldn’t imagine her friends staring with awe as they pulled up the yellowed vinyl siding on her South Boston triple-decker. 

The van stopped in front of the rows of white zinnia that blossomed in front of the house. A red family crest hung above the door. Lux in tenebris lucet. It was the Purgator motto: Light shines through the darkness. 

“Whoa,” whispered Mariana, staring through the windshield. 

Alan turned to Fiona, mouthing the words, Holy shit.

In the passenger seat, Munroe unbuckled her belt, smiling. “We’re here, everyone! My mom will be waiting for us, and someone will take your bags. Just leave them in the van.” She opened her door, her smooth hair bouncing behind her as she stepped out. 

Fiona’s muscles ached. She stretched her arms above her head and watched as Tobias glided out of the van, silent as a cat. Rising, she shuffled after him, crossing the lawn to the multi-paned glass doors. 

Before she slipped through the entryway, she glanced at an aged gardener crouched over the zinnias, a wispy white beard covering his chin. A tall, red-flowered weed grew among the white flowers. He yanked it out with a grunt, crushing the buds in his fingers. 

As they followed Munroe into the entrance hall, a high domed ceiling dwarfed the students. Portraits lined maroon walls, and a chandelier hung from a long brass chain. Dark, curved staircases swooped upward on either side of the hall to a balcony high above. Fiona pulled back her curls into a ponytail. I feel like I should be wearing a ballgown and fanning myself.

Munroe beamed. “Welcome to Winderbellow. Someone will come for us.”

Fiona’s classmate Sadie pushed to the front, staring at the entrance hall. She scratched a freckled cheek. “This place is beautiful,” she whispered. For once, she wasn’t prattling on about what kind of bagel to eat or what kind of socks to wear. Her blond hair swelled in the heat, and her lips looked pale without her usual makeup.

“Thank you, Sadie,” chirped Munroe. “It has an impressive history, too. It was home to one of the Founding Fathers.”

As they milled around the imposing vestibule, a young woman entered the hall from the opposite door. Her platinum hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore the same chalice pendant that always adorned Munroe’s neckline. “Ms. Ranulf? Your mother has asked that everyone join her in the green drawing room.” She gave a curt nod and then strode off through the doorway again.

Munroe beckoned her schoolmates forward. “Follow me, everyone.” 

She hurried through a rounded door opposite the entryway, and the remnants of Mather Academy’s junior class shuffled one by one through the door. Fiona pressed in after them to an expansive room lined with tall, arched windows. On the far side, glass doors led to a grassy field. Above the doors, afternoon light illuminated a stained-glass chalice insignia. Mahogany chairs with tall backs and faded, embroidered cushions were strewn around the room. A portrait of an obscure Founding Father in a powdered wig hung above the fireplace.

Fiona’s eye was most drawn to the woman with the strawberry blond ringlets blazing from her head. She reclined on a mustard-yellow sofa near a marble fireplace. She stood, smiling, her porcelain skin gleaming. With a blue dress draping her elegant figure, she looked like she could have been a beauty queen years ago. And there was that chalice again, on her neck. This must be Munroe’s mother. 

She rose. “Hello, everyone.” She held out her hands over a mahogany coffee table. “Aren’t you all just lovely!” 

Fiona didn’t feel lovely right now. She wanted to be back in the Adepti room on her beast-embroidered rug, drinking tea and practicing spells with Tobias. If there was a spell for winding back the clock several months, she would really like to know it. 

“Hello, Mrs. Ranulf,” a few students murmured. 

There was an herbal, medicinal smell in the air, and silver trays holding glasses of a thick green liquid lined a coffee table.

“Why don’t you all sit down.” She motioned to the assortment of wooden chairs, and her eyes lingered with concern on Mariana’s decorated arms. “Isn’t it horrible what those terrorists did? We were worried out of our minds. You must have been terribly frightened. Well, I just want you all to know that you’re safe here. There’s a gate around us, and we have the guards. I’m told the students from the other grades were permitted to relocate as well.”

She picked up a tray of drinks and began offering them around. “I made a nice refreshing smoothie to help you all feel better after that long car ride.”

Fiona frowned at Mariana. Hadn’t Tobias told them that Munroe was part of a blood-drinking cult? The Purgators, they were called, with a long legacy of persecuting witches. She watched as Tobias grabbed a glass from the tray, taking a sip. He didn’t seem concerned about its contents. 

The woman was in front of her now, grinning and holding a tray with a few glasses left. Fiona forced herself to smile and picked up a glass. “This looks good. What is it?”

“Kale purée, coconut milk, and lime juice. It’s a perfect antioxidant mixture.” 

Maybe Tobias was wrong, and the Purgators weren’t all a sinister cult. Maybe they were just irritating health-food fanatics. After she took a sip of the pulpy concoction, she couldn’t decide which was worse.

“I’ve learned all about nutrition since I found Doctor Mellior. You’ll all be meeting him for your therapy.” Mrs. Ranulf continued to hand out drinks. “It’s why my son Harrison is so advanced. He loves reading books.” She nodded toward a shelf of dusty volumes opposite the windows. “His only problem is that none of the other three-year-olds are clever enough to keep him interested.”

Munroe rolled her eyes. She’d clearly heard this all before. 

“I saw that, Munroe,” Mrs. Ranulf cautioned. “It’s a shame I didn’t know about purity of diet before I had Munroe. She’s very pretty, of course, but unfortunately she didn’t inherit the Ranulf brains. I let her eat too much sugar when she was younger, but I didn’t know any better. It causes learning difficulties.” 

“Mom!” Color rose in Munroe’s cheeks. 

Fiona was beginning to think Munroe’s mother could achieve the impossible. She might actually get Fiona to feel bad for her daughter.

She swallowed hard. Whenever she felt slightly tense in group settings, she tended to fixate on the most inappropriate things she could say or do. All of the things she knew needed to remain unspoken burned in her mind like wildfire, and Fiona struggled to douse the flames. During an ice-breaker game at the start of the school year, her health teacher had asked each student to stand and state a “fun fact” about themselves. Fiona couldn’t stop thinking of the worst thing she could say, and so she’d risen and declared, “Once I saw a dead body with no face,” before plopping back in her chair. There was a visit to a counselor after that.

And now, she’d seen lots of dead bodies. More fuel for the fire. 

Mrs. Ranulf smoothed out her layered dress. “We have some very bright sparks here, I know. I was particularly impressed with your test scores, Fiona. You’ve obviously been blessed with a very strong memory, even if you haven’t worked up to your potential. We’ll soon remedy that.”

Fiona tensed. “Those tests are bullshit.”

Mariana smacked her arm. 

“Sorry, Mrs. Ranulf,” said Fiona. “I don’t know why I said that.” 

Mrs. Ranulf blinked. “Grief does unfortunate things to the mind. I suggest that you all rest as much as you can. One of our assistants will show everyone to their rooms. The boys will be staying in the north wing, and the girls in the south. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that you cannot go in the north wing if you’re a girl, and vice versa. Your parents entrusted you all to us, and I can’t send any of you home defiled. You may use this drawing room for co-ed study under our supervision.”

Defiled? This kept getting weirder, but Fiona still wasn’t getting the impression of a blood-drinking cult. They seemed more like the type of people who’d host really boring parties to fund the opera.

She glanced at Tobias, who sipped his viscous drink with an expression that was difficult to read. Had anyone ever defiled him? Mrs. Ranulf wouldn’t approve of the direction her thoughts were taking…

“A couple more things before you go,” said Mrs. Ranulf with a nervous smile. “We don’t let our children have cell phones, as we believe they are a distraction from learning and socialization. I have told your parents we would take care of you like our own. So I will need to collect those. But you will be able to use our house phone to call your parents each week.”

And there it was. The blood cult theory was back in play.




















CHAPTER SEVEN

Thomas




Thomas dipped a piece of stale bread into the smear of pig lard on his wooden plate. It shouldn’t have tasted as good as it did, but on his empty stomach, it was glorious. 

He sat on a three-legged stool in the center of a dark cottage in the forest. A fire burned in the misshapen fireplace, and iron basins lay on a table next to the hearth. Tanned animal skins and dried bundles of rosemary and thyme hung overhead.

Tobias’s father, William, eyed him from across an uneven table, a pitcher of beer between them. He had to be about thirty-five, a little over a decade older than Thomas. A few rays of sunlight pierced chinks in the cottage’s walls, illuminating William’s chiseled features. He was a glimpse of Tobias’s future—his golden skin a mirror of Tobias’s, his dark hair peppered with a few flecks of silver.

Thomas took a sip of weak beer and sopped up another smudge of lard with his bread. He and Celia had been left behind after the brief battle in Maremount, though Celia, for all her betrayals, was probably eating goose at a gold-laden table with her royal cousins. 

 “Whose home is this?” he asked, looking around. The room had an earthy smell. “Tobias showed me where you lived in the city, above the bakery. The whole neighborhood was wet cinders and rubble.”

“A lot of the houses outside the city, the ones in the Tuckomock Forest, were abandoned. Like this one. Either abandoned, or Rawhed slew the inhabitants. The fields outside lie fallow.” He continued peering at Thomas, his chestnut eyes twinkling with curiosity. “There aren’t many here who look like you.”

“No other black people?”

He shook his head. “None. You said you’re trained as a fighter. Boxing, was it? But in your home, you’re also a teacher?”

“That’s right. Well, I’m a graduate student. I study New England folklore. To be honest, I thought Maremount was just a legend until a few weeks ago.” If he were very honest, he still wasn’t sure that Maremount was real. Since the terrorist attacks had begun, this was his first quiet moment to puzzle it over. The most likely explanation was that his family curse had finally infected his mind. 

He’d been acting like his mother and grandfather recently, staying up until four in the morning every night on an insane mission to save the world. Panic clenched his stomach at the thought of a slow descent into madness. I traveled to another realm, one ruled by magicians. It was exactly the sort of thing his mother would have said during one of her episodes. 

A small part of him hoped he had gone mad. That would mean that all those lives he’d taken during the battle—strengthened by the spirits of the unjustly killed—none of it was real. It meant he had nothing to atone for, no blood on his hands. And why couldn’t it be a fantasy? People had all kinds of psychoses. There were people who believed they were shapeshifters. 

Staring at the nicks in the old oak table, he took another bite of bread. “Clinical lycanthropy.” Did I say that out loud?

William swallowed a sip of beer. “Beg your pardon?”

Thomas cleared his throat. “I just—I’m trying to get my head round everything. One possibility is that this is all real. The other is that I’m having a psychotic episode.” The words sounded almost distant, as if someone else were speaking for him. “Did you know there’s a mental disorder where patients believe they can transform into animals? That’s clinical lycanthropy.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “Only I’m seeing other people transform.”

 William shifted in his seat. “You’re used to a scholarly life.”

“The mind’s ability to tell itself stories is a powerful thing. There are people who have convinced themselves that they’re already dead, or that they no longer exist. Cotard delusion, it’s called.” Thomas fiddled with his silver watch absentmindedly. How was it possible to believe you didn’t exist? And yet it had happened to him when he’d fought the Harvester.

 “Maybe they just got their personal chronology a bit mixed up.” William was staring at him now, his square shoulders still. “But I can tell you that Maremount is real, and magic is real, and I’m sitting here talking to you. And you’ll have to get used to the idea.”

Thomas nodded. He’d never be able to make up the amount of sleep he’d lost in the past few weeks. He swigged the warm dregs of his beer. If the first option were true—if this wasn’t a delusion, he might as well work on getting himself home and to some semblance of normality. “I’m sure you’re right. But now that Rawhed has been driven out of Maremount, things can go back to normal, yeah? You can heal the wounded, rebuild your homes, get your bakery going again.” He leaned back in his chair, having devoured the last crumb of bread. “And when we find the right spell, I can get back to Boston.”

William rose, taking the plates to a basin of water by the hearth. “It won’t be that simple. The good news is that we’ve been granted amnesty from the magic we used to defeat Rawhed. Thanks to you and Tobias, the bone wardens have been defeated and can no longer detect an aura. But the bad news is that we still have no access to spell books. Only one spell book existed outside the Throcknells’ control. And Rawhed burned it.” 

Thomas shook his head to clear his mind. “You can’t be telling me that I’m stuck here forever. I won’t exactly blend in.” 

William turned, drying the dishes with a cloth. “I wouldn’t say forever. But we don’t know how to get you out yet.”

There must be a solution. “Aren’t there people you can pay for spells?” Not that he had any money. 

“There are the Theurgeons.” He crossed to the table, picking up the pitcher of beer to pour another for Thomas before sitting again. The Tatters seemed to drink nothing but beer—not that he was complaining. “But, they’re not trustworthy. They work for the Throcknells. Celia’s family.” Another pour into his own cup. “I’m certain the Theurgeons could have saved my wife and daughter, but instead they kept them alive just long enough to bleed us for what little money we had. The Throcknells and their ilk will sooner watch Tatters die in the streets than give up a simple spell.”

“Is that what made you join the underground coven?”

William nodded solemnly. “It’s what got me reading, speaking properly in this fancy dialect, learning spells… I wanted Tobias to have everything a Throcknell would have. At least, the education. I didn’t want him helplessly watching his children die someday.”

“You’re a good father.”

The lump in William’s throat bobbed, and he waved a hand. “If you want to try speaking to the Theurgeons, I won’t stop you. They’ll take that silver of yours.” He nodded at Thomas’s watch. “But you won’t want to spend long in the city gates. The Black Death is spreading.”

Thomas nearly choked on his beer. “The plague?”

William nodded. 

This news only intensified Thomas’s determination to hightail it back to his own world. 

William rubbed his eyes. “I have to go into the Tuckomuck Forest and round up what remains of the Ragmen. Oswald can take you into town tomorrow. He’ll help keep you from getting clanked up in the Iron Tower.”

“The iron what?”

“The prison tower. If you break any of the Throcknell laws, you’ll find yourself on the wrong side of the bars. Easy to get in, but impossible to get out. No one has made it out of there alive. Not since Eirenaeus, anyway.”

The name sounded familiar. “Who was he?”

“Not more than a boy, but clever as a raven. He discovered the philosopher’s stone. He wouldn’t give it willingly to the Throcknells, wouldn’t bow to them. The Throcknells stole it anyway, and locked him in the Iron Tower. But he used Angelic to escape.”

Thomas ran a finger around the rim of his murky glass. “Well, I’ll be grateful to Oswald to keep me out of there. He’s a friend of yours?”

“Eden’s brother,” William said quietly. “He’s been with me a lot lately. He might be a little… upset. He doesn’t understand why Tobias saved a pennywort instead of his sister.”

“A pennywort.” Apparently, echolalia was Thomas’s only conversational skill at the moment.

“An outsider. It’s from the old language, I think.”

And if Thomas remembered correctly, it was a weed. An invasive species, at that. 

As if on cue, a lanky figure shoved the door open, and milky sunlight streamed into the room, igniting blond hair from behind. “Whore’s kitling. Thou art ’ere, pennywort.” He strode into the room, pulling up an empty chair. Pale eyes bored into Thomas. Tangled, curly hair hung to his chin, and his skin looked like it had been bronzed in the sun. A yellow-breasted lark fluttered onto his shoulder—his familiar. 

William sighed. “Oswald. I’ve taught you how to speak in his dialect. And you should be thanking him for saving us all in the battle.”

Oswald folded lean, muscular arms in front of his chest. “Not all of us, though, was it?”




















CHAPTER EIGHT

Thomas




Oswald hadn’t spoken to him for the entire journey through the forest, past the city gate, and into briny-scented city alleys. Once or twice he whispered to his meadowlark, and Thomas gathered that the familiar’s name was Meraline. 

They’d passed through something called Devil’s Milk Square, where a statue of topless women spurted milk into a stony basin, and they’d continued north through winding lanes along the city’s eastern edge, just inland from the Harbor.

Thomas wore an itchy woolen shirt and trousers loaned to him by William, his own clothing having been torn beyond repair in the battle. Of his own belongings, only his jogging shoes and watch remained. 

A sludgy gutter ran along the center of a glistening cobblestone alley. Top-heavy, timber-frame houses threatened to topple into the street, and a few girls hung laundry from overhead ropes between the buildings. A woman with auburn hair and thin lips stopped to stare at Thomas, nudging her elderly friend. Nervous hands flew to their mouths as he passed. 

Thomas stepped gingerly to avoid the refuse embedded in the cobbles. The neighborhood smelled of old fish and urine, but it was in better shape than Tobias’s. At least the buildings remained standing. 

He glanced at Oswald’s profile—the frosty blue eyes and strong jaw obscured by his unkempt curls. He’d tried making conversation about the weather a mile back, but Oswald had merely glared at him. Worth another shot. 

“Have you ever been to a Theurgeon?” 

Gray eyes flicked toward him and back. “No.”

That went well. 

The alley opened into a large square. Lullaby Square. Thomas recognized the fountain, a stone cube inset with the petrified head of a succubus that spewed water into a basin. Images of the battle flooded his mind—the men who’d died at his hands. With a shudder, he realized that a part of him ached for that terrible power.

His throat tightened, and he glanced at Oswald. It was above the fountain that Oswald’s sister had swung lifelessly just days ago. If Oswald knew that, his stony face didn’t betray it. 

They crossed the square, its rough-hewn stones still marred by splotches of dried blood. The Throcknell Fortress towered over them, its stone walls shining white in the morning sun. The last time he was here, he’d been too gripped with panic to study it. He could count five outer towers, like points of a star. Thick stone walls stretched between them. Two guards in tunics of blue and gold stood on either side of a tall portcullis, pikes gripped in their hands. Above the guards, five mountain lion heads floated in the air, their faces animated in snarls and roars. The Throcknell herald—Celia’s herald. Instead of iron barring the entry, thin streams of golden light crossed the opening, a magical barrier. 

 Within the fortress’s center, a constellation of towers reached to the skies. They varied in width, but each had a gleaming spire, sharp as a rapier. He could have sworn some pierced the clouds. Assuming this isn’t a complex hallucination, that is. Assuming I’m not dosed up on Thorazine in a psychiatric hospital right now, dribbling onto a mint-green hospital gown.

“Are you going to stand there all day?” Oswald’s voice interrupted his staring. 

He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s not for people like us. Except the Iron Tower. And no one makes it out of that except to meet death in the square.”

The phrase “death in the square” sent a shiver crawling up Thomas’s spine, bringing with it the sound of cracking bones and gurgling blood. It was all real, wasn’t it? All those people he’d slaughtered. Worse than the death was the thrill of power he’d felt as he’d snuffed out their lives. He didn’t even know how many he’d killed. You were supposed to remember all the faces—that was what he’d read in books. But it was a blur of spraying blood and shattering skulls. Nausea spread through his gut.

 “Are we done staring?” Oswald pivoted to stride across the square, and Thomas tried to clear his head of the bloody images.

He followed Oswald to a row of steep-peaked buildings marked with colorful signs. Barefoot children in ragged clothes stared at him as he walked past, and a few more lingered around vendors selling bread, hoping for scraps. A cold sweat prickled his skin as he noticed their pale lips and dark-shadowed eyes. 

A young girl in a dusty brown dress approached them from behind an empty cart. She must have been about six, her brown eyes large in an emaciated face. Tangled brown hair hung past her shoulders, and her bare feet padded on the stones. She stopped, close to Thomas, and pointed to an abandoned, overturned cart. A filthy dark-haired boy of about four slumped against it, a dazed look in his eyes. Purplish lumps bulged from the sides of his neck. Thomas’s heart dropped into his stomach. The Black Death.

The girl squinted in the sun, blocking his path. “Are ye a pennywort?”

Thomas nodded, glancing at the little boy, who seemed to struggle for breath. “Yes. And who are you? Are your parents around?”

“Dead.” She took a step closer, her face drawn. “I’m Chloris. Does ye have pennywort simples? My broder, Ayland, ha’ the token.”

He frowned, glancing at Oswald. As if sensing the danger of infection, Meraline took flight, soaring for the rooftops.

Oswald crossed his arms. “She wants to know if you have medicine from the outside world.”

Thomas shook his head, holding out his empty hands. “I don’t have anything.” He inhaled, his chest filled with a hollow sadness. If by some miracle he’d had access to modern antibiotics, this would have been his chance to wash the blood from his hands. But he had nothing.

“Are you coming?” Oswald jerked his head toward a storefront—a narrow building, the color of tobacco-stained teeth, crookedly jammed between two darker buildings. 

Chloris’s eyes brightened, and she pointed to the building. “Do they have token simples there? For my broder?

Thomas fiddled with his silver watch. “Yes, but you need…” He looked away. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”  A lump rose in his throat. This isn’t right. Four-year-olds can’t just die in the streets.  

She wrinkled her nose, her eyes shimmering. Judging by the sickly pallor of her skin, she wouldn’t be far behind the boy. She scratched her head contemplatively before turning to wander back to her brother.

Thomas swallowed hard, turning toward the Theurgeon’s temple. Beams of dark wood divided the façade into three stories. A large, circular sign hung above the door, its surface painted with a snake wound around a staff. The Rod of Asclepius—the ancient god of healing. He ran a hand over his chin. The same medical symbol used in my world. “The serpent sheds its skin, bringing new life and death alike. The dual-edged responsibility of a healer.”

“What are you clavering about?” Oswald spat. 

Thomas blinked. He’d been staring again. “Sorry.”

Oswald approached the wooden door. A golden lion’s head protruded from the rough wood, holding a ring in its mouth as a knocker. Oswald banged the ring against the door. A few seconds of silence passed before it creaked open. 

 A young man, barely older than Oswald, stood in a long stone hall, around a hundred feet long and fifty wide, with a vaulted ceiling two stories above their heads. Vertigo washed over Thomas. It wasn’t possible for such an imposing space to fit into a cramped building, but Thomas was beginning to rethink the possible. 

The young man before them wore a long black robe and a conical black hat with a live, golden viper writhing around its base. The man’s skin was the color of unbaked bread, and a mere suggestion of a chin curved from below his crowded smile. “Welcome to my temple. I’ve been expecting you.”

 Of course. He has to say that. Thomas glanced back into the square before the door shut. He caught a glimpse of the little Tatter girl staring at them. She was still hoping for her medicine.

“You may call me Brother Asmodeus.” The young Theurgeon motioned to a long banquet table in the center of the hall, its lurid red cloth marked by golden threads that formed shifting alchemical symbols, erasing and rewriting themselves in a slow crawl of script. 

Colored lanterns floated near the ceiling. Or at least, they seemed to be floating. Thomas couldn’t see any strings. High-backed chairs lined both sides of the table. Around the room, vines swooped down from the ceiling, their leafy tendrils curled tightly around spell books.

Asmodeus gave a slight bow. “Please, follow.”

Thomas and Oswald followed Brother Asmodeus to the other end of the table where two guards in blue and gold uniforms hovered before a dais. Just like those in front of the fortress, they gripped pikes. 

The Theurgeon’s heels echoed from the marble flagstones. Around the room, the walls were lined with shelves of colored and bubbling potions. Between the shelves, painted statues stood in alcoves depicting lavishly dressed royals in jeweled clothing. At the base of each statue was a tiny, golden lion head. The Throcknell likenesses. 

As he approached the far end of the hall, Thomas surveyed the two grandest statues enthroned on the dais—a crowned king and queen in golden robes. The queen’s platinum hair tumbled over her shoulders, its paleness contrasting with the vibrant red of her lips. 

The guards in front of the platform had to be seven feet tall, and their long golden beards gave them the appearance of Viking warriors. They guarded something on the center of the platform—it looked like a small marble bowl on a gold stand.

“Admiring Queen Bathsheba’s beauty, I see.” Asmodeus smiled, his freckled cheeks flushing. A servant rushed forward and pulled out a chair for him. “How could you not?” Sitting, he thrust out a hand toward the nearby seats. “Please. Sit.”

Thomas took his seat, partially distracted by the shifting symbols on the tablecloth. Oswald folded his hands behind his head, leaning back. From the way he seemed to make himself at home, Thomas almost had the feeling that he would cross his ankles on the table. 

“You wish to return home to Boston,” sad Asmodeus. “My scrying stone told me.”

Thomas nodded. “Very impressive. And you have a lot of… grand things in here.” 

He beamed. “I was at the top of my scrying class in Sortellian College.”

Thomas cleared his throat. “I’m afraid there’s been a change of plans.” He pulled off his silver watch, dropping it onto the table with a clank. “What sort of plague-healing spell can I get for this silver?”




















CHAPTER NINE

Jack




Jack unlocked the door to his apartment in Salem, eyeing the sofa with longing. It had been his retreat from Boston. Now, it would be his new home.

He liked his hometown, and the spacious, wooden-floored apartment would be perfect for a respite. He needed some time to restore himself after the Tatter forces had driven him out of Maremount. 

He pulled off his gray peacoat, hanging it on a wooden rack. If he could ever bring Fiona in for a visit, she’d be impressed by the skylights that bathed the room in ivory morning light. At night, they could lie on the floor and look at the starry sky with hot cups of tea, wrapped in a downy blanket. 

He ran his fingers through his dark hair and set his keys down on the countertop. What is she doing now, anyway? Her whole school had burned down. Scrying had shown him that she was in a mansion somewhere with her peasant friend, but he couldn’t tell where it was. Papillon, his moth familiar, was looking into it.

He walked over to a window overlooking the old burying ground and rested his hand on the rough granite wall. Of course, what really made the apartment perfect was that it came with enough reminders of death to keep him on task. The memento mori were his sword of Damocles, preventing him from becoming bloated with luxury. If something rendered him incapable of completing his Great Work, death was inevitable—for him, Fiona, and everyone else.  

He caught a brief glimpse of his own reflection in the windowpane. This building had once been the old Salem jail, and his apartment overlooked a crooked-stoned cemetery. The graves jutted out of the ground at odd angles like hags’ teeth. 

He could even see the spot where, during the witch trials, Sheriff Corwin had slowly pressed Giles Corey to death under the weight of stones. It had taken several crisp September days to finish the task, just as the leaves were starting to turn orange. The old man’s eyes had bulged, and his tongue had lolled out of his mouth. The sheriff had poked it back in with his cane. 

Giles had been a stubborn old bastard. If he’d falsely confessed to witchcraft, it would have been over a lot quicker. It wasn’t a great loss to the world, anyway. The man had beaten one of his servants to death and condemned his own wife as a witch.

Jack turned back to his living room. Apart from the lone granite wall, a remnant of the old jail, each wall was covered from ceiling to floor with oak bookshelves. There were old grimoires, poetry books, a first edition of Paradise Lost, and his guilty pleasure—Gothic romances. And of course, now he had the most important book of all: the Voynich manuscript. It would be the key to completing his work. For all his time torturing people in Maremount, they had been able to tell him remarkably little about the Relic of Genesis. He knew only that the Purgators had possessed the relic at one point, as had the philosophers of Maremount. But after the creation of the magical realm, the Throcknells had sent the relic back to where it came from. Wherever that was. 

That was where the Voynich manuscript came in. It would tell him of the relic’s history.

He glided over to the bar, nestled between bookshelves, and pulled out a wineglass, still thinking of Giles Corey’s bulging eyes. It was odd that he remembered his early days so well. He couldn’t remember a thing about the 1950s, but he’d probably spent most of it around here, skulking around cemeteries with a martini. He walked over to his dusky green sofa and threw himself down, leaning back into the cushions to stretch his muscles. 

After being chased from Maremount, he’d decided to assume a false name—Cooper Smith. At this point, he had no way of knowing how much the Purgators knew about him. They hadn’t been much of a threat in the past century or two, but they seemed to be regaining strength.

So for now, he was Cooper, chipper and modern. He’d say things like Nice to meet ya, I’m Cooper. Nice weather, huh? How about the Sox? He’d wanted a contemporary name, and everyone these days was named after a medieval tradesman. He rubbed his sore biceps. Might as well be a barrelmonger. He hadn’t yet met anyone named Basketmaker, but it was only a matter of time. He reached for the bottle of Bierzo on his coffee table and uncorked it. He poured himself a small glass of red wine, inhaling its earthy aroma. 

As he leaned back to sip it, he closed his eyes. His left calf muscle spasmed painfully. The flesh-eating wasn’t working as it should anymore, even after he’d devoured Elsa. He set down his glass and reached into his shirt pocket, pulling out a golden pocketwatch and inspecting its surface. He was well overdue for a tune-up. A haunted and skeletal man decorated its front—a reminder of what would happen should the mechanism fail. He examined the tiny cogs through a small window on the back, but he really didn’t know what to look for. It was time to pay the Earl a visit. He suspected the old watchmaker had set it to slow down every few decades just to get more gold out of him.

A flickering motion caught his attention, and he looked up to see his death’s-head moth, Papillon, dancing in the spring air outside his window. He sprang up and ran to the window, unlatching it and swinging it inward. Papillon fluttered around his head, whispering into his ear in her high little voice.

As he listened, he began to understand that some of his plans had entirely backfired. Not only had his Harvesters strung Fiona up on the Tricephalus, but that filthy Tatter boy had saved her. This would only bring her closer to Tobias. 

Jack would rip those Harvesters to shreds if they weren’t dead already. He closed the window with a scowl. Papillon still hadn’t found her, but Jack would pay her a visit soon enough.




















CHAPTER TEN

Fiona




Fiona’s footsteps echoed off the high, arched ceiling on the second floor. As she walked to her new bedroom, she ran her finger along the dark wooden wainscoting. 

Painted a deep maroon, the top half of the walls were hung with oil paintings: wolves, an iron castle in a forest, a forlorn Roman soldier. Antlers hung between the golden frames. 

Bloodstain seemed an odd color choice for walls. If it hadn’t been for the light streaming through the large bay windows, it might have looked like the corridor of a wealthy Victorian serial killer. Though for all she knew, that could very well be an integral part of the Ranulfs’ family history.

As she drew closer to one of the closed doors, she heard muffled voices through the oak. She pressed her ear to the door, holding her breath. The clipped cadence sounded like Mrs. Ranulf, speaking to her daughter in hushed tones. 

“Mom.” Munroe’s voice pierced the wood. She was obviously less concerned with discretion than her mother. “The doors are locked. Relax.” 

“Just make sure no one goes in,” Mrs. Ranulf snapped. 

Fiona bit her lip. Goes in where?

Creaking floorboards hastened her toward her own room. She scuttled down the hall, pushing into her own bedroom just as Mrs. Ranulf left Munroe’s.

Fiona pulled the door shut behind her and surveyed the large bedroom she’d been assigned to share with Mariana. Mariana had chosen a four-poster bed in the center of the room, and she lay flat on her back, her arms outstretched. 

 A threadbare rug with a twisting floral pattern covered most of the floorboards, and the ticking of a ship’s bell clock on the dresser echoed off the high ceiling. The room smelled of mothballs and rose perfume. Green, floral wallpaper covered the walls. There was a grandmotherly feel to the space, but at least it wasn’t as creepy as the hallway.

 Mariana stared at the ceiling. “Of all the things to throw down about, you chose to pick a fight over the legitimacy of IQ tests?”

Fiona crossed to her own bed. She’d chosen a smaller one nestled into an alcove. “The IQ test I took said I had poor impulse control. That part was accurate.” 

Mariana sat up. “Why were you tested?”

“I thought everyone was.”

 Mariana licked her thumb, trying to clean off some of the ink on her arm but leaving a thick, black smudge. “Nope. Just the freaks.”

Fiona fanned herself, cooling off her neck. Dust motes floated in the light streaming from a window over her bed. Through its panes, warped with age, she could see four boxy gardens surrounded by hedges. And within the hedges grew a riot of brightly colored wildflowers. 

In the center of the four gardens stood a statue of a woman bound in chains. She appealed to the heavens for mercy, marble arms suspended in the air. An unusual lawn ornament and an unruly landscape for an American senator, but Munroe had said her father was never here. If Mrs. Ranulf was an aging beauty queen, she was definitely an eccentric one.

A hundred yards away, on the other side of the gardens, flowed the James River. Fiona frowned. Of course they’d live near the James. It was named for the Purgator King who’d made a hobby of torturing witches in Scotland. In fact, much of the landscape around here seemed to be named for the witch-hunting kings, James and Charles. They weren’t far from where the Jamestown fort had once stood, a colony settled even before Plymouth. Something had gone terribly wrong there, but she couldn’t remember what. 

If she pressed her face against the glass and looked far to the right, she could see a lone willow on the river’s banks, surrounded by untamed woods of ash and magnolia. She pressed her face against the cool pane in the other direction. A hedge labyrinth stood between the house and the river, and more magnolias lined the river’s banks. 

Mariana rose from her bed and began cramming clothes into a drawer. “The Ranulf mansion is kind of perfect. Apart from the Ranulfs. And apart from the fact that we’re only here because half our schoolmates burned in a fire.”

Fiona winced. “You do have a way with words.” She turned to her friend. “Well, I’m glad we’re alive, but I never thought we’d end up beholden to Munroe. What was that argument you had freshman year?”

“She tried to recruit me for her abstinence club.”

“What happened?”

“I told her I’d rather die of syphilis.”

Fiona smiled. “Nice.”

“Then she told everyone I got syphilis off that homeless guy who sells finger paintings in the Common.” Mariana jammed her T-shirts into the dresser before peering in the large mirror hanging above it, rearranging her black hair. 

“Imagine the fight that would have gone down if you’d known magic then. Munroe would have come at you with her blood magic.” Fiona stood and approached to the dresser. “Do you think they’re a cult? I just overheard Mrs. Ranulf saying that something is off limits, and she sounded really urgent. And Tobias said they drink the blood of a god named Blodrial. I don’t even want to know where they get the blood from.”

“Thomas would probably know.” Mariana pulled out her black eyeliner. “If he doesn’t find his way out of Maremount, we’re gonna have to go after him somehow.” 

“How will we know if he makes it out? They took our phones.”

 “Maybe they thought we’d use them to arrange defilement meetings.”

“Oh, don’t be crass!” Fiona’s hand flew to her chest in mock horror. “I have my secretary schedule my defilement appointments.” 

  “You’re a fallen woman, Fiona. That can only end in death.” Mariana traced black swirls under her eyes. “Then again, everything ends with death.”

 Fiona gazed at her roommate’s reflection. “Mariana, did you notice anything weird about Tobias when he got on the bus?” 

“He’s a crow shifter from a Puritan-witch universe. He’s bound to be a little weird.”

“Yeah, but he seemed different. Like he’s almost a different person.” How could she explain that the way he held his shoulders had changed? It would make it sound like she’d been paying too much attention. 

“It was weird that he was chatting to Munroe like they were buddies. But it makes sense for him to act weird. He just saw his girlfriend murdered. By your boyfriend.” 

 “Jack is not my boyfriend,” she snapped. 

“Sorry. Ex-boyfriend.” Finishing her liner, Mariana blinked in the mirror.

“Just the thought of Jack fills me with rage.” Fiona stared at the frizzy mass of honey-brown curls that emanated from her head. There was something depressing about an undersized and faded princess T-shirt. “I’m not convinced the Ranulfs are much better, though.”




















CHAPTER ELEVEN

Thomas




Oswald gaped. Clearly he hadn’t expected Thomas to change his plans.

The Theurgeon picked up Thomas’s watch, one eye bulging as he inspected the silver. “As you know, there is no cure for the Black Death. Though it is treatable.” He gave them a tight-lipped smile. “Is it you who have caught it?”

Oswald crossed his arms, leaning forward. “If ye hasn’t the cure, then how’s it none of ye pearly-caps gets the tokens?” William had been training him in the dialect of the literate classes, but to use it in front of the Theurgeon would betray his illegal education.

Asmodeus’s mouth twitched. “We maintain our health through proper hygiene.” 

Oswald snorted. 

“It’s not for me,” said Thomas. “There’s a little boy and girl outside. Both have the plague.”

Asmodeus closed his eyes and nodded. A stream of light brightened the room, and the Theurgeon’s eyes snapped open. “Mmmm. Terrible times. May the gods lift us from our dark abyss.” He stroked Thomas’s silver watch. “I do have a foxglove tincture for you—charmed with a particular Angelic spell that I find most effective for the plague. It will keep the symptoms at bay for a few weeks.” He furrowed his brow in something like sympathy. “Of course, they’ll need another dose at that point.” 

Oswald snorted again. He muttered something that might have been quacksalver—an old world for “charlatan.”

Asmodeus ignored him. “Jedediah!” He snapped his fingers without turning his head. “Fetch the potion for the plague. And check the door. I thought I saw it swing open.”

 Thomas’s temples throbbed. He was possibly making one of the stupidest decisions of his life. “Will one bottle be enough for two children?”

Asmodeus nodded again. “Split the dose between them.”  

A servant in a simple black uniform shuffled to one of the shelves lining the wall, scratching at his sparse beard. He muttered to himself as he scanned the rows of glass vials and jars. 

Asmodeus crossed his legs, folding pale fingers over his knees. “There are those who think we should give these things away for free, but of course then we’d have no money to make new potions. I may know the secrets to making gold, but our laws state that we may only create gold for the King. The rest of the nobility must turn a profit. Or we would all be in a dark abyss.” He slipped Thomas’s watch into a pocket in his gown.

Oswald’s sigh was deep and guttural, nearly a growl, and Thomas’s shoulders tensed. We need to get out of here before Oswald shoves that wizard cap up his dark abyss. 

Asmodeus scowled at the servant. “What is taking so long? The purple one! On the shelves by the door!” He clucked. “Honestly. Sometimes it’s irritating to work with Tatters, even if they’re cheap.” He raised his eyebrows innocently at Oswald. “No offense, of course.”

The front door swung open, and Thomas saw someone run out—someone the size of a child, gripping a purple potion.

 Asmodeus jumped to his feet. “Guards! She stole a tincture!” He toppled his chair, scrambling to the door. His robes billowed behind him as he dashed across the hall, a black wand in his hand. One of the Viking-looking fellows sprinted behind him, while the other remained, scowling while he readied his pike to guard the dais. 

Oswald stood, rubbing his hands. “It seems someone believes this medicine should be free,” he whispered. 

Thomas rose, and the servant brought over another glass jar of violet liquid, handing it to Thomas with a low bow before gesturing to the door. Clearly, he wanted Thomas and Oswald to leave.

“Thank you.” Thomas gripped the small vial, sealed at the top with a cork. 

They crossed to the exit, and Thomas rolled the bottle around in his hands. Was that Chloris, the little girl?

Oswald yanked open the front door. The morning sun dazzled Thomas’s eyes, but when they refocused, his heart stopped. 

Asmodeus’s wand pointed to Chloris, who stood immobile in the center of the square. A stream of light bound her wrists together. She screamed, still clutching the potion in her hand. Next to her, her brother Ayland sobbed, tears streaking through the dirt on his face. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Asmodeus shrieked at Chloris.

“My broder ha’ the token.” Her voice quavered, and her whole body shook on the square’s flagstones.

“And you thought you’d help yourself.” Asmodeus snatched the tincture out of her hand, still shackling her with his wand’s light. The little girl must have been listening in when Asmodeus had described the bottle. “Guard! You know the penalty for thievery.” 

Oswald took a ragged breath, running a hand over his open mouth. All the color had drained from his face. 

Thomas stared in horror as the guard lifted the girl, dragging her toward the fountain. “What’s going to happen to her?”

Oswald’s whole body had gone rigid. “They’ll cut off her hands and fill the fountain with her blood as a warning to others.” His voice was toneless. “They could do it painlessly, but that wouldn’t make it as good of a warning.”

A punch to the stomach would have hurt less. “We can’t let this happen.”

Oswald eyed him. “We don’t have a choice. We have no weapons, and there are hundreds of guards in the fortress.”

Thomas sized up the guard, who lumbered toward the fountain—the girl in one arm, his pike in another. 

Chloris sobbed. “Run, Ayland!”

The guard shoved her hands over the side of the fountain, and Asmodeus followed, still aiming his wand at her wrists. She was pinned in place, her whole body trembling. The guard pulled something out of is belt—a knife. Thomas wanted to scream. His mind raced. He’d seen too much blood here already. My chance to atone. He shoved the potion into the deep pocket in his woolen shirt. “You should get out of here.”

“What?” Oswald barked, but Thomas was already running across the square.

The guard pivoted just as Thomas approached, and Thomas landed a hard punch in the ribs before the man could ready himself. The guard stumbled back, stunned. His pike clanked against the cobbles. Thomas darted for the weapon, and he held the pike’s shaft in his hand. But as he stood, a thick, muscled arm gripped his neck, choking him from behind. He dropped the pike. He couldn’t breathe.

I have about seven seconds before he squeezes the life out of me. His lungs were going to burst. Six… five… four… He’d learned how to get out of this hold in his mixed martial arts training. He just had to remember it. Three. 

Leverage. It was about leverage. He pulled hard on the guard’s arm. Two. He bent lower, squeezing his head out of the man’s grip, giving him just enough time to kick the guard behind his knee. The man doubled over. Now free, Thomas slammed him in the back of his head with his elbow. 

He rushed toward the pike again, yanking it from the ground. Clutching the cool metal, he pointed it at the bearded guard, who rubbed the back of his head while he glared at Thomas. With any luck, he won’t realize that I have no idea what to do with this. The guard roared, and the sound sent a shudder down Thomas’s spine. Still, I have the pike.

Peripherally, he could see that Oswald had joined the fray, wrestling Asmodeus for the wand. In the confusion, the Theurgeon had lost his control over Chloris. She started to run. “Chloris!” Thomas yelled. She turned to look at him as he reached into his shirt pocket. “Split this with your brother!” He tossed her the potion.

“Traitors!” The guard roared. “They attack the King’s Guard!”

 Grunting, Asmodeus struggled to utter a spell through as he grappled with Oswald. Thomas sidestepped toward them, keeping his eye on the guard at all times. The guard continued to shout for help, and Thomas’s pulse raced at the thought of an oncoming force of guards. We need to get out of here—fast. 

He stepped toward the Theurgeon, who still grappled with Oswald. When he was close enough, he slammed his elbow into the back of Asmodeus’s head. Asmodeus slumped on the ground, his jaw slack.

“Thanks.” Oswald stuffed the wand into his pocket and held out his hand. “Give me that. I can use it.”

Thomas handed him the pike, glancing around the square for the two children. They must have made it out. 

At the sound of clanking metal, his mouth went dry. Dozens of guards poured out of Throcknell Fortress’s portcullis. They chanted a spell in unison, a deep and resonant sound that bounced off the stone surrounding them. “We need to run.” 

They broke into an all-out sprint, Oswald chanting a spell of his own. A few times he turned, slashing the pike through the air at the guards. Blue light streamed from it, repelling some of the oncoming force. Whatever spell the King’s Guard were using, Oswald seemed to be able to deflect it. 

The pair of fugitives disappeared into a narrow alley, heading south to the Shore Muck Canal. Oswald dashed forward, taking the lead. 

A grin crept over Thomas’s face. “I think we lost them. I think—”

Before he could finish, a sharp pain screamed through his head.




















CHAPTER TWELVE

Fiona




A wall of humidity and an oppressive scent of gardenias hit Fiona as she and Mariana stepped onto a gravel path that ran between the hedges.

The bright spring sun dazzled her eyes. She glanced at the bound marble woman as they passed, the mouth open in stony agony. After crossing through the gardens, they turned right toward the large willow. 

As they approached, Munroe waved at them, and a few others trickled in—Sadie and her friend Connor among them. Tobias leaned against a magnolia tree, his hands jammed into his pockets. Fiona glanced over at his profile—the straight nose and high cheekbones. He stared at the river, his face as still as the garden’s statue. She stopped by his side, glancing over at his squared shoulders and stiffened spine. There was almost a hint of menace in his unnatural stillness.

 Munroe’s auburn hair cascaded over a bright yellow sundress. “Okay, I think that’s all of us.”

Great clumps of Spanish moss from the enormous willow dangled into the river, their filaments rotting in the gently flowing water. Fiona waved a fly away as she looked into the red-rimmed eyes of some of her classmates. The past week had turned them all into mourners. 

Next to her, Tobias’s still gaze had shifted to Munroe, whose face beamed as she continued her monologue: “…and that’s when my ancestor decided to build this plantation, soon after they founded Jamestown. Thanks to the Sanguine Brotherhood, some of the colonists survived the Indian massacres. They helped make the country what it is today, and created freedom so that we no longer had to live under tyranny.”

Fiona craned her head to the left. On the other side of the gardens, tobacco fields stretched out for miles. “After they created freedom, where did they keep their slaves?” 

Munroe frowned. “I don’t know. I think by the fields.” She swatted a mosquito. “It was legal back then,” she added, before anyone could object. “They were treated better here than in other places. It’s not like you see in the movies. And my grandmother says they were better off…” Her sentence trailed off. She looked around at her classmates, then at the willow roots, tapping her fingers on her thighs. “Anyway, let’s not dwell on that. There’s a lot more important stuff to see here.” Munroe walked off, Tobias close behind. 

Alan gave Fiona a horrified look. “Did she say better off? What is wrong with these people?” 

“Several centuries of entitlement,” said Mariana.

Alan pulled a half-eaten Rice Krispie treat from his pocket and began gnawing on it. 

Fiona eyed his snack. “You still have Rice Krispie treats? I’m starving. The kale pulp didn’t do it for me.”

“This is part of my training diet. I can’t spare any, or I risk sacrificing some of this.” He raised an arm, flexing his bicep. 

“That would be devastating,” said Mariana. “I’m not sure the world can handle another tragedy of that magnitude.”

“I don’t want to disappoint the ladies.” He finished the last bite. “And that’s why I can’t share with Fiona. Because I care.”

“Right, your training diet,” said Fiona. “Like Mountain Dew and vodka were part of your training diet last year.”

He shrugged. “My level of nutritional knowledge is too complex for you to understand. Just accept it.”

For a moment, everything felt normal, until she caught a glimpse of Tobias’s broad shoulders up ahead. Something was different about him. His black T-shirt hugged his muscled torso, and there was an almost feline grace in the way he stalked through the wildflowers. She couldn’t shake the feeling that he had some sort of plan, and she wanted to know what it was. As they walked over the gravel paths, she caught his eye only for a brief moment. Something feral and otherworldly glinted in his eyes, and for a moment, the primal part of her mind whispered Run.

Still staring at Tobias’s back, she bumped into Alan when they stopped in the gardens. Munroe gazed up at the statue of the bound woman. 

“Dude. That’s creepy as hell,” someone said behind Fiona’s shoulder, and she turned to look. It was Jonah, the perpetually stoned lacrosse captain. She’d never seen him without bloodshot eyes behind his shaggy curtain of brown hair. 

Munroe gestured to the sculpture. “As you can see, the garden contains an unusual art piece from the late 1800s. The whole estate was actually renovated around the turn of the century in the Victorian Gothic style. My great-grandfather Edgar changed everything. He was a visionary. He cured people of insanity.” She beamed, toying with her chalice pendant.

Stifling a groan, Fiona raised a hand. “Is there anything else we should know about? Anything off limits?”

“There is, as a matter of fact.” Munroe’s hand twisted her pendant. “There’s a family burial plot, but it’s walled in. It’s not safe because the ground isn’t solid. It’s locked anyway.”

Family burial plot. Likely story. Fiona flashed her most innocent smile. “Oh, where is it? I mean, I just want to make sure I don’t go in the wrong place.”

Munroe bit her lip. “It’s by the river, in the other direction from the willow tree.” 

“Can we see the outside at least?” asked Fiona. “It sounds… historic. One of the Founding Fathers must be buried there, right?”

Munroe cocked her head. “I suppose we can go a bit closer. Follow me.”

They trudged out of the gardens on a smaller gravel path that led through the labyrinth of hedgerows. Munroe led them through a winding maze of eight-foot-tall boxwood hedges. Following close behind Tobias through one winding turn after another, Fiona stared up at the cloudless sky. I have no idea where we’re going at this point. 

She scratched at a mosquito bite. “Munroe? How many slaves did your family own?” She knew this topic irritated her. 

Munroe halted, turning to frown at her, but Fiona wore a mask of innocence. 

“The labor force included over a hundred people. They farmed tobacco.” Munroe turned again, resuming her march through the hedges.

At last, the maze opened to a clearing with a large stone wall about fifty feet long, covered in climbing plants. White flowers bloomed on the vines, and amid the plants, a rounded green door was visible. Magnolia and hemlock trees grew on either side of the enclosure, lending shade to the area. Through them, Fiona could see a shimmering glimpse of the James River. 

Beads of sweat sprung up on her upper lip. She smacked the top of her arm as she felt the bite of a mosquito, leaving a small smear of blood. 

“Well, you wanted to see it,” said Munroe. “It’s really not that interesting.” She sighed, wiping her hand across her forehead. “It’s hot out. Let’s go back to the house.” She strode into the maze again, and her classmates followed.

“She’s enjoying this whole leadership thing, isn’t she?” whispered Mariana.

 Munroe flipped her glossy hair behind her shoulder. “I’m taking you to the southern terrace now.”

They were around a quarter of a mile from the house. They trod between the hedges of the labyrinth, and the air filled with the whirring of cicadas. Fiona glanced at Tobias as they left the shade of the maze. He squinted in the harsh sunlight, his movements precise on the uneven path. 

Outside the house’s east wing, two men in black jackets stalked along the brick path. When the students drew closer to the house, Munroe pointed to the men. “Those are the guards.”

 One of them turned to stare at the students, and the hair on the back of Fiona’s neck stood on end. His broad, muscular shoulders were practically the size of a doorway. He blinked large gray eyes, and a pink tongue ran over thin lips. Dark hair hung limply over a pale forehead. The phrase that came to mind was cave-dwelling behemoth.

Munroe spoke over her shoulder in a breezy tone. “The guards are very well-trained and experienced, so you don’t have to worry about witches. You’re totally safe here.”

“Are you sure?” Connor asked from the back. 

Munroe turned to face them, frowning with irritation. 

Fiona glanced at Connor. Dark circles hung beneath his eyes. “It’s just that the witches are vicious. I saw Principal Mulligan’s body hanging from the gates, and my friend Marielle was crushed by a beam in the fire at Mather Academy.” His voice began to rise. “And I saw Eric shot in his stomach with an arrow.” He was shouting now. “He was writhing, and like, he didn’t even die right away, and then—”

“That’s enough, Connor,” Munroe barked, her cheeks reddening.

Connor’s eyes were wide with frustration. “But what if they’re trying to take over the whole country?” 

“I said that’s enough.” Her voice was icy. “You don’t want to scare everyone. There’s no point in dredging up every terrible thing you can remember. We’re safe now. I told you all. We’re not going to dwell on horrible things, like slavery.” She shot Fiona a sharp glance.

Connor breathed heavily through his nose. Munroe turned back toward Winderbellow, and everyone followed her in silence.

In front of the east entrance was another marble statue—this one a slumped and weeping angel, his vacant-eyed face discolored from the rain. The dark lines streaking his cheeks almost looked like tears. 

Munroe stopped in front of it and waited for everyone to catch up before gesturing up to the angel’s mournful face. “I wanted to show you this statue. This is a statue of Great-Grandfather Edgar as an angel.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Sadie. “Some day I want to have a statue—“ 

“Edgar was a great man,” Munroe cut her off. “He helped with the medical treatment of women driven mad by their dubious moral virtue. You know, women of the night.” She turned to her classmates again.

“Wait—who?” asked Jonah.

“Prostitutes,” said Fiona.

“Hot,” Jonah chuckled, raising a hand for a high-five that no one returned.

Fiona raised a hand again. “Edgar sounds amazing. How did he cure his hookers?”

Mariana piped up, “I saw a show about female hysteria in the Victorian era, and doctors used fire hoses aimed right at the women’s—”

 “I don’t know the details,” Munroe snapped. “He just cured them. There was no fire hose. Now if you follow me up these steps, I’ll take you on a little tour of the lower level.” 

They followed a brick path to an arched glass door that led back into the house. When Fiona’s eyes adjusted to the dimly-lit interior, she glanced around at the dark-wood, vaulted hallway with a faded Persian rug.

Munroe led them through an open door into an enormous rectangular room with patterned gray wallpaper and stained-glass windows. From a player piano somewhere in the house, a waltz filtered through the air. An old rug covered the hardwood floor, embroidered with an image of a bonfire—swirling flames of orange and yellow thread. Orderly rows of high-backed chairs faced a chalkboard on wheels in front of an empty marble fireplace.

Munroe opened her hands. “This is the room where we’ll be having our classes. In the evenings, we’ll study in the drawing room. There are only nine of us, so we’ll all be following the same schedule. My parents have hired tutors. We start tomorrow morning at 7:30 with math.”

Math at 7:30. If any doubts lingered in Fiona’s mind about the sinister cult-like quality of Munroe’s family, this put them to rest. 

“Follow me to the informal dining room.” Munroe turned on her heels and opened a door opposite the chalkboard.

Along with her classmates, Fiona shuffled into a red-walled room with a round table. High above, carvings in the ivory ceiling depicted angry animals and chalices wrapped in vines. From a painting on the wall, a mutton-chopped man glowered, his cheeks sagging.

“This is where we’ll eat breakfast and lunch. And that—” She pointed to the portrait. “—is Edgar. He was quite handsome in his time.” She cleared her throat. “They had different standards then. There’s one more important room.” She glanced at Tobias and grabbed his hand, leading him out into the hallway. 

Fiona stifled a gagging noise. Why did she need to hold his hand? Was this a sign of some kind of complicity between Tobias and the cult?

The students followed their new leader across the hallway into a long, rectangular dining room that contained a banquet table large enough for twenty people. 

A dull light glinted off golden wallpaper decorated with red and blue star-shaped flowers. A great gnarled and gilded chandelier hung over the white cloth and china on the table. Alan whistled as he looked around the room.

“This is the formal dining room, where we’ll eat dinner. Dinner is at six every night. You’re supposed to dress up.” She grimaced at Fiona’s tight-fitting cartoon princess T-shirt. “Well, I’ll be dressing up anyway. Any questions?”

Sadie flung a hand in the air. “What about the rest of the mansion?”  

Munroe pointed across the hall. “Sitting room and office over there. And in the northern wing…” She counted with her fingers. “There’s the morning room, ballroom, music room, tea room, and the red drawing room.” She forced a smile. “Happy?”

Jonah raised his hand. “Where are the computers? Mine burned in the fire.”

“My parents don’t believe in computers,” said Munroe. “I mean, like, they believe they exist. But they don’t want us to use them.”

There was a low muttering, as though Munroe had just confessed her parents would be conducting unsanctioned medical experiments. Which, Fiona suspected, wasn’t entirely implausible. “Is there anywhere else we can’t go?” she prodded. “Besides the crypt?”

“Well, obviously you can’t go in the attic, but there’s no reason to anyway. The floor isn’t finished, so you’d fall through the ceiling.”

Does she really expect anyone to believe her? Rules be damned. Fiona was going to find out exactly what was going on at Winderbellow.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tobias




Alan’s gentle snores filled the room. Tobias could see his reflection in a mirror lit by the moon. His vision was different now—sharper and more penetrating. He could hear things—distant birdsong, and the river lapping at the banks. 

He felt a sudden pang of desire to see his familiar, Ottomie. He wasn’t as close with Ottomie as Oswald was with Meraline, but even so, the separation was starting to eat at him like an ulcer.

The mark on his chest and his new power ignited his emotions. In the past few days, he’d been torn between wanting to kiss or to fight someone at all times, and this morning he’d had the strongest impulse to run his fingers over the back of Fiona’s absurdly tight T-shirt. But with his heightened senses, sometimes he was merely struck by the simple beauty of the world around him. Earlier today, the golden light trickling through hemlock leaves and the lonely cries of the river gulls had left him breathless.

He stared at himself in the antique mirror, a faint golden glow around his skin. Though his rage had intensified, it now had a sharp focus. He now knew exactly what he needed to do. He gazed at the blackened wick of a candle below the mirror. Since he’d arrived here, he had yet to practice any spells.  

The symbol on his chest burned with a dull heat as he muttered Queen Boudicca’s Inferno. When he finished the Angelic words, a fist-sized flame blazed around the tip of the candle. With a smile, he snuffed out the flame with his fingers.

Just as he’d thought. The magical aura he could create was now several times stronger.  

After pulling open the top drawer of the dresser, he took out the sheathed athame. With one last glance back at Alan, he crept toward the door and slipped out. 

He tiptoed over the worn rug in the hall. On the stairs, he rolled his feet from the outside in so that his footsteps were undetectable as he glided down the stairs. He snuck through the drawing room and through the glass doors, taking his opportunity to slip out silently when the large guard had his back turned. He no longer needed the invisibility spell to go undetected.

He crept through the gardens, listening to the rustling and whispering of the trees. A bright moon hung below the Milky Way like a fat jewel dangling from a silvery belt. Chorus frogs droned over the sound of the river’s gentle waves. This time, I will fight the battle against Rawhed alone. It had been a mistake to drag his friends into Maremount—a world they little understood. How could they understand the savagery of a place where children could be slaughtered in the street for breaking rules? They’d grown up with easy, sheltered lives.

Tobias had trained for years, fighting demons and practicing magic. There was a war going on now, and the untrained were a liability. Maybe Eden would still be alive if his Boston friends hadn’t followed him into Maremount. 

But death seemed to hover around him like a miasma. He’d tried to keep the memories locked up—his father pushing his mother and sister on the wagon after the plague came. But the memories clawed at their cage, and after seeing Eden die, there was nothing he could do to keep them from running wild. 

He crept along a path shrouded by magnolia trees, until the lights from the house were no longer visible. Focus on your task, Tobias. He would need total seclusion for this next spell. A little incantation like lighting a candle might not create much of an aura, but there was no telling what kind of chaos a conjuring might invite. Any nearby demon or wight would come to greet him. 

Tobias slipped deeper through the trees along the riverbank, the night breeze cool against his bare arms. He’d learned how to conjure with the Ragmen. In fact, it was how he and Oswald had practiced pike-fighting against demons. Only knowledge of a demon’s true name could summon them. Unless, of course, you had a different sort of power over them—if you’d dispatched them to the afterlife. But it was a dangerous sort of magic, and he certainly wasn’t going to involve his Boston friends in a spell like this.

Just a few feet from the river, in an overgrown copse of trees, he paused in a small clearing. Moonlight glinted off the water, and thick undergrowth curled from the marshy ground under his feet. Using the athame, he traced a circle close to the ground.  Then, in the center, he drew a triangle. As he completed the final swoop of the athame, flames blazed around him, and an electrifying power flowed through him. 

He closed his eyes and envisioned the demon he’d killed—Ms. Bouchard, Mather’s former art teacher. As a succubus, she was beautiful when sated, but a withered hag when her aura grew weak. The mark on his chest began to warm.

“I call upon the succubus Amauberge Bouchard!” His heart raced as he chanted the conjuring spell, stabbing the athame into the earth. The flames rose higher, warming his skin.

 Behind him, a gurgling sound rose from the river’s edge. Tobias turned, adrenaline coursing through his veins. Through the trees, he could see a form emerge from boiling water—hunched shoulders, curling silver hair and glistening skin. The creature crawled out of the muck, her breath loud and raspy. She rose to her full height, prowling forward on withered and shaking limbs. When she stepped into the moonlight, Tobias saw her long teeth bared in fury.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Fiona




The clock ticked over the slow whistling of Mariana’s breath. Fiona pulled sheets up around her shoulders as a wet, perfumed scent floated into her room from the garden. It was a cozy setup in the alcove by the window, but her heart raced whenever she closed her eyes. 

Each time her muscles relaxed into sleep, her mind greeted her with images of her burning schoolmates, or the gallows monster snapping Eden’s neck. And when the hair rose on her arms, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something dangerous was brewing by the river.

She rolled over, trying her other side and stretching out her legs. What is Tobias doing now? Is he asleep like everyone else?

A tapping noise interrupted her thoughts. She turned to see a bat fluttering outside the warped windowpanes.

She smiled, sitting up and throwing off her sheets. Byron. It was just as Tobias had said: her animal familiar had found her. She pushed the window open and the bat flew in, flapping near the ceiling. She swung her legs over the edge of her bed, watching as he swooped around the room.

“Mariana! My familiar is here.”

“Cool,” Mariana mumbled, rolling over and pulling the covers over her head.

As Fiona’s fingers curled around her sheets, a small voice startled her. Are you going to talk about me as though I’m not here? 

She jumped. Her familiar hadn’t spoken out loud, but his voice arose in her head like a thought. He drew in closer, circling her. “Hello?” he asked in her head. 

It felt awkward talking to an animal. “Hello,” she muttered, staring at her hands.

“Ah. Not very strong socially, are we?”

“You’re talking in my head,” she said defensively. “And you’re an animal. It’s a little weird.”

“I can hide behind a doll to appear human, if that would make it any better.”

Fiona shuddered. “A doll talking in my head would be far worse.” 

“Are you going to name me?”

 “Yes. Byron, after my favorite poet.” She threw off her covers, forcing herself to look at him flapping by the ceiling. “Did you see anything weird going on outside? I can’t sleep. I thought I felt an aura nearby.”

“Something drew me here tonight.”

I knew it. She pulled her hair into a quick ponytail. “Who’s conducting spells?”

“I don’t know. Something by the river, but I didn’t see what it was. The spell is drawing in magical creatures.”

Fiona shivered. “Shall we go out for a look?” She stood, cracking the window wider to peak out into the misty night. A few guards stood watch around the back of the house. Near the drawing-room exit, the pale behemoth stood as still as a mountain. On the other side of the door, a mustached man shuffled from side to side, looking out into the gardens.

She chanted the transformation spell, bracing herself for the painful metamorphosis. As she uttered the last word, her skin tingled with the magical aura. Her skeleton condensed. Wings erupted from her fingers, her muscles contracted, and a downy fur blossomed on her back as she rose into the air. 

In moments, her agonized body felt weightless. She circled the room. As her throat emitted high-pitched squeaks, the space transformed, its crevices and protrusions now wrapped in ultrasonic waves. Mariana’s chest rose and fell in sleep, and a mosquito wavered near the ceiling. The clock’s ticking was almost deafening.

She darted through the window after Byron, the night air exhilarating on her wings. She swooped over the gardens, her heart leaping with the thrill of flight. The grounds were dark at this time of night, but it didn’t matter. Echolocation allowed her to perceive every contour below—flowers bending in the breeze, insects flitting through the air.

She flew to the river in a low arc. Frogs croaked along the riverbank, and crickets chirruped in the tall grasses. As she circled back over the shore, two things caught her attention. To one side of the bank, a small fire blazed in a magnolia grove. There was at least one person there, maybe two. But she was more alarmed by the frantic howl rising from the other side of the gardens, accompanied by a wild banging sound. Is it coming from the cemetery? 

With Byron close behind, she glided toward the forbidden graveyard. The air filled with a ragged keening sound. Alongside Byron, she passed over the hedge labyrinth toward the stone walls. It was a square cemetery, fifty feet across. Crooked statues of forlorn angels wept in a variety of poses—an angel appealed to the heavens with grief, another threw herself in despair on a grave. One appeared to rend at her hair in utter devastation. Moss covered the walls and lichens climbed up the melancholy statues, threatening to suffocate them. But what the hell is making that wailing noise?

A large stone crypt stood near the furthest cemetery wall, its door barred with a wrought-iron grate. Behind the grate was a glass door, and the sound came from there. Someone was locked inside the crypt, banging on the gate, but the glass prevented Fiona from sensing any contours within.  

Byron fluttered her way. “Mrs. Ranulf is coming.”

Fiona flew higher above the labyrinth. Munroe’s mother was sprinting through the hedge maze in her silken bathrobe. Her strawberry blond curls bounced over her shoulders, her feet crunching along the gravel path. The wailing from the crypt only rose in volume. When Mrs. Ranulf reached the entry to the cemetery, she pulled a skeleton key out of her bathrobe pocket. Panting heavily, she swung open the wooden door.

Her chalice necklace glinted in the cool evening light as she trotted through the grief-stricken angels, making her way to the crypt. She slotted the key into the lock on the wrought-iron gate. Fiona circled closer, hoping to get a view of the person locked inside.

Still gripping the key, Mrs. Ranulf paused. Her pale, moonlit face turned toward Fiona. Icy, iron-gray eyes stared directly at the two bats. She pointed at them, growling the word, “Witch!” 

Her tiny heart pattering, Fiona soared higher, past Byron. Exhilarated by her near discovery, she swooped over the gardens and back to her window. Mrs. Ranulf had looked directly at her. Did she know it was me? And who is she keeping in the crypt?




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Tobias




Ms. Bouchard took a rasping breath and staggered toward him, her shrunken skin clinging to her spare frame. Hollow black eyes fixed on him, and her long finger jabbed the air in front of his face. “You.”

He stood straight, pointing the athame at her chest. The flames around him ebbed to glowing embers. He lowered his chin. “Ms. Bouchard.”

“You murdered me,” she gasped, now only a foot away from him. 

He gripped the athame and a fiery light crackled up the blade. “You were trying to suck the life out of me, if you recall.”

Her pale, pointy tongue ran over parched lips. She took another staggering step closer, sunken eyes opened wide. “I wouldn’t mind some more of that life.” She lunged.

Tobias leapt backward, lashing out with the athame. Ms. Bouchard dodged the knife, losing her balance and toppling onto the marshy ground. She bared her teeth in a snarl. 

“I didn’t call you up to fight you.”

“What do you want from me?” She lay sprawled in the undergrowth. 

“A favor.”

 “Why would I help you?” She pushed herself up on her elbows. 

“I’ve returned to you to your corporeal form. If you don’t help me, I’ll send you back to serve Nyxobas.”  

“Oooh,” she cooed. “The Tatter boy threatens to send me back to my night god.”

“I’m stronger than I used to be.” Fire sparked from the athame’s tip. 

She rose on shaky legs, long fingers rubbing at her protruding ribs. “I know that, Tobias. I know all your secrets.” Twigs snapped beneath her bony feet as she tottered toward him.

He gritted his teeth. “I want you to find Jack Hawthorne and drain him.”  

Her breath rattled in her lungs. “In return for letting me live on earth, just like I had for thousands of years before I met you? How gracious.” She twisted a gray curl around her finger. A smile crept over her withered lips. “You do know that there’s a price for what you’ve done with Emerazel, don’t you?”

“Of course.” I have no idea what it is, though. 

“You’re in way over your head.” She inched forward, placing a skeletal hand on his shoulder. “If I’m going to find Jack, I’ll need something more from you. I’m not going to get very far looking like this. I need strength.”

This was the part he’d dreaded. He lowered the athame to his side, taking a shuddering breath. He’d been the recipient of one of her kisses before. It had been unpleasant on a number of levels. 

Her dark eyes transfixed him, immobilizing his body. Now he couldn’t move even if he wanted to. Dry fingers thrust into his hair, gripping his black locks. She pulled his face to hers, clamping her wizened lips on his like a leech seeking blood. The breath escaped his lungs, and a sharp sense of foreboding gripped his chest. Every nerve in his body screamed at him to run, but his limbs wouldn’t obey. 

This time, though, as she drew energy from him, he could feel it replenishing. Warm power surged through his veins, melting the knot in his chest. Amauberge’s flesh grew soft against his skin, her lips now supple. She pressed against him. His limbs were free to move now, but the impulse to flee had subsided. His arms slid up the smooth skin on her back, into her soft hair. 

She pulled her face away from his, but kept her arms wrapped around his neck. Tobias found himself staring into her sparkling green eyes and rosy cheeks, her auburn hair tumbling over pale shoulders. He swallowed. She was completely naked. He tried not to glance at her breasts, staring instead at her forehead. Don’t look down, Tobias. 

“Well, I’m certainly feeling refreshed. Are you sure you’re not interested in another sort of bargain?”

His mouth went dry. It was extremely tempting, but he had to stay focused. Remember how she looked a few minutes ago. And yet, he didn’t want to pull himself away. He stared at her hairline. “I need you to find Jack. I can help you find some clothes.”

“I can fend for myself, believe me.” She smiled wryly, licking her lips. “Your past is deliciously filling, though.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I find sustenance in despair.” She ran the back of her fingers along his cheek. “There are things you don’t even remember that eat you up inside. It must take a lot of energy, running away from yourself.”

His jaw clenched. “I’m sure you’ll find plenty of misery to feed from with Jack. He’s been miserable for centuries.”

“Sounds delectable. It’s a shame I couldn’t have fed from little Eden before she died. Her anguish would have fueled me for months.” 

Her arms still draped over his shoulders, and her breath was sweet, but Eden’s name on her lips made Tobias’s spine go rigid. He gripped her arms, yanking them from his neck and stepping back. He inhaled deeply, calming his nerves. He tried to focus on her eyes. 

Stepping back from him, her expression shifted into mock horror. She made a show of covering herself up with her hands. Her silky flesh shined in the moonlight. Of course, she wasn’t really covering anything. “It’s so frightening being out here in the woods with a big strong man like you. I’m at your mercy.” She thrust out a hip, hands glancing over the curves of her breasts. Tobias wanted nothing more than to throw himself at her.

Look at her eyes, Tobias. His skin warmed. What were we talking about? A deal. “Do you want the deal, or not? You’re not the only demon I can conjure, you know.”

She dropped her hands, and he looked away. “We have a deal.  But what will you do with him when I’ve drained him?” 

“I’m going to kill him.”

She grimaced. “So predictable. I was hoping for a bit more creativity.” She turned, skulking away, her feet snapping over twigs as she walked. Her pale body disappeared into the dark trees. He had a sudden urge to plunge into the James to cool off.

The chorus of frogs droned louder. Tobias sheathed the athame, shoving it back in his pocket. He rubbed his arms, suddenly cold. A breeze from the river rushed through the trees, prickling his skin into goose flesh. 

What things don’t I remember? He picked his way through the magnolia grove, trying to rub the tension from the back of his neck. It doesn’t matter what happened in the past. In the future, I kill Jack. 




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Thomas




Warm sunlight bathed Thomas’s skin as he stood outside the Tower of London. He was home again, his strange American nightmare over. With coffee in hand, he’d taken his usual walk past the streets with his favorite names—French Ordinary Court, Savage Gardens, Crutched Friars. 

Leaning against a fence, he listened to the gentle murmuring of tourists who milled around the Traitor’s Gate. They talked of Anne Boleyn and Lady Jane Grey. The places of misery always drew the biggest crowds. 

Twenty-one towers in all stood along the Thames, a fortress guarding the city for a thousand years. How many people had met early deaths here? There were beheadings before crowds, and torture in the basement of the White Tower. And in the Bowyer Tower, Richard III’s brother was drowned in a vat of Malmsey wine for his treasonous acts. 

Thomas stared at the empty moat below, unable to rid his mind of the image of his own body in a rickety wooden boat, floating through the Traitor’s Gate. Why am I thinking about that? Something black swooped at him, and the sound of beating wings filled his ears. One of the tower’s ravens must have gotten loose, and it circled his head, pecking at his hair and forehead. He swatted at the bird, his hands flying up to defend himself. It soared away. But when he looked back at the moat, he saw a deep red liquid pouring from the Traitor’s Gate, like Malmsey wine filling the empty moat—or like blood. 

Was this another hallucination? His heart skipped a beat, and he glanced around. The crowds were gone now, and the sky had darkened to an iron gray. Cold, dank air filled his lungs.

He gasped, opening his eyes. He lay on the stone floor of a dark cell, and something sharp poked through his shirt. A thick, scratchy bedding of dried rushes and rags covered almost the entire prison floor, and the room reeked of every kind of bodily fluid. 

It was a large room, nearly empty apart from the messy floor. An iron-bound wooden door blocked the exit. Am I in the Tower? He rubbed his eyes, sitting up straight against a damp wall. With a sinking feeling, he made out Oswald’s form in the darkness. Maremount is no illusion. It’s as real as the damp stone behind my back.  

His head still ached from where he’d been hit, and his throat was rough with thirst. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been imprisoned, but his rumbling stomach let him know he was overdue for a meal or two. He rose to peer out the window, and his legs nearly gave way as he took in his altitude. He and Oswald were in one of the central fortress towers that seemed to pierce the clouds. This must be the Iron Tower. In the darkness, he couldn’t see the ground below, just a ring of white stone towers through the fog. As he stared, the sky began to lighten to a dusty purple. 

He turned, slumping against the wall again. From a window, morning light seeped into the cell, illuminating carvings that scarred the smooth stone. They were mostly names of prisoners who’d been locked here before: RAVELLIOR, MALCHIUS, URSULA.

One name stood out—MORELLA. It was carved above an empty fireplace in a large, ornate script with a herald above it—a sparrow surrounded by vines. 

Pale, bluish light bathed the room, and Oswald shifted in the rushes. The boy had a straight nose, and a dimple in his chin. Thomas could imagine how pretty his sister Eden must have been before she’d been imprisoned. Oswald slung an arm over his eyes to shield them before forcing himself up, blinking. He scowled. “They caught us.” 

“I noticed.” 

He scrubbed at his face. “Is there water?” 

“Nope.” His dream of a moat filling with blood seemed less surreal than this. “I don’t know if I want to ask what will happen next.” 

Oswald rose to stare out the window. “With luck, we’ll get a quick death.” 

Thomas’s breath caught in his lungs. “And if we’re unlucky?”

“They’ll break our bones and drain our blood until we’re near death. At least, they will for me. I’m a Ragman. They’ll want to learn where the others lurk in the Cwag. Then they’ll submerge us in a vat of charmed water in Lullaby Square, along with a few scorpions. Our lungs will fill to bursting, but we won’t die. They’ll hang the vats over the city gates as a warning.”

Panic spread through Thomas’s chest and he leapt up, a dull pain throbbing at the back of his head. “You didn’t have to help me. You should have run.” 

Oswald stared out at the morning sky. “I would have ended up here sooner or later.”

Thomas clenched his fists. “There must be a way out of here.” 

Oswald turned to glare at him. “There isn’t.” He nodded at the rags on the ground. “We probably won’t make it that long anyway. Have you seen the dried blood on the cloth? We’ll be dustmen of the token before long.”

Perfect. They’d be dead of the plague soon. Thomas closed his eyes, swaying in place. He could almost feel the ravens pecking at his eyes. He shook his head to clear his mind. “I’m going to figure something out.” He chewed a ragged thumbnail, pacing across the well-worn stone floor. “William said Eirenaeus escaped the Iron Tower.”

Oswald stood, resting his arms on the windowsill. It was open to the air, but barred. “That was centuries ago. After that, they lined the tower with iron.”

Thomas paced across the room. “Why iron? What does that mean?”

“Iron is Blodrial’s metal. He’s one of the earthly gods. He has the power to snuff out the use of Angelic by humans. Any magic used in here will be weak.”

This was too much to take in. “Earthly gods?”

“Tobias didn’t tell you any of this?” Oswald scoffed. “Probably never learned it. Always too busy swinging his pike around to impress Eden.” He raked a hand through his curly hair, still gazing outside. “Beforetime, humans had no Angelic. Some of the gods gave it us, so that we could create like they do. That gift caused a war, and the thwarted gods were punished by the others. They were trapped in fire and earth, in the oceans and the cores of planets and stars. Blodrial still wants to make amends. He hopes to be freed again, to live as a celestial god.”

“Ah, the Purgators’ god. The god of iron and blood.” Thomas scratched his stubble. “But there must be another way out. We’ll figure it out,” he said softly, running his fingers over the carved stone. 

Oswald nodded toward the stone. “On the walls you’ll see the names of everyone here who died before us.”

 Thomas stopped to point at the sparrow herald. “Who’s Morella?”

Oswald turned to look, a half-smile flickering across his features. “They put us in the old queen’s cell. They must think us very princely. She was your little crony Celia’s mother. She was executed in Lullaby Square.”

“I wouldn’t call Celia my crony,” he grumbled. “Without her, I’d probably be back in Boston now.” 

“I could have told you that.” Oswald’s voice was ragged with bitterness. “Tobias should’ve known better than to trust a Throcknell. Let me guess—she’s a pretty little blossom. That would turn Tobias’s mind.” 

“I don’t think that’s important right now.”

“Right.” Oswald turned to the window again. “You were just about to tell me how you were going to slay hundreds of guards and find your way out of a magical stone fortress.”

Thomas resumed his pacing. “Celia and I did get on well enough. At least, before she betrayed us. She won’t want us dead. Maybe she’ll help.”

“Lady Celestine holds no power. She’s nearly a prisoner herself. Queen Bathsheba would seal her up in the earth if the King would let her. She is a threat to Bathsheba. She hasn’t had children of her own yet. Celia could succeed her should the King die unexpectedly.”

A clanking noise called Thomas’s attention to the heavy wooden door, and he stopped pacing. The door swung open, and four guards dressed in blue and gold edged into the room. Oswald turned to glare at them, and a black-haired guard punched him in the jaw. Another wrenched his arms behind his back as his head slumped forward. There were too many to fight. 

Thomas tried to follow, but a guard shoved him back. “What are you doing with him?” he shouted.

They dragged Oswald from the room, the door crashing shut behind them. 

Thomas went cold. Oswald had been right. They were going to break his bones, and it was Thomas’s fault. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jack




Jack turned the corner onto a narrow street lined with redbrick buildings, following the route that the scrying stone had shown. It had once been a straight path from the prison to the main street, but so many things had changed. Saint Peter Street in Salem had once been Prison Lane, and where the bodies had swung over Gallows Hill, children now climbed on a jungle gym. And Salem Village was renamed Danvers after a tormented English Baronet who’d hanged himself in his garden. Cheery old place, the North Shore of Massachusetts. 

It was a brisk day for April, and he tightened his gray scarf around his neck. From Brown Street, he turned right onto New Liberty Street. A crimson line marked the brick sidewalk, a guide to tourists hoping to learn of Salem’s dark past. 

Jack’s family name remained nearby on the gentle drumlin where he’d once lived: Hathorne Hill. But everything else about the hill was different. For over a century, the grim Victorian towers of the Danvers Lunatic Asylum had blighted his hill’s crest. After the witch trials, they’d found a different way to deal with their outcasts. Of course, the asylum’s name had changed, too. Over the years, even as conditions worsened, the institution’s name had transformed into Danvers State Hospital. The bland moniker belied the misery inside: straitjackets, isolation rooms, brutal shock treatments. Where Jack’s apple trees had once grown, doctors performed hasty lobotomies with icepicks jammed though eye sockets, jiggled around until nothing remained of the person inside. 

And Fiona says I’m a monster. I may have an unpleasant side, but at least I’m not a rampant sadist. His father was, though. There was no question about that. But Jack was a visionary. 

He turned right onto the pedestrianized brick walkway of Essex Street. Some changes were for the best, of course. When he was younger, this main street had been known by the unwieldy name Ye street that goeth from ye meeting house to the training place. 

After passing a cart selling pentagram amulets, he turned right toward Ye Olde Witch Shoppe, its front window displaying crystals, a skull, and a stuffed raven. The scrying spell had sent him here, to this charlatan’s playground. Chimes tinkled as he pushed open the front door, and he surveyed the narrow, candlelit room. Incense, herbs, and fake spell books crowded rows of round tables. The scent of patchouli was stifling. To his left, glass bottles lined wooden shelves, and their handwritten labels identified them with names like BAT’S BLOOD, MEMORY OF VENUS, and WOLFSBANE. 

Wolfsbane. Now that might actually be useful. 

At the back of the shop, a young woman with wavy, dyed-red hair stood behind a counter, her face partially obscured by a candelabrum. 

Jack felt something press against his leg, and he glanced down at a black cat wearing a white Elizabethan ruff. The creature rubbed against his calves with a low purr.

“Grimalkin!” the woman called. 

The cat turned and ran to her. Jack followed. As he drew closer, past the dreamcatchers and cauldrons, he could see the woman’s curvy figure and maroon lipstick. She had dark, wavy hair, and tattooed alchemical symbols covered her arms. He hadn’t realized she would be so pretty. 

She drummed silver fingernails on the counter. “Can I help you?”

He smiled. “It seems fate led me here.”

She grimaced. “What?”

“A scrying stone brought me to you, Alexandria.” 

“A scrying stone?” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, staring at him. “What are you talking about?”

“It showed me all about you. You were a math prodigy. Your parents are Harvard-educated physicists. They pushed you to learn complex programming. You took college classes in high school, got into MIT early. But before the end of your sophomore year you’d stopped attending classes.”

She stopped drumming her nails, narrowing her brown eyes at him. “Have you been stalking me online?”

He opened his palms toward the ceiling. “I told you. I used the scrying stone.” He smiled. “You do believe in magic, don’t you? I saw that you rebelled against your mathematical background. You began to experiment with tarot cards, herbal love spells, and astrology. You dabbled with hallucinogenic mushrooms and dated a didgeridoo player who called himself a shaman. And now here you are. Selling trinkets and spells.”

She was trembling now, and circles of pink bloomed on her cheeks. “Who the hell are you?”

“Jack.” He rested his hands on the edge of the counter, pressing forward. “And I need your help to complete my Great Work.”

“You expect me to believe you’re some kind of wizard?”

He sighed. “Philosopher. But I can see you need more convincing.” He raised his right palm before his mouth, whispering a few words in Angelic. A small cloud of colorful, shimmering moths burst from his hand, fluttering around Alexandria.

She shook her head, her eyes wide in disbelief as she watched them fly. “What are you doing?” 

He smiled. “You never really believed in magic, did you? You were mostly just trying to antagonize your parents.”

The moths settled on her black shirt, transforming into tiny, colored gems. She gaped at them before lifting her eyes to stare at Jack again. “I don’t understand. What is this?”

He flashed his most charming smile, beginning to understand that there was another way to this girl’s heart. The usual way. He tilted down his head, gazing at her from beneath his lashes. This was his James Dean look—sultry but troubled. “I sense that you’re looking for something more from life. Sure, you’re beautiful and smart, but it’s not enough, is it? There’s that ever-present emptiness.” He gently touched the center of her chest with a finger as she stared into his eyes. “The void that can’t be filled.” He ran the finger along her neckline, nodding toward the street. “You’re not like those idiots out there. You need meaning. And I can help you find it.” 

“You want me to help you with magic?”

“Not parlor tricks like the one I just showed you.” He pressed closer, their breath mingling. “You have a spark of genius, and you should’t let it die. I need your help with writing a computer program. In exchange, I will teach you some real spells.” He glanced around the room. “You must know by now that none of this really works, right?”

She exhaled, long and slow. “What’s the program for?”

He curled a strand of her hair around a finger. “To crack the Voynich manuscript. You see, Alexandria, it holds the key to rewriting all of creation.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Fiona




At the head of the long table, below the scarlet-clad image of Great-Great-Grandmother Edgar, Dr. Mellior’s tall, lanky frame dwarfed Mrs. Ranulf. The esteemed psychiatrist’s florid cheeks shined like waxed fruit, and droplets of carrot soup hung suspended in his black beard. He looked around the room through a pair of wire-framed glasses. His hunched, angular posture reminded Fiona of a praying mantis. 

Their first group therapy session was set to take place over a dinner of brown rice and green beans. On the other side of the table, Alan and Mariana whispered conspiratorially between sips of kale smoothie. Mariana was probably filling him in on the plan to investigate the crypt tonight. We’ll find out exactly what—or who—Mrs. Ranulf has locked up in there.

From Alan’s side, Sadie was trying desperately to eavesdrop on their conversation, while red-eyed Jonah wolfed down his food without speaking to anyone. How is he managing to get stoned here? 

Munroe’s younger brother Harrison crawled under the table, giggling as he touched people’s legs. But Fiona’s attention was focused on Tobias, who sat to her right. She was determined to speak to him in private. After flying back to her bedroom last night, she’d sat up in bed, staring out the window. Mrs. Ranulf had never strode back through the gardens—but Tobias had. He had slipped along the path from the magnolia grove, smoothly and quietly. 

Fiona still didn’t know what he’d been up to. After a long day of classes and supervised badminton in the back gardens, she hadn’t had a chance to speak to him alone. And now, Munroe monopolized his attention from the other side of the table as she prattled on about dressage horses.

 Dr. Mellior fiddled with a wedding ring. “Well, now that we have nourished our bodies a bit, why don’t we begin the healing process?”

Fiona couldn’t stop staring at the globules of soup stuck in his beard. Does he have anything to do with the person locked in the crypt? 

He dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, missing the bright orange drops. “You may note that I take an unorthodox and informal approach to group therapy. However, my research into family systems therapy indicates that mealtimes are an ideal environment, strengthening one’s ability to heal after a trauma with a wholesome setting. It’s important to have the support of family. And here at Winderbellow, we are a family.”

“I like that we’re safe here.” Connor spoke a little too loudly from the other end of the table.

Mrs. Ranulf shot him an irritated glare. 

“Well, let’s begin the healing process.” Dr. Mellior stared at Mariana. “Mariana. Why don’t you tell us about your experiences that day, when the Harvesters came?”

What is she supposed to tell them? That she’d spent the day helping to resurrect a Wampanoag king? 

“I remember the building being on fire. Everything was hot.”

“Hot.” Dr. Mellior’s glasses had slid down his bony nose, and he peered at Mariana over the rims. “Go on.”

She shot Fiona a panicked look. “Maybe someone else can go? It’s too difficult for me to think about.” 

An image flashed in Fiona’s mind—one of the students she’d seen bleeding to death on the grass outside the school. She couldn’t remember his name, but he’d done magic tricks at a school talent show. Arrows protruded from his ribs like a statue of St. Sebastian. Even though Dr. Mellior had asked them to speak, there were some things people didn’t want to hear about, and that meant the words were blazing in her mind now. What would happen if she spoke her thoughts out loud?

“I didn’t know someone could have that many arrows in you and not die immediately,” she said. “There was a boy. The arrows must have missed his heart, and he was lying there bleeding. And someone’s clothes were on fire, and she was shrieking, but the flames were too high to see who it was. It smelled like—”

“Thank you, Fiona,” said Mrs. Ranulf. 

Forks clinked against plates in the golden-walled dining room. It had a bitter smell of burning sage.  

Connor broke the silence, his voice cracking. He named each one of his classmates who’d been slaughtered by a burning arrow—Jason, Eric, Emily, Dave, Oliver, Ava, Stuart, Paul, Scarlett… She’d never paid much attention to Connor, but he’d remembered everyone’s name. He was probably a much better person than she was.

Fiona’s chest ached. It had all been Jack’s doing. She should have known, somehow. She had spent more time with him than anyone else at Mather. She could have stopped it if she hadn’t been so obsessed with his beauty. Suddenly without an appetite, she pushed her plate away. Tears brimmed in her eyes. Beneath the table, Munroe’s brother pinched her leg. 

“And what about you, Alan?” Dr. Mellior asked. “You were friends with Celia. What did you think about her?” 

“I mean, she was the prettiest girl in our—” He held up his hands. “I shouldn’t say the prettiest girl. I mean equally pretty as the girls at the table here. Not that girls—women—should be judged—” He took a sip of water. “Can someone else go?”

“Pretty.” Dr. Mellior’s greatest skill seemed to be repetition. “Yes.” The psychiatrist steepled his fingers. “But you never suspected Celia of being a witch?”

Was this supposed to be therapy? It seemed more like an interrogation. 

Alan shook his head. “She certainly surprised us.”

“I’ll go next,” Munroe trilled. She wore a pale green sundress, with her nails painted to match. “I remember that the witch army was outside, and I thought Tobias was working with them. But then I held my chalice to his cheek, and it didn’t burn his skin when I asked him questions. So he was telling the truth.” She turned to Tobias. “Sorry about that. Then Celia turned into a cougar. And that’s how I knew she was evil.” Her chest flushed. “I’d like to rip her stupid face off.”

“Honestly, Munroe,” Mrs. Ranulf chuckled. “Control yourself in front of company.” She turned to her guests. “Munroe has always been highly emotional. Harrison is a much more intellectual child.”

Munroe glared. “Mom. This is supposed to be our therapy session.”

“Everyone has a valid opinion here,” said Dr. Mellior approvingly.

“Harrison’s teachers all agree that he’s very advanced,” added Mrs. Ranulf.

“Bang bang bang bang!” Harrison shouted from under the table, thumping on Fiona’s foot. 

Fiona jerked her foot up, slamming her knee into the wood. 

“Well, that seems like enough for today.” Dr. Mellior smiled. “In the next few weeks, I think you’ll find that we’ll grow even stronger as our own sort of family.” 

Mrs. Ranulf crushed her napkin in her fist. “I hope everyone feels that they’re on the pathway to healing.”

“I almost feel like my chakras are clear from the witch curse,” Sadie piped up. “And it’s kind of nice not having to choose things for myself. Sometimes I’m not sure if I want—”

“Thank you, Sadie,” Mrs. Ranulf interrupted. “Physical wholesomeness can protect us. But before we dismiss you all, I just want to remind you of a little unpleasant fact.” A bit of steel entered her voice. “We are at war with people who are trying to destroy our way of life—our family. Some might call them terrorists, and some might call them witches.” Her pale eyes raked across the room. The students were silent.

Fiona felt her muscles tense. Had Mrs. Ranulf known it was her flying over her head last night?

“I hope you all know to inform the authorities of anything suspicious,” she continued. She turned her icy gaze to Mariana, clad in black as usual. “Anyone who takes an unusual interest in the dark arts should be suspect. And anyone who does not report such acts could be considered co-conspirators of the terrorists. Silence on these matters is against the law.” 

Mariana looked away in a panic. Damn. Her eye makeup and skull jewelry had attracted the wrong sort of attention. 

Mrs. Ranulf plastered a smile onto her face. “We are here to protect you, but we can only help you if you’re honest with us.”

Dr. Mellior tossed his cloth napkin into his bowl. “She speaks the truth. Now, I believe Mrs. Ranulf has some more cheerful news.”

The woman’s strawberry blond ringlets stood out against her emerald green dress. “A party. In a couple of weeks. It will be a fundraiser for the Sanguine Brotherhood. Mr. Ranulf will be returning from the capital, and we will be hosting some very important guests here. It’s a celebration of my husband’s success in fighting the witchcraft threat.”

Munroe beamed. She’d obviously been waiting for this announcement. “It’s going to be a masquerade ball! We’re all going to work on our masks after classes.”

Mrs. Ranulf eyed Fiona’s faded hospital T-shirt. “Of course if you don’t have the right formal attire, you may look through the old clothing trunks in the basement.” She flicked a hand. “You’re all dismissed.”

Fiona rose and pushed in her chair, before following Tobias through the arched doorways and into the drawing room. He stopped on the far side of the room, idly staring at dusty tomes on a bookshelf. A faint light glowed from bulbs in the chandeliers above, casting muddy shadows over the mahogany chairs and Victorian figurines on the mantel. 

She approached him, resting a hand on a bookshelf, and he turned to look at her. 

“We haven’t really talked since we got back from Maremount,” she began. “How are you doing?”

His dark gaze was steady. “Well, I’m alive.” 

“I’m sorry about Eden. I mean, I’m sorry you had to, you know…” Save me instead of her. The words rang in her mind, but she stopped herself.

“It wasn’t your fault.” He lowered his head. “Was there something in particular you wanted to talk to me about?”

“My familiar showed up last night,” she whispered, leaning closer. “I transformed and followed him outside.”

“Sounds like a nice evening.”

“I guess, except transforming is so painful. I feel like it’s going to snap my bones.”

“It won’t snap your bones.” He put his finger over his lips, looking at the chandeliers. “Unless you’ve got a fracture of some kind. That’s why it was so important that we saw the healer in Maremount—to make sure nothing was broken.” He gazed into her eyes again. “Is that what you wanted to ask me?”

“No. I saw Munroe’s mom go into the cemetery on her own. She went into a crypt, and she didn’t come out again.”

He nodded almost imperceptibly, waiting for her to say more. 

“And then I saw you come back. What were you doing?”

“I was out for a walk.”

You’re lying. She gritted her teeth. Since when did he lie to her? “I saw the bonfire. And it looked like there were two people out there.” 

He shrugged. “Bats can’t see very well.”

She pointed at his face, her cheeks flushing. “That is a myth. Ask Mariana. Plus I have echolocation.”

“Why do you have to get involved in everything?”

Her heart raced. What else isn’t he telling me? “Did you have something to do with whatever was going on in the crypt?”

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

You think you can trust someone, and then the next thing you know, you’re standing on their scaffold. “Oh, you’re telling me you didn’t hear the screaming?”  Her blood pounded in her ears. Is no one from Maremount trustworthy? “Are you joining Munroe’s cult? You seemed quite friendly on the bus.”

His voice was cold. “Fiona. I think you’re getting a little paranoid. You need to leave this alone. Stop flinging yourself in harm’s way.” 

“Fine,” she shot back. “But I’ve had enough of people lying to me. And I’m going to find out what you’re up to.”

Before he could respond, she heard the sound of footfalls behind her. It was Munroe, grinning as she stepped along the path. “Can I join your little study group?”

Fiona felt a knot of frustration in her chest. “Yeah, I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about,” she muttered before stalking off.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN

Thomas




“There must be a way out!” Thomas’s hoarse voice echoed off the damp stones. He leaned against the wall, sinking to the floor. It must be near morning, the sky brightening to a pale blue.

The guards hadn’t returned with Oswald. Every few hours, an iron hatch slid open and a guard shoved a small pewter cup of water through.  

Thomas’s legs ached from his nocturnal procession back and forth over the rushes. If the floor hadn’t been covered with them, he was sure he would have worn the flagstones several inches thinner. In the cold and silent room, he’d scanned every inch of wall by silvery moonlight. Carved into the wall were names, dates, a zodiac wheel, and even what appeared to be the likeness of a spider. 

At one point, a spark of hope glimmered when he’d discovered the letter E engraved below the zodiac wheel. In desperation, he’d convinced himself it must be the mark of Eirenaeus, the brilliant young philosopher. After all, William had said that Eirenaeus refused to bow to the Throcknells, like he was some kind of colonial-era rebel. And what if the brilliant Eirenaeus had left clues of an escape route in a revolutionary gesture? 

But as the rising sun stained the sky orange, despair began to smother his hope. He listlessly stared at the empty fireplace. Lots of people had names that began with the letter E, and anyway, he had no idea how to convert a zodiac wheel into an escape route. Besides, Oswald had said no one had escaped since then. 

Whatever torments Oswald was enduring, Thomas had dragged him into it with his bungled attempts at atonement. He couldn’t give up on an escape plan for Oswald.

Pushing himself up, he crossed to peer out the window. He jiggled the iron bars. One in the center was loose enough to yank free with a piercing sound of iron on stone. The others wouldn’t budge, but it was a large enough gap to fit his head through. 

Vertigo overwhelmed him as he stared down at the sheer drop. It must be nearly a thousand feet down, the shining white walls as smooth as ice. The nearest neighboring tower was at least a hundred feet to his right. Without a stout rope, exiting through the window would be suicide, and he couldn’t fit more than his head through even if he decided to leap to his death.

He shoved the bar back in place, slumping down against the wall. Hunger gripped his stomach. If only he could speak to one of the Throcknells, maybe he could convince them he’d been right. He could get them to see that they’d be better off ruling over a healthy populace than a sick one. He could make them understand that torture was never effective, that they should leave Oswald alone.

As the day wore on, he tried to uncover a code from the names on the walls, arranging and rearranging anagrams. By the time the sun dipped lower in the sky, his head was filled with a jumble of senseless words, playing in a loop: raven tower iron irony ironing rioning… He sat cross-legged on the floor, blinking slowly.  Is rioning a word? Rioning, ravening, ranting…

His mother’s ranting episodes had always started with a discovery. She’d discovered things thrown away in the London streets—who would throw away dozens of good clocks, or the wooden dolls with painted smiles and no legs? Thomas would come home to find the living room full of boxes, and his mother’s excitement would be infectious. The clocks, you see, could be used to make a time machine that would change the world. And the discoveries always started off full of wonder. After all, little Thomas wanted to build a time machine too. But then came the sleepless nights and the paranoid ranting. She smashed the clocks and called the police to have them arrest the sky demons lurking outside the windows.

Thomas swallowed. His throat was painfully dry. He pulled the pewter cup toward him, taking a long sip. Starvation and fatigue were sapping his mental faculties. No, I’m not like her—I’ve always looked at things logically. 

He turned to inspect the zodiac wheel again. The carvings were dulled and muted, worn by time. Think, Thomas. We need to approach this rationally. The wheel was made of two roughly carved concentric circles, the inner one filled with crisscrossing lines. 

Perhaps the inner circle represented the earth—a relic of a geocentric model of the Solar System. In the center, the lines joined up at points that corresponded with seven of the twelve star signs. He chewed on his nub of a fingernail. Why only seven points? Why not one for each sign?

He rose, walking to peer out the window again. He stared at the gleaming white towers and mentally tallied the number—seven towers. Seven points, and seven towers. 

Just as an idea was beginning to form, the lock clicked in the door, and Thomas jumped at the noise. The door creaked open, and three guards stood in the entrance, light streaming in from behind them.

A dark-haired guard with an enormous gut spoke first. “King Balthazar wishes for you to join the court for dinner.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY

Jack




It was the golden hour, Jack’s favorite time of day, and the setting sun bathed the graves outside in honey. He’d have to keep this beautiful light in place when he rewrote the material world.

He sipped the remains of his herbal tea, inhaling the scent of chamomile and hawthorn. Steam from his cup clouded his window. His father had often grown angry when he spent too much time admiring the sunlight, and Jack would pay for it with the skin off his back. After all, idleness and time-wasting were sins. 

He turned, leaning against the window and pulling out his golden pocket watch to examine its etched surface. He had all the time he needed now. Still, he couldn’t escape the feeling that someone was watching him. Probably a relic of my early days.

As he took a final sip of tea, he glanced at his new companion, Alexandria. She sat hunched over her laptop on his dusty green sofa. Her wavy hair and heart-shaped face reminded him of Fiona. 

He had full confidence that she would be able to decode the Voynich manuscript. Other code-breakers before her who’d failed to unravel the mysteries of the ancient alchemical text hadn’t been sufficiently motivated. But of course, they hadn’t been as desperate for meaning as Alexandria. 

Staring at the screen, she toyed with her lip ring. Her eyes were different than Fiona’s. Fiona’s were amber, framed by long lashes, but Alexandria’s almond-shaped eyes were a deep brown.  

“Will wine interfere with your work?” He walked over to the kitchen that adjoined his living room. “Pinot noir is your favorite, right?”

“Yeah, sounds good.” She stretched out her legs, resting her bare feet on his coffee table. Silver rings decorated two of her toes.

He pulled out two long-stemmed glasses and uncorked a bottle of an oaky 2007 Oregon pinot, pouring out two large glasses. He hadn’t been feeling himself lately, and this might revive him.

“You said you were going to tell me more about this project,” she called out before turning to look at him. “And teach me magic. How have you learned so much? You look younger than me.”

He crossed the room and handed her a glass, joining her on the sofa. His watch was set to eighteen years—his physical prime. There were times that it would be convenient to look a bit older, especially in this modern world where childhood stretched out ever longer: no drinking until twenty-one, no children until after thirty. People had been lucky to live past thirty when he was a boy. But he didn’t feel eighteen today. He felt—old.

“I look young for my age,” he said, smiling. Of all the things he could say to her, this was the truest. He took a sip of wine, leaning back to savor it. “The project, since you asked, is to find something that’s been lost for a long time. The most important object in the history of the world, in fact. Cracking the Voynich code will tell us where it’s been hidden.”

“Is it like the Holy Grail?”

He leaned back into the sofa’s armrest, gazing at her. “Some call it that.”

“What did you mean about rewriting all of creation?”

“Death, mostly. I want to conquer it. I want to save everyone. The gods made us in their image, except they put us in rotting bodies. It’s a travesty they should atone for. And I’d like to fix it.”

She squinted in the sunlight angling in through the window. “Okay, but… the world will be wildly overpopulated if nobody dies. There wouldn’t be enough food or space. The whole ecosystem would be in chaos.”

He leaned forward with a wry smile. “You see, Alexandria? This is why I need you. You think of these things. But you’ve got to think on a larger scale, too. With the Grail, we can remake everything just the way it should be. There’s no heaven waiting for us after we die. That’s a lie designed to breed complacency.” His cheeks grew hot as he spoke. “We have to make paradise ourselves. No disease, no starvation. No children dying from cancer, no plagues to eat at our brains as we grow old. Just paradise.”

“Wow. You really think you can do this? 

He tilted his head down, a few dark curls falling into his eyes. “I think we can do this.”

She toyed with her shirt’s low neckline. “What is the Voynich, exactly?”

 He rubbed his chin. “It’s a coded history book. It was written by alchemists in the fifteenth century. At one point, it belonged to Queen Elizabeth’s great alchemist, John Dee. Many of his books have been lost, but this one survived. Only no one has been able to read it. And somewhere in its pages, it details the Grail’s secret location. All I know right now is that it’s somewhere in Europe.”

She beamed. “Are we going to Europe?” 

“Assuming you get back to your coding at some point, I don’t see why you shouldn’t join me when you’re done.”

She grinned, folding herself back into a cross-legged position to resume work, and Jack rose to stare out at the dusky graveyard, sipping his wine. There were still things to take care of here before he could even think of going to Europe. He still needed to pay a little visit to Virginia. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Thomas




Thomas’s jaw dropped. “What?” They must be joking. 

“They’re going to send you home in gratitude for your help with Rawhed.” The guard’s bulbous gut gave him the look of a penguin. He looked Thomas over, surveying his dirt-stained woolen garment. “We’ll have to get you cleaned up first.”

Thomas shook his head. “What about Oswald?”

“Returned to Tuckomock Forest.”

Part of him wanted to fall to his knees and thank God for his release, but Oswald’s warning about trusting the Throcknells tickled the back of his brain. He scratched the stubble on his chin, crossing toward the door.

A dizzying feeling nearly knocked him backward as he looked past the guards, disoriented as though his head were swelling and contracting. The guards stood not in a dank stone stairwell as he’d expected, but in an enormous, sun-filled hall. 

He stepped over the threshold and gaped. Carved stonework arched hundreds of feet above them. The hall was at least the size of St. Paul’s Cathedral. I must be dreaming. It wasn’t possible for something this vast to fit into a narrow tower.

 “We need to make you presentable.” Holding a palm near Thomas’s chest, the penguin muttered in Angelic. 

Thomas stared as his shirt transformed from rough brown wool into a silky, grass-green jacket embroidered with pearls. It fit snugly, apart from the puffed shoulders, and lace sleeves that flounced around his wrists. Gold trousers bloused out at the thighs, tied with green ribbons around his knees. Further green bows decorated his shoes. A cap sat on his head, and he pulled it off to find it made of green velvet and covered in pearls. He gritted his teeth, shoving the cap back on his head. I look like a twat. He schooled his face into a pleased expression.

“Are you coming, then?” the penguin asked gruffly.

“I didn’t think the cell was adjacent to a grand hall like this,” Thomas muttered, squinting in the bright light. His heels clapped unsteadily on the marble floor, and a part of him cringed. They put me in high heels.

 “It isn’t adjacent.” The man glanced back at Thomas. “You don’t expect us to trudge up and down hundreds of stairs in the Iron Tower, do you?”

It wouldn’t do your waistline any harm.

“We use portals,” continued the guard. “Saves time.” 

Late afternoon light poured through tall, arched windows, each one bearing the Throcknell herald in stained glass. Below the heralds were interlocked Bs. Queen Bathsheba and King Balthazar, of course. No doubt the previous windows with Queen Morella’s initials had been replaced soon before her execution.

Thomas peered out the windows at a grassy courtyard. They had arrived at the ground level without descending a single stair. 

Across from the windows, marble statues towered over the hall, nearly the height of the ceiling. A woman with flames erupting from her hair pulled open the front of her dress, revealing a sun symbol on her bared chest. It blazed in the amber light. Thomas stared, his mind foggy.

A hand pushed him from behind. “What’s the matter—never seen tits before?”

The other guards burst into barking laughter. Apparently, that joke was hilarious. Thomas faked another smile. 

A statue further on depicted a figure covered entirely in a cloak, decorated only with a few stars. Next to that, a mournful man in military garb displayed a pair of slashed wrists—the penitent blood god, no doubt. As they walked through the hall, he recognized Druloch—a man’s strong body intertwined with a tree, an ecstatic look on his face. 

Thomas’s stomach rumbled. Was he really about to feast with a magical royal family? But why had they been starving him if they’d meant to send him home all along?

His high-heeled footsteps echoed off the flagstones. Closer to the far end of the hall, an elegant goddess statue rose from sea foam, a crescent moon on her forehead, and another muscular goddess reclined on a mountain range with a serene expression. The earthly gods.

Each statue was beautiful and terrifying at the same time. And there were seven of them. Seven points, seven towers, and seven gods. Maybe that was all the zodiac wheel had meant, just a coded reference to the gods. 

At the end of the hall, a short flight of steps led up to an immense set of wooden doors. As they approached, the doors swung open with a groan. The fat guard motioned for Thomas to walk up the stairs, and he stepped up the marble staircase into a hall—if it could be called a hall. It looked like the nave of a ruined abbey, all crumbling stones overgrown with vines. He’d never seen anything so stunning in his life. 

Maremount wasn’t old enough to contain actual medieval buildings, so the Throcknells must have designed it to look ancient. Thomas had to admire their taste. Towering stone walls formed a long rectangle, each with peaked windows that overlooked gardens. There was no ceiling—just high arches enclosing the room like a stoney ribcage. And from these arches, a rainbow of wildflowers grew downward through some enchantment. 

In the center of the hall stood a banquet table, and the setting sun cast it in a nectarine light. A half-dozen people sat around the green-clothed table. Flowers grew from the table itself, and around them, gold platters held colorful cakes, roast turkeys, rabbits covered in sauces and plums, and pies shaped like lion’s-heads. Tendrils of steam curled into the air, wafting aromas of baked meat and breads, and Thomas had to restrain himself from tearing a leg off a browned turkey to gnaw on like a caveman. Isn’t there some legend about not eating fairy food? Does that apply here?

The guests’ clothes were even more outrageous than his own: they lounged in gold tissue-cloth, green and blue velvet, ribbons, their hats sewn with rubies and emeralds. 

At the end of the table sat the King and Queen. Bathsheba’s pale, shimmering skin reminded him of moonlight, a contrast to her warm golden gown. A snow fox panted by her side, its black eyes alert. To the left, Asmodeus slouched in his black robes, his viper coiling around his hat. He glared at Thomas, his receding chin wrinkled with distaste. 

Thomas almost didn’t notice Celia sitting by his side. She was clad in a simple blue gown, and her face had a vacant look. She seemed to avoid his eye. Guilt, perhaps.

He turned to the King. Is there some rule about not standing in the presence of royalty? 

King Balthazar stood, thrusting out a hand. Jeweled rings crowded his fingers. His neatly trimmed beard was the color of hay, and red veins discolored his nose. A mountain lion—his familiar—rested by his chair. “Thank you for joining us, Thomas Malcolm. Please, have a seat.” He gestured to a high-backed wooden chair across from Celia and Asmodeus.

Wildflowers grew through the tiled floor, reaching toward their counterparts above. Thomas pulled out a dark wooden chair, the seat clothed in red velvet. He tried to catch Celia’s eye, but she was staring at the sky with a dreamy look, her eyes half lidded. 

The King smiled. “You must be wondering why we asked you here.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “I was surprised. I thought you were going to execute me.” Too blunt. The first thing sleep deprivation destroys is social filters. 

To his relief, the King threw back his head and laughed. “Of course we wouldn’t kill one of my daughter’s friends. We wanted to speak to the man who buried the Wampanoag king.” 

A woman in a canary yellow gown grinned and clapped. 

“It’s quite a feat,” he continued, “and we owe you a great debt for ridding our city of the Harvester scourge. Also, my beautiful wife was terribly curious to meet someone from the other side.” 

When Bathsheba smiled, her teeth were a dazzling white against her ruby lips.

Thomas took a deep breath. I have no idea what royal protocol is… Screw it. “What’s happened to my companion? He was taken from our cell. Your Highness.”

The King and Queen stared at him. In person, Bathsheba’s icy gaze was no warmer than her statue’s.

King Balthazar’s face was impassive. “We sent the boy home.”

Thomas glanced at Celia again. While Asmodeus stared at the girl, licking his thin lips, she plucked a flower from the floor and began threading it through the tines of a fork, singing softly to herself. 

Thomas blinked. Has she lost her mind? Something was very wrong with her. Either she’d been given some sort of magical lobotomy, or she was pretending to be stupid because she didn’t trust her own father. Neither was an enticing possibility. 

He replayed Oswald’s warning in his mind: Never trust a Throcknell. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Thomas




The rich scent of roasted and spiced meat was enough to distract him from his fears. He gaped at the pies lining the table, and the curls of steam that rose from their centers. Sure, he was supposed to be cautious, but there was no harm in enjoying a feast.

The King gestured to a gray-haired man to his right. “We honor another guest here tonight.” Thick eyebrows swooped up the man’s forehead, and a small hedgehog perched on the shoulder of his red tunic. He nodded as the King continued, “Sir Caspar is a great philosopher visiting us from Mount Acidale.” 

Thomas had no idea what Mount Acidale was. He flashed a quick smile, wondering how long he had to wait before he could eat. 

The King clapped his hands. “We are here to celebrate! Let the wine flow!” 

As he spoke the words, three women strode into the hall, each wearing a small gauzy tunic. Their hair and bodies gleamed with gold, and they carried pitchers in both hands. They moved gracefully around the table, filling goblets with red wine. 

“Let us dine and enjoy ourselves.” The King raised a goblet, and the guests followed suit. 

Thank God. Thomas sniffed the wine, swirling it in his glass. His mouth watered at the thought of consuming anything, but he paused with the thought that it could be enchanted. What was the rule? If you ate the food in a fairy land you’d be trapped there forever?

He eyed the pies in front of him, and the beautiful russet-haired woman to his right. Sod it. They’re not really fairies, and being trapped here wouldn’t be so bad anyway. He lifted his glass, taking a long slug of the wine—a fruity and delicious red. This was the first thing he’d ingested in days, and he had to force himself to put down the glass. He didn’t want to end up under the King’s table before the night was through.

The gauze-clad servants moved around the table, cutting off chunks of duck and rabbit to serve onto people’s plates. When a large chunk of rabbit landed on Thomas’s, he tore into it with the ferocity of a wild dog. I’ve never been this hungry before, not even after a two-day bender through Soho. 

A scoop of a meat pie landed on his plate, followed by corn bread, stewed pumpkin flavored with nutmeg and butter, and stuffed quahogs. The bread was fresh and hot, and he dipped it into the pumpkin before taking another bite of rabbit. The meat dripped with a rich cranberry and plum sauce.

He closed his eyes, ecstatic in the rich and savory flavors. This was heaven. Maybe they don’t need to send me home. Maybe I can stay here under the stars and wildflowers eating wild rabbit, even if I have to dress like an absolute twat.

“I see you like the food, Thomas Malcolm.” The King stared at him, a hint of amusement on his florid face. 

Thomas looked around the room. Everyone was staring at him, apart from Celia, who jabbed at her food with a finger. Asmodeus sat inches from her. To Thomas’s right, the woman in a bright yellow gown laughed into her hand. Her hair was the color of the burnt-orange sunset above them, and it tumbled over her cleavage. Blue phlox flowers were threaded through her hair.

Thomas swallowed a large bite of meat, and nodded. “It’s delicious. Of course, I haven’t eaten in two days.”

The King tilted his head. “An oversight on the part of our guards. They’ve been reprimanded.” He leaned forward. “And what do you think of our fine city?”

“It’s beautiful.” Thomas stared at the open arches above, the sky darkening to a deep coral. “In fact, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Pleased, the King nodded, taking a large bite of cornbread. Under the food smells, the air was thick and sweet with the scent of honeysuckle blossoms.

“I’ve been enjoying the city myself,” Caspar grinned at the woman in yellow. “Very beautiful, indeed.”

Thomas tried to catch Celia’s eye. She broke of a large piece of cornbread and shoved it in her mouth, staring at the sky.

Asmodeus lifted his gaze from Celia’s cleavage and cleared his throat. “I take it you’ve recovered from your criminal episode?”

Thomas’s jaw clenched so hard it hurt. “The criminal episode in which I tried to prevent the mutilation of a small child?”

Bathsheba’s laughter was like the tinkling of bells. “Oh! He knows better than we do. Let’s hear what the learned gentleman has to say.”

Maybe he’d misspoken. His mind swirled with academic debates on cultural relativism. But they were going to cut a little girl’s hands off. “I realize that you have your own laws and customs here—” 

Sir Caspar scowled. “Laws and customs that stem from thousand-year-old traditions. And to what ancient societies do you belong?” 

Arsehole. “None.” A slug of wine. It was going to his head. Sod it. I hate these people. “Though now that you mention it, I come from a culture where we provide medical care to anyone who needs it, even if they can’t afford it. We don’t let children die in the streets from curable diseases.”

Asmodeus reddened. “Because you fools don’t know any better—” 

The King held up a hand. “Let him speak.”

Thomas took another long sip of wine. “Look, the Tatters in Maremount can’t afford the treatments. Children are among the most susceptible to the plague, and it wouldn’t be any good for your economy if the young people died off, leaving you with an elderly population past their working years. Why not make the spells available to the public? You won’t have any Tatters left to buy your cures if they all die at the age of four. And then where would you be, Asmodeus?” He spat out the name like an insult. 

Asmodeus sniffed, folding his long fingers in front of him. 

The King stroked the rim of his goblet. “The Tatters are incapable of using magic wisely. We can’t let them run wild with it.”

Bathsheba’s pale eyes sparkled. “The King descends from Merlin, and I from Nicholas Flamel. If you go back far enough, you can trace our lineage back to the gods themselves. It’s why we are able to use magic for this beauty you see around you.” She lifted a delicate white hand toward the sky. “Those of lesser breeding will only use Angelic for violence and depravity.” She nodded toward Celia. Or Lady Celestine, as she was known here. “Unfortunately, Celestine’s mother wasn’t from one of the gods’ lines. She was from a gutter family, and therefore magical knowledge has driven her mad.”

Celia merely shrugged and took a sip of wine. A sense of unease welled in Thomas’s gut. She was fine before she arrived here.

Asmodeus leaned in, his mouth hovering near her neck. “Her beauty makes up for her lack of wit.” He turned to Thomas, pointing a fork speared with a piece of rabbit. “The gods intend to cull the Tatters. It’s the natural way of things. Without disease, they would outbreed us, and our society would degenerate into savagery.” Triumphant, he shoved the meat into his mouth, chewing with a lopsided grin.

Sir Caspar nodded. “It’s true. Those of peasant stock, while inferior in every other way, have hardier constitutions. It’s what happens when you live among the animals, I suppose. They are quite good at reproducing.”

The King snorted. “Unlike my wife.” 

Bathsheba looked down, her face blanching to an even paler shade of white. 

A silence rolled over the room like a dense fog, until the King shifted and raised his cup again. “This is no time to dwell on my wife’s difficulties. As I said, we are here to celebrate! Tonight is a night of amusements.” He emptied his goblet. “Thomas. Tell us how you learned to read.”

Thomas blinked at the non sequitur. He swallowed a mouthful of stuffed quahog. “I learned some at school, and some at home. Like everyone else.”

Next to Asmodeus, the woman in yellow tittered, rising from her seat. A monarch butterfly circled her head. Maybe it isn’t a non-sequitur after all. Maybe there’s something funny about my literacy.

Sir Caspar lowered his chin, a twinkle in his eye. “Thomas. Tell us about the great city of London.”

Thomas shook his head. Where to start? “Well, it’s two thousand years old, founded by the Romans. They built a wall enclosing a square mile—”

He felt something touch the back of his head and turned to find the yellow-garbed woman jerking back her hand. She giggled. 

Did she just touch my hair? He swallowed, his mouth going dry. Oh God. I am one of the amusements. A wave of bitterness washed over him. They weren’t really going to send him home, were they? And what of Oswald—was he still here?

He looked toward the King, who licked cranberry sauce off his fingers. “Your Highness. Where did you say you sent Oswald?”

“Are you questioning him?” Asmodeus barked.

“To his home, of course.” The King threw his hand up. “What else would I do with a Tatter boy? My tastes turn to the fairer sex, I assure you.”

Asmodeus and Sir Caspar roared with laughter. 

Thomas’s new admirer leaned closer, inspecting his face. She smelled like the ocean. “His eyes are quite dark.”

“Fortuna, don’t get so close,” Bathsheba tutted. 

Fortuna bit her lip, stepping away. Don’t get too close. Like he was some sort of zoo animal. He could almost taste his own resentment. He picked up his goblet, draining it. If I’m destined to die here, at least I’ll get in one last delicious meal. He took a large bite of turkey, the meat rich and savory. 

But if they’re lying, then what’s really happened to Oswald? They’d either killed him, or he was still at the hands of his torturers. The idea was enough to put him off his food. He stared at his plate, nauseated. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Fiona




Fiona pushed open the door and a cool breeze chilled her skin through her worn T-shirt. She was going to find out what Tobias had been up to, and she’d convinced Alan and Mariana to join her on her mission.

Two guards stood ten feet away, bracketing the entrance to the garden. To the right, the guard with the mustache chewed gum, humming quietly to himself. To the left, the pale behemoth stood immobile, no flicker of life on his face. 

Fiona stepped out onto the gravel path, instinctively glancing behind for Mariana. Of course, her friend wasn’t visible. They’d intoned Lady Cleo’s Cloak before leaving their room and Mariana was as transparent as the air. Fiona clicked the door shut behind her, and the behemoth glanced over at the noise. He tilted his head, and then prowled toward them. Fiona’s breath quickened as the man’s feet crunched on the gravel.

Mariana grabbed her arm, pulling her onto the grass where their footsteps fell without noise. Fiona glanced behind at the guard, who now peered into the dark doorway. Finding nothing amiss, he returned to his spot. Fiona’s breathing returned to normal, and they continued creeping through the center of the  gardens. Byron flew above their heads.

They approached the statue of the chained woman—their meeting point with Alan. The air smelled of gardenias and stagnant water. Moonlight flickered through gliding clouds, lending the statue the appearance of being almost alive, as though she might begin dragging herself through the garden on stony arms. Fiona shuddered, pulling her sweater tighter around her.

Byron swerved close to them. He was supposed to alert them if the guards noticed their absence. 

“Alan’s wolverine showed up today when we were working on our masks,” said Mariana.  “I’m the only one without a familiar yet.”

“Well, your familiar is a turtle. He’s bound to be slow.”

“I’m calling my wolverine Jimmy Howls,” Alan’s voice cut in. 

Mariana exhaled. “I’m glad you made it. Those guards creep me out.”

Fiona peeked back at dark house. “Let’s get going.”

They crept onward, their invisible feet crunching along the gravel path. The full moon hung above them, its surface the color of aged bones. Every so often, Byron’s fluttering form came into view against it. 

“Do you really think this is necessary?” Mariana whispered. “Spying on Tobias?”

“I don’t know how you convinced me to do this.” There was a hint of irritation in Alan’s tone. “Even if the Purgators are evil, which we don’t know for sure, why do you want to poke the beast? I have enough blood on my hands without instigating anything else.”

Fiona frowned as they entered the hedge maze. “First of all, we do know they’re evil. They’re a witch-killing cult.”

“Mariana and I have been doing a bit of witch-killing ourselves,” Alan said coolly. 

“That’s different,” Fiona shot back. “You killed people in self defense. The Purgators killed innocent people.” 

Apparently Alan thought there was a stain on his soul. But Alan wasn’t the one born with a murderer’s blood running through his veins.

A distant rattling noise rang through the air as they entered the hedge maze. 

“Why don’t you just ask Tobias what he was up to?” asked Alan. “Maybe he had a good reason for whatever he was doing.”

“Jack thought he had a good reason for murdering hundreds of people.” Fiona led the way, dragging her hand along the hedges. “Anyway, I tried asking Tobias what he was doing by the river, and he lied to me. I’m done with people keeping those kinds of secrets. ‘Oh, did I forgot to mention? I’m actually four hundred years old and I eat people to stay alive. No big deal.’”

“Oh, come on. You really think Tobias is like Jack?” Fiona could almost hear Mariana’s eye-roll.

They turned right, but stopped when they found the way blocked by a curve of boxwood trees. “Wrong way.” She pivoted, turning right again. 

Alan followed closely. “Well, you’ve convinced me to join you on your spy mission. I’m starting to think you might be the Machiavellian cult leader, Fiona.” 

“I’ll be in Fiona’s cult,” mused Mariana. “As long as you have a masquerade ball. Seems like a perk of the blood cult.”

 “I’m not sure about that,” said Alan. “My wolverine mask looks like a bad toupee with eye holes. I wish I’d found a way to scrape the glue and fur off my hands. I literally have hairy palms. ” 

 “I’m waiting till the last minute for mine,” said Fiona. “Then I’ll just glue a bunch of wildflowers to it. Plus a basement trunk dress. If anyone asks, I’ll just say I’m dressed as one of Great-Grandfather Edgar’s crazy hookers.” Ahead of her, another hedge that blocked their path. “Dead end.”

She turned, now following her friends, but Mariana crunched into a hedge. “Dammit! Another dead end.”

Fiona spun around. “I have no idea where we’re going. I should not be leading this mission.” 

 “I’ll take the lead.” Alan pushed ahead. “Wolverines have an innate sense of direction.”

Fiona rested her hand on Alan’s shoulder as they followed him through the labyrinth. And she had to admit—he did have a good sense of direction. 

At last, the cemetery wall came into view, and its vines glistened in the moonlight, curling over the stones. It felt like they were out in the wilderness, hundreds of miles from civilization. 

They paused before the green door. Fiona could hear only the incessant chirping of crickets as they contemplated the seven-foot-high barrier.

“She had a key,” said Fiona. She reached forward, trying the doorknob, but it was locked. “We’ll have to climb over the wall.”

Volunteering to go first, she climbed into Alan’s open palms and he hoisted her up over his shoulders. She gripped the vines near the top of the wall for balance and then hooked her feet into the gnarled vines below. With a grunt, she cleared the top of the wall, taking in the view of marble angels weeping in the moonlight.

Bracing herself, she dropped into the cemetery, landing hard on both feet. Byron weaved around the statues. She stepped away from the wall as she heard Mariana hoist herself over. The weeds flattened near the wall as her friend landed with a thud. 

“Are you clear?” Alan asked from atop the wall. She was grateful at this moment that he spent enough time working out to pull himself up with ease.

“It’s clear,” said Mariana. 

The ground thumped as Alan landed. Fiona reached out to touch her friends just to be sure they were there. An overgrown path led to the crypt through crooked marble statues. The crypt’s entrance was a peaked arch flanked on either side by pointed towers.

“Oooh,” said Mariana as they stole toward it. “Now this is a place I’d love to photograph.”

Fiona could hear her friends’ quiet breaths as they walked through the rows of grave markers. Thorny brambles enshrouded the feet of the vacant-eyed angels. A breeze ruffled the tall grasses that grew from the graves and rippled over Fiona’s skin like ghostly fingers. She eyed a winged marble angel who tore her hair in grief. Glancing at the hollow eyes, goose bumps rose on her skin.

Though she could feel the warmth of her friends’ arms near hers, she wished she could actually see them. As it was, it looked to her as though she were alone in the cemetery, and she had the unsettling feeling that she was approaching her own resting place. 

Closer to the crypt, she could see writing on the top of the entrance. Something glimmered over the arch—blood red gems in the Ranulf family crest. Etched words spanned either side. As she approached, she could see it was Latin: Quod tu es, ego fui it said on one side, and Quod nunc sum, et tu eris on the other. She shuddered as she translated the words.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Fiona




“What you are now, I was,” she whispered as they stopped in front of the crypt entrance. “What I am now, you will be.”

“Dead,” Mariana muttered.

“That’s always fun to think about,” muttered Alan. “What do we need to accomplish here before we can back across the fields and inside the house?”

Behind the iron gate, the marble angels reflected on the glass surface.

“Mrs. Ranulf unlocked this door,” said Fiona, stepping closer to the glass. The wind whistled over the stone cemetery walls. She tried to peer inside the glass, but in the moonlight she could see only her own reflection, and the wild brown hair curling around her face.

Her heart began to race, and she had a sudden desire to get as far away from this dead-eyed garden as she could. But she forced herself to lean in further. “Hello?” Her mouth went dry as Mariana’s grip tightened on her arm, but she could see only her own reflection and the lamenting statues behind her.

“I think we should go back now,” whispered Mariana. 

Fiona had hoped to come back with something concrete—something that would force Tobias to tell her what was going on. She pressed her face between the iron bars, closer to the glass. Something scraped against the floor on the other side of the glass, and Fiona shivered. “I hear something. But all I can see is my enormous hair.”

Byron flapped around her head urgently. Mariana pulled on her arm, but she inched closer to the glass. It must have been a trick of the light, because her eyes looked enormous—black and cavernous below her furrowed brows, and her skin was pale as bone. The curls around her head seemed to writhe like snakes. Shivering, she edged back—but the reflection lurched toward her. A horrible thought sent ice racing up her spine. She was invisible. I shouldn’t have a reflection. Transfixed, she could see sunken eyes full of fury, a tear of blood rolling down a hollow cheek to an open mouth, contorted in rage. A pale hand pressed against the glass, and a broken chain hung from an emaciated wrist.

She couldn’t breathe. “Guys.” She stumbled back. “It’s not me.”

“What?” shouted Mariana. “Oh God.”

Thunk. On the other side of the door, the grotesque reflection banged against the glass, leaving a drop of blood where the forehead hit. A deep, guttural wail rumbled through the cemetery. Am I screaming, or is that the monster?

A long hand smashed through the glass, chains rattling. Yellow-clawed fingers wrapped around Fiona’s wrist, a thumbnail spearing her skin, drawing a fat drop of blood. Fiona stared at it and screamed. 

Mariana shrieked along with her. Someone—either her or Alan—battered at the creature’s arm to break its grasp. With a sickening crackle of bones, Fiona yanked her wrist free. 

 She stumbled backward, tripping over a stone and tumbling to the ground. Her face slammed against the dirt, the fall knocking the wind out of her. Disoriented, she pushed herself up. Byron darted around her head.

“Fiona, where are you?” Mariana shouted. 

Is she on the other side of the cemetery already? Fiona stumbled toward the entrance, refusing to look back. “Alan! Mariana!” 

The hag’s anguished wail ripped through the still night, making her senses falter. Fiona broke into a sprint through the angels. She was only fifteen feet from the wall now, her feet kicking up clods of earth. Behind her, the iron crypt gate rattled louder.

“I’m coming!” she called. “Are you here? Alan?” 

“Mariana’s over already,” said Alan. 

He waited for me. 

She collided with Alan’s invisible body. “Ow,” he said, grabbing her to hoist her up. She clambered up the vines, eager to get as far as possible from the crypt. In her panic, she lost her grip on the top of the wall.

“Fiona, get over!” he shouted with frustration, pushing her back up.

At last, she scrambled over the edge and threw herself down, landing on the other side. A jolt of pain shot through her right ankle. 

“Are you okay?” asked Mariana. “What was that?”

“I don’t know.” With effort, she righted herself. It was at least a quarter of a mile to the house, and a searing pain screamed up her leg. 

Behind her, Alan thumped to the ground. “Let’s go!”

They were off running into the hedge maze, but after a minute, the pain in Fiona’s ankle slowed her down. She gave up on sprinting and sputtered to a pained limp. Where’s Byron? The howl from the cemetery pierced the air as she stumbled toward a hedge wall. 

“Mariana?” she said, but there was no reply. They were far ahead of her now. Fiona had been left behind. And if her ankle was broken, she’d shatter her bones if she transformed.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 Thomas




Thomas stared at the sneering guests around him, no longer quite as beautiful as they’d appeared before. His anger nearly took his breath away. He and Oswald were nothing more than a joke to them.

“Dancers!” the King bellowed. His reddening nose suggested that he’d slammed more than a few glasses of wine by now.  

Fortuna emptied her goblet and grinned, parroting the King. “Dancers!” For the first time, Thomas noticed that her cheeks were painted a lurid pink. 

Lithe women clad in silver gossamer leapt onto the windowsills and into the hall, each with lilac hair streaming behind them. Floral tattoos snaked around their bodies. 

Delicate string music swelled from the gardens, and the dancers twirled and spun over the tiled floor. Thomas would have enjoyed this, if only his own death weren’t hanging over him. 

Long strands of tulle unfurled from the arches and the dancers grasped the fabric, climbing upward. They spun around the hall with astounding grace and agility, swinging from the high arches and pushing off the stone walls. Night had fallen, and the stars glittered. 

Thomas’s heart thrummed in his chest, and he took another slug of wine to steady his nerves. Would it be possible to stage some kind of escape while everyone watched the entertainment? But even if he escaped the fortress, he had no way out of Maremount. The King’s forces would surely hunt him down. And he couldn’t leave without Oswald.

As the music drew to a close, the dancers leapt to the flowery ground near the table, pulling handfuls of colored jewels from their bodices. They tossed the gems into the air, and the stones transformed into colorful birds that flew around the hall. Blue, red, green, and gold sparrows circled their heads.

The dinner guests clapped and cheered, and the dancers slipped back into the gardens. Thomas’s hands trembled. He was going to be suspended in a glass vat, eternally stung by scorpions.

Celia rose, grinning. “Oh, how I love birds!” She chased a golden sparrow as it flew around. “Come to me, golden birdie!” 

Idiot. Celia’s obviously no help. She certainly seemed mad, or at least simpleminded. “I’ve caught one!” she trilled. 

The rich food churned in Thomas’s stomach, and he dragged a hand across his mouth. 

Just as he picked up his goblet, the golden sparrow landed on his plate. The bird clutched a small, coiled piece of paper in its claws. 

“Father, I can dance, too!” Celia twirled, laughing loudly. The guests’ attention turned to her, giving Thomas the chance to pry the paper from the bird’s foot. He held a small, handwritten note his lap:




We’re both in danger. They keep me locked in the Gold Tower. If you can get to me there, I have the spell to get us out of Maremount. 




Dizzy, Thomas rose from his seat, pushing back his chair. 

Asmodeus stood next to him, glaring. “Leaving so soon?”

“I’m just wondering what the plans are for my return to Boston,” he stammered. 

The Theurgeon grinned. His cheeks were flushed from the wine. “You didn’t really think we were going to let you go, did you? You assaulted one of the King’s advisors. And you consort with a Ragman.”

Thomas shot a glance at the King, who was ogling Fortuna’s cleavage over his goblet. 

“So you mean to keep me here?” Thomas bellowed. The dinner guests went quiet, glaring at him. He was ruining their evening now, but the wine and rage simmered away his fear. “And you didn’t send Oswald home.”

A glimmer of amusement flickered across Queen Bathsheba’s face. 

The King thinned his lips into something between a smile and a sneer. “How could I send you home? You’ll make such a charming ornament on Fishgate.” He threw back his head with laughter, and the others joined in. “In any case, an execution could liven up the Mayflower celebrations.”

	“I will wave at you when I pass by,” Fortuna chirped. 

	Asmodeus guffawed before turning to Thomas. “Of course Oswald remains in the Iron Tower. You should have heard him whimper when I crushed his little familiar.”

	Thomas’s thoughts raced. They were torturing Oswald somewhere nearby, and he’d been sitting here among them, gorging himself and watching dancers. 

	Anger gripped him. He had nothing to lose. He glared at the King. “You’re a plague on this city,” he spat. Adrenaline coursed through him. “And do you know what rids cities of plagues? Fire. When the Tatters rise up to burn the fortress—”

Strong hands grabbed him from behind, yanking him toward the exit. “—they will cleanse the pestilence—”

A hand clamped over his mouth, and an arm tightened around his throat. Someone was choking him, and as his lungs burned, a small part of him felt relief. In this world, a quick death is a mercy.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Fiona






If she screamed louder, would it attract unwanted attention from the guards? As she contemplated this, the creature’s howls stopped. Fiona could hear only her own breathing, fast and rasping. The crickets, so loud before, no longer chirped. In the silence of the night air, her breath was deafening. 

She looked up to the sky. “Byron?”

There was no reply, no winged form fluttered in front of the moon. She had a sudden urge to look behind her to see if the snake-haired wight had followed her out of the cemetery. She stumbled around another hedge corner into a dead end, pain searing her ankle. Something told her that if she glanced over her shoulder, those haunted black eyes and the bone-pale face would drag her under the earth, into Hell itself.

She limped faster, gasping in her panic. There was a crunching noise in the distance. Footsteps? Hair rose on the back of her neck. She glanced around. There were just stupid hedges everywhere she looked. Who builds a hedge labyrinth? She hobbled in the other direction. 

Crunch. The footsteps were closing in. She tried to run again, but pain shot up her leg. Crunch. Her heart beat fast as a hummingbird’s wings, and with a trembling hand, she covered her own mouth to stifle the sound of her heavy breathing. Crunch. She was being hunted by her own monstrous doppelgänger. 

  I can handle this. I helped defeat the bone wardens. She tried to make herself as still as one of the cemetery’s marble angels. If the crypt-demon couldn’t see or hear her, it couldn’t hunt her. 

Crunch. Except that it had seen her. 

The footsteps drew closer over the gravel, and she could hear its breathing as well as her own. Maybe she could call up a small flame, just long enough to distract it while she slammed a fist into its face. She’d taken a self-defense class at Mather, though most of the moves assumed she’d be fighting a man and not a crypt-demon. Still, a well-placed elbow could do a lot of damage. 

Crunch. 

She held her breath.

But the hand that touched her shoulder was gentle. “Fiona?”

She squinted in the darkness. She could just make out a pair of broad shoulders. “Tobias?”

“There you are. What the hell are you doing out here?”

Despite her doubts about his honesty, she was relieved to see him, and some of the tension in her shoulders relaxed. Whatever he was up to, he wasn’t trying to murder her. “There’s something after me. A demon thing. With snake hair.”

“There’s nothing there. Where are the others?”

“I think they’re back at the house already. I landed funny on my ankle.” She leaned into him as they began walking. 

With Tobias’s arm around her, her racing heart began to slow, and she caught her breath. “How did you find me? Those stupid hedges are a safety hazard.” 

His body was warm in the chilly night air. “I could hear your panicked breathing. You sounded like an ox tilling a field.”

“An ox? Wait—what do you mean you could hear my breathing?”

He shook his head. “You didn’t answer my question.” 

“I wanted to find out what was in the crypt.” She leaned into his arm, tight around her waist. He smelled like a campfire in spring.

“I told you not to throw yourself in harm’s way, and then you run out and wake up a demon.”

“You woke the demon first with whatever you were up to by the river,” she snapped. “And I wanted to find out what it was.”

“I have nothing to do with the Purgators. Why can’t you just trust me?” 

“Because you’re so obviously lying, and for all I know, you could be sneaking out at night to eat people or drink blood.”

She could see a vein pulse in his forehead, and they were silent for a few moments. Even before, when he hadn’t been lying, he’d never told her much about himself. He never spoke of his family.

He glanced at her. “You’re starting to become visible. You’ll need to chant the spell again.”

“Right.” She squinted at him. He was dressed in a loose white T-shirt. “Why are you visible? Won’t the guards see you?”

He stared ahead. “I slipped out quietly. I forgot the invisibility spell. Can you say it for both of us?”

Another lie. There was no way he’d forgotten the invisibility spell. True, he’d forgotten it in Maremount, but she was certain he’d committed it to memory since then. He’d been beating himself up for his lapse in Maremount. It was what had prevented him from saving Eden.

 She shoved away the image of Eden’s corpse and Tobias’s grief-stricken face after he’d watched her die. Limping along, she fluently intoned the spell. 

Tobias’s body disappeared into the darkness. “Thank you. And while we’re at it…” With his arm around her waist, he pulled her to a halt. He crouched down, lifting her ankle slightly. 

“What are you doing?”

“The mending spell.”

“Will that work on an ankle?”

“It worked on a dead man’s skull. I don’t see why it wouldn’t work on you.”

He chanted the Angelic spell, and when he finished, the pain subsided in her leg. He released her ankle before standing again. 

She rotated her foot. “That was a good idea.” 

“I can be useful sometimes. When I’m not drinking blood.” He led her out of the hedge maze, and crickets began to chirp again. 

As they stepped into the paths between the gardens, she heard a new set of footsteps crunching along the gravel. 

“Fiona?” Alan’s voice, whispering. “We thought you were right behind us, and then we couldn’t find you.”

 “I hurt my ankle. Tobias found me.”

“There you are!” cried Mariana. “I was freaking out that Evil Fiona caught you.”

“We’re not calling it that.” She crossed her arms. “Anyway, thanks for coming back for me.”

Clouds crept across the moon, and in almost total darkness, the four of them slipped past the guards and into the still house. When she got to her room, Fiona crawled into her bed, shutting her window tight against whatever shadow-self lurked in the grim angel garden. Tobias still wasn’t telling her anything. What sort of deal had he made with the Ranulfs that allowed him to sneak around the grounds fully visible? 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Tobias




Below the portrait of Great-Grandfather Edgar, Mrs. Ranulf tapped her fingers on the table, her eyes flitting from student to student as they chatted over bowls of cereal. Her face was pale, the color of the puffed rice grains in her bowl. Munroe sat next to Tobias, and she peered over at him, ignoring her food.  

It was frustrating sitting around the Ranulf mansion while he had a philosopher to kill. But he might as well hole up here until Amauberge Bouchard sucked the life out of Jack. The old monster would be too weak to put up a fight against Tobias when the succubus finished with him. On top of that, he’d be fortified with Emerazel’s strength. Jack didn’t stand a chance. It should just be a matter of days until he returned to Boston to kill Rawhed once and for all.

Jonah rubbed his eyes, only half awake. “So we have math first again today?” 

“Math, then English.” There was little enthusiasm in Mariana’s voice.

Beside her, Fiona took a long slug of tea. Her slow blinking suggested she was struggling to stay awake. It must have been well after midnight by the time they’d both gotten back to their rooms.  She knew he was lying about something, but he could fill her in once Jack was defeated. Anything before that meant she risked getting involved. 

She wore a red ruffled shirt that looked like it was made for an eight-year-old, and yet the way it hugged her shoulders—

Munroe touched his arm. “Did you sleep all right last night, Tobias?”  

Mrs. Ranulf frowned at her daughter. “Munroe. We don’t touch boys at the breakfast table.”

Munroe whipped her head around, lashing Tobias’s face with her red hair. “I wasn’t doing anything,” she hissed. 

Sadie tittered from the other end of the table, and Fiona shot him what she referred to as her death stare.

Mrs. Ranulf turned to Fiona with an approving smile. “You don’t spend too much time thinking about boys, do you, Fiona? With test scores like yours, I think you’re destined for great things.” 

Fiona glanced around the table as if looking for help, and Tobias shrugged at her. She’d somehow become a favorite of Mrs. Ranulf’s.  

Munroe’s mother pushed her bowl of cereal away. “I’m not sure how many of you know the history of the Sanguine Brotherhood.” No one spoke as her eyes scanned the room. “There are some who call us the Purgators, but I find that such an old-fashioned word.” Her eyes swiveled to Munroe. “Why don’t you fill in our guests on our culture.”

Munroe’s chest swelled within her white blouse. “The Brotherhood dates back to antiquity. After the storm god wiped out nearly an entire Roman legion in Britain, the remaining centurions sailed to Denmark.”

Mrs. Ranulf nodded, a smile brightening her face. “In Denmark, the Brotherhood established their own dynasty. And with the Vikings, our faith was spread around the globe.”

Munroe stroked a strand of her hair. “For thousands of years, the Sanguine Brotherhood protected villages and cities from the evils of witchcraft.”

Connor raised his eyebrows. “The Brotherhood sounds awesome. And some of the Founding Fathers were part of it?”

Mrs. Ranulf sighed deeply, looking to her daughter with a wistful smile. “I’ll be honest. The republic wasn’t really our thing. We didn’t like all the nonsense about separating church and state, and between you and me,” she flashed a conspiratorial grin, “most people can’t be trusted to vote.” She leaned back in her chair. “Some families were made to rule. It’s in our blood. But the Brotherhood does what it can to remain in power, even if it means adapting for a time. I feel certain the country will welcome my son Harrison’s leadership someday.” 

Munroe’s cheeks burned. “And me, too. I’ll be a leader, too.”

Mrs. Ranulf tilted her head. “Women are meant to support the men. You know that. Without order, we are nothing.”

Silence descended on the room. 

“Well, I hope everyone slept well.” She cleared her throat, and the frost in her voice did nothing to assuage Tobias’s unease. “There was a bit of an incident last night.” She ran her tongue over her teeth. 

Fiona choked on her cereal, coughing into her hand. Munroe still glared at her mother, whose face began to soften as she smiled faintly.

“Munroe’s aunt Stella is not well. She was found wandering the grounds in the middle of the night. She gets into the strangest places sometimes.” A half-strangled laugh escaped her throat. Her eyes lingered on Mariana, whose black eye makeup included tiny star designs today. “I don’t suppose any of you were out last night, were you? Wandering around past your bedtime? The guards didn’t see anyone but the—” She cleared her throat again. “Munroe’s aunt was ranting this morning about seeing someone.”  

Tobias tried to catch Fiona’s eye. Is that who’s locked in their crypt? An insane aunt? 

“Mariana, you were friends with the Mather Witch, weren’t you?” asked Mrs. Ranulf.

“Celia? A few of us were. I mean, we all knew her. Or thought we knew her.”

“It must have been a great surprise, finding out she was a terrorist.” Her cheeks had whitened.

“I’m sure we were all inside last night,” said Connor after a while.

Mrs. Ranulf’s lips twitched into a half-smile, and her knuckles whitened as she crushed her napkin in her fist. “Well, I’m sure you’ll all tell me if you see anything amiss.”

“Of course, Mrs. Ranulf.” Sadie’s freckled face was all sincerity.

“If you work with us, and let us shepherd you, the world can be yours. Let me show you something.” Mrs. Ranulf leaned back in her chair, pressing both hands on the table. “Harrison!” she yelled. “Harrison!”

Within seconds, the blond assistant rushed into the room, struggling to hold a wiggling toddler. His shirt rode up over a protruding belly as the woman tried to grip him. “Nnnnnnyyuhhh!” He kicked out his legs, dropping onto the floor before the assistant picked him up again in a flurry of small feet and fists. A tiny sneaker flew across the room, hitting a wall.

Mrs. Ranulf looked out at the table. “Harrison. Show our guests how you’ve memorized the names of all the presidents.”

“Ugh, not this.” Munroe stared at the ceiling.

Harrison kicked at the assistant. “No no no no!”

“Harrison!” Mrs. Ranulf glared at him. “You won’t get your gold star for the day if you don’t follow the rules.” 

Harrison stopped struggling, pouting as he scowled at his mother.

 “Washington…” Mrs. Ranulf arched an eyebrow, waiting.  

“Washew,” he mumbled.

“A-dams.” Mrs. Ranulf’s head dipped and rose in an exaggerated nod.

Harrison pinched his fingers as he spoke, twisting from side to side. “Ada.”

“Jeff-er-son.” 

“Jehson.”

Victorious, Mrs. Ranulf beamed at the students and began to clap. A few students joined in with cheerless applause. Harrison resumed  kicking as he was ferried out of the room, and Munroe folded her arms. 

“You see,” her mother said. “Those who follow in a path of purity are given many great gifts. We can be leaders.” She looked at Mariana again. “But you must be honest with us. So if any of you know of someone—”

Tobias straightened. For a moment, he considered giving them Jack’s name. If anyone could handle him, it would be the Purgators. But something stopped him. I want to choke the life out of him myself. I want to watch his eyes bulge as I cut off the air in his throat, starving his brain of oxygen like he did to Eden.

A wave of horror washed through him. I’m becoming like him. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Jack




Jack woke in the dark, tangled in his silky gold bedsheets. He had the strangest feeling that someone had been sitting on his chest, but there was no one in the room. Alexandria wouldn’t come in here, would she? Sweat soaked the fabric beneath him, and a cramped hamstring contorted his right leg. He gritted his teeth, waiting for the pain to subside. When his muscles relaxed, he sat up, wiping his hand across his damp forehead. He would have to make the trip to Virginia sooner than he’d thought. 

With trembling legs, he rose from his bed. He opened his oak dresser, pulling out a pair of gray pants, a thin blue T-shirt, and a black cashmere sweater. After dressing himself, he stumbled to the bathroom and turned on the tap, splashing his face with cool water. Hunger clawed at his stomach. He studied himself in the mirror. The red blood vessels in my eyes certainly bring out the blue. 

He shuffled toward the kitchen. A loaf of fresh bread lay on the counter, and he cut himself a slice. The first bite was soft, but as he chewed, it began to taste like sawdust in his mouth. Bread wouldn’t satisfy this hunger. 

A delicious smell wafted in from the living room—patchouli, but also something sweet—something like almonds and honey. Alexandria. She slept on the sofa with her arms outstretched, a faint glow from her laptop lighting her face. Her hair spread around her head like she was underwater. He bit his lower lip so hard that a drop of salty blood trickled into his mouth. 

He kneeled down in front of her, eyes roving over the tattooed symbols on her arms. From the crook of her elbow, a black-socketed death’s-head stared out at him. It was the symbol for caput mortuum, the decaying remains left over from an alchemical operation. And it was what his own face would look like if he didn’t satiate his cravings. 

His mouth watered, and he inched closer to her neck, inhaling deeply. She shifted in her sleep, and he stumbled back, his eyes wide. I need her alive.

He jumped up, hurrying back to his bedroom. I must get out of here. He pulled on a pair of socks and his black Oxfords. Swinging open the closet door, he yanked out a black shoulder bag and stuffed a few shirts and wool sweaters in. Arms shaking, he pulled on his coat and scarf, shambling into the living room. He grabbed a spell book, five bars of gold for the Earl, and a half-melted candle, shoving them into his bag. He paused, staring down at the bag. Why am I taking a candle? My mind isn’t working right. 

He scanned the shelves for two small bottles of dried flowers suspended in oils: wolfsbane and cinquefoil. These would get him to Charles City in no time. After pulling on a hat, he yanked open his door, stumbling down the stairs and into the chilly night. Salem’s streets were empty. It must be around three a.m. The air smelled of blooming dogwood trees—a filthy, human scent, like a teenage boy’s bedsheets. 

He turned onto Federal Street, dragging himself past the dark and crooked timber-frame houses that lined the sidewalks. 

What will George Percy think when I arrive, mud-spattered and trembling? The old Earl had only a tenuous relationship with reality, anyway. Ruling Jamestown during the starving years had permanently muddled the man’s brain. Something must have snapped the first time the Earl had found himself feasting on a young girl’s corpse. Still, he was the best alchemist Jack had ever known, and a few bars of gold would secure his healing skills.

After what seemed an eternity, Jack found his way onto Witch Hill Road, and then tottered into a small, dark clearing that overlooked a shabby park. No one visited Gallows Hill. All that remained of this mound of misery was a little patch of grass off a bland suburban road—clumps of weeds feeding off the remains of accused witches. 

He dropped his heavy bag, collapsing next to it on the grass. Fiona must understand that the Salem Witch Trials weren’t his fault. He’d cast the spell on the little girls to protect himself from the Purgators, but it had made the girls insane. And the Purgators had seized their opportunity to exploit them. Jack had needed to play along with the whole charade to spare himself. How else could he complete his Great Work? 

He rubbed his eyes, leaning back into the bag and staring up at the stars. The malicious little girls had even gone after Dorcas Good—or Dorothy, he could never remember her name. Only four, she’d been chained up in a rat-infested and windowless jail. She’d been compelled to testify against her own mother, whose bare, dirt-crusted feet had dangled over this very spot. Little Dorcas had made up a story about a talking snake—the familiar her mother had given her, she said. But she hadn’t been a philosopher any more than Jack was an angel.

Little Dorcas had been freed from the prison, but she’d never recovered, not mentally. Her testimony had sent her own mother to the gallows, and Dorcas’s fragile mind couldn’t handle the guilt. He’d catch her wandering around Salem years later, with wild clumps of hair that gave her the appearance of a wild woman. She still blathered about her talking snake. The talking snake was what she’d confessed as a girl, what had sent her mother to her death, and she’d never forgotten it.

He stared into the little pinpricks of light in the night sky. What am I doing here? I’m supposed to be doing a spell of some sort… He shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs from his mind. This was more than just hunger. His fingers dug into the hard earth, pulling out a clod of dirt and grass. Someone had cursed his body and his mind. His lungs rasped. 

Was it Dorcas’s mother? She must have cursed me. She’d been pregnant when convicted, and her little baby girl died in jail. Before the wretch was hanged, she’d raved to the judges that God would give them blood to drink. He could taste the blood in his mouth now. So sweet, like a fine Merlot. He rested his head on the ground, just below where the cursed woman’s naked feet had twitched. She had her revenge. She’d given him his blood to drink.

Through bleary eyes, he saw something white approaching in the dark. An angel? His lips were as dry as a desert wind.

“Jack. What’s happening to you?” It was Papillon. She fluttered before his eyes, her papery wings catching in the glow of a street light. “You look drained.”

“Cursed…” he croaked.

“Your skin is pale and dry. Like you’ve been…”

Maybe it isn’t a curse. He tried to moisten his mouth enough to swallow. “…hagged,” he finished her thought.

“Who would send a hag for you?”

Any number of people. 

Papillon flew toward the bag. “You must call on Druloch for strength.”

Of course. He pushed himself up on his forearms, groaning as he sat up. He pulled his athame out of his bag with a shaking hand. He’d have to draw the symbol from this position. There was no way he could manage standing. His arms throbbing with fatigue, he listlessly traced an arc around himself, and then dragged it through the dirt to form a tree shape in the center. “Druloch,” he rasped. “Give me strength.” 

When he finished tracing the symbol, tree roots sprouted from the soft earth around him. The air filled with the scent of elm leaves and decay. As it did, an electrifying power surged through his body. At the familiar feeling, a euphoric smile creased his face. But as he rose, his muscles still ached, and hunger still gnawed at his stomach. The usual ritual wasn’t enough. 

Cold sweat beaded on his forehead, and he wiped a jittery hand across. The damned succubus must have been draining me for weeks. 

Papillon circled his head. “Better?”

“A bit. But I still need to see the Earl.”

Picking up his bag, he trudged across the clearing toward a stand of saplings, inhaling deeply. He should have just enough strength to make it to Virginia. He gripped a small sapling, and, using his newfound strength, cut its trunk with his athame. Laying it on the earth, he pulled out the jars of wolfsbane and cinquefoil. After unscrewing the tops, he rubbed the salve onto the sapling and then returned the jars to his bag. 

He gripped the tree between his legs and soared into the air. High above Salem, the breeze whipped against his skin, cooling his fever. He would fly over the ocean, inhaling the salty coastal air. He was heading back to the nation’s origins. Let people think of Plymouth as the birth of our country. No one wants to think of Jamestown’s ravening, blaspheming skeletons, feasting on human flesh. Even the Earl hadn’t come to terms with it after four hundred years. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Tobias




Tobias stretched his arms over his head as he walked the path to the river. A thrilling breeze rushed over the riverbank, cooling his skin. To his right, the setting sun dazzled on the water, and bathed the sky in honeysuckle pinks and oranges. 

The colors reminded him of the lurid dresses the Swan Ladies wore in Maremount. There’d been one named Thistle who used to grab his hand when he walked past. Her cheeks were always flushed. Once Eden had caught him with her… 

He shook his head. It didn’t matter now. Most of the Swan Ladies were probably dead, beaten or burned by Jack’s men. He gritted his teeth. When I find Jack, he’ll get a quick death. Though he doesn’t deserve one. He pushed the thoughts away. He wanted a reprieve from morbid thoughts, at least for a moment.

He inhaled deeply, taking in the mossy spring air. The breeze brought with it the succubus’s dusty scent, luring him to the bank. He’d summoned her here late last night, but she took her time showing up. By the shore, she shifted from her hiding spot behind a tree and crept toward him. Sweat droplets glistened on her pale skin. She wore her hair piled high on her head. A few wisps escaped, floating in the humid air. She beckoned him toward her with a ruby red fingernail that matched her lips. “Tobias.” She smiled in a flash of dazzling white teeth. 

“You look well fed.”

“You weren’t lying.” She cocked her hip. “Jack was delicious. It’s a shame he has to die. I could have dragged that one out for a while.”

He stepped closer to her, his eyes roving over her skintight black shirt and leather pants. He forced himself to look into her emerald eyes. “Everyone has to die. Even Jack.”

“Not the gods, or the angels.” The wind ruffled auburn wisps. There was another smell besides ash. Pomegranates?

“So he’s weakened now.”

“Yes.” She paused, staring at her blood red nails. “But he’s not in Salem anymore. He’s on his way here.”

He stiffened. “Here?”

“He’s visiting some old sorcerer just a mile from here. And he wants to see Fiona. So I suggest you kill him in Virginia.”

The mark on Tobias’s chest burned. His attempts to keep his friends out of this weren’t working out as planned. “Who’s the philosopher?” 

She twirled a strand of her auburn hair. “George Percy. He calls himself an Earl, but I don’t think he is one. He’s owned a plantation down the road for four hundred years.” She glanced up. “That’s all I know.”

Tobias rubbed a hand over his forehead. There was a familiar ring to that name. Was he the famous Wizard Earl? “When is he coming here?”

“He’s with the Earl now, I think.” She lowered her chin, staring into his eyes. “Are we done now? Are you going to summon me every few weeks when you need errands run?”

“I’ll save it for emergencies.” Before she could immobilize him with her gaze again, he turned and strode along the path back toward the house. He’d have to stay alert. It would be a lot easier if his crow were here. He’d send Ottomie to stand guard. 

The sun dipped lower, and the trees cast long shadows as he crossed the grass toward the gardens. If Jack was coming to look for Fiona, he wanted to stay close to her. He wasn’t going to let another one of his friends die at Rawhed’s hands. 

He ran his fingers through his hair. If he told Fiona what was going on, she’d only want to get involved, and she had no idea how to fight someone like Jack. She wouldn’t understand Tobias’s new strength, the power that surged through his veins now. He could take on Rawhed singlehandedly without risking his friends’ lives again. 

Cicadas in the trees began to whirr. As he neared the statue, he glanced to his left. Fiona sat on a bench in the center of one of the gardens, a book open on her lap. Gardenias surrounded her. She looked golden in the sunlight, her curls radiating from her head like a corona. 

She looked up. “What’s that look on your face?”

“You look…” Stunning.

She glanced down at her tight T-shirt with a picture of a bear in a top hat. “I know. I hate these clothes.” 

He smiled, crossing over the grass and taking a seat next to her. “It’s not that. It’s just the sunset is lovely.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“What are you reading?” 

“Anna Karenina. It’s assigned. I think we’re being forced to read it because the main character is of dubious moral virtue, and then—spoiler alert—she has to kill herself.”

He leaned back into the corner of the bench, spreading out his arm along the backrest. “Right. I haven’t really been reading it.”

“What have you been doing?” She flashed him a fake smile. “Drinking blood with Munroe?”

He stiffened. This again. “I’ve already told you. I’m not doing anything with the Purgators.” He stared at her. “Do you think maybe you’ve become a little paranoid because your ex-boyfriend is a psychopath?”

She snapped her book shut, leaning toward him. “Jack isn’t the only psychopath. That could be a human being they’ve got locked up in the crypt. Thomas said the Purgators have been hunting witches since the Roman Republic. King Charles I and King James I were both Purgator kings, and they tortured thousands of people. They created the Malleus Maleficarum—the witch-finding guide. They burned and hanged thousands of innocents. And they might still be doing it. They’re worse than Jack.”

He tensed. No one was worse than Jack. “I’m not in league with them. Munroe has taken some kind of interest in me, that’s all.”

“Some kind,” she repeated with emphasis. She opened her book again, pretending to read. Clearly, the conversation was over. 

Maybe she was furious with him right now, but he planned to stay as close to her as possible until the muddy riverbank covered Jack’s corpse. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY

Fiona




Dark clouds hid the moon outside. Fiona stood up from her bed, pulling on a pair of jeans and a tight-fitting pink sweatshirt with puffy hearts.  

 Mariana sat on the edge of her bed. “Are you sure hunting around in the attic is necessary?”   

“They told us not to go there. So, obviously we should.”

“Either you’re paranoid, and we should just stay here. Or you’re not paranoid, and the Ranulfs kill people. In which case, we should definitely stay here. Ideally, I’d like to finish my junior year alive.”

“We’ll be invisible,” said Fiona. “They won’t know we’re there.” 

“Don’t you think you might be imagining things? You’ve been extremely suspicious of Tobias. Maybe he’s hiding something. Or maybe Jack made you a little nuts. And are you sure this isn’t about all the stuff that happened with your dad when you were a kid?”

Heat warmed Fiona’s cheeks and ears. “How is that even related?”

“You were close with your dad, and then when he was arrested—”

Fiona’s throat tightened. “This has nothing to do with that. And I told you I never wanted to talk about it.” It wasn’t his arrest that haunted her nightmares. It was what she’d seen before, when she walked home along the beach. She shut her eyes, trying to clear the memory. “Anyway, Alan is going to meet us in five minutes, so we’re committed now.” 

Through the open window, a floral breeze filtered through the curtains. Fiona pulled a hairband off the dresser and yanked her frizzy hair into a ponytail. “And Tobias was being weird again. Skulking around by the river. He’s keeping secrets from us.” 

Mariana crinkled her brow in disbelief. “You think that because he was hanging out by the river, it means he’s in a cult. Maybe he’s homesick. I’m homesick.” 

“You miss your parents?”

Mariana pulled on her jeans. “I miss my brother. My parents are always busy with work anyway. I spoke to my mom yesterday. She’s psyched that I’m here, but she wasn’t listening to a word I said. She was in Chicago on a business trip, and she kept interrupting me to argue with a cab driver. And Mrs. Ranulf was staring at me through the whole conversation, like she was monitoring me.”

“See? She’s creepy.” She was starting to seem more like a jailer than host.

“What’s her deal with Mellior, anyway?” Mariana squinted her black-rimmed eyes. “Do you think they have a… morally dubious relationship?”

“Well, Mr. Ranulf is never here, and someone’s got to firehose the lady.” 

“Now that’s an image to haunt my nightmares.” Mariana pulled up her hood. “I’m ready to go. Do you want to chant Lady Cleo’s Cloak?”

“Sure.” Fiona exhaled, rattling off the Angelic words. The aura rippled over her skin, giving her gooseflesh a moment before her flesh disappeared. 

“Do you hear that?” Mariana brushed past Fiona toward the window. The wind carried with it a distant wailing sound, and a banging noise along with it.

“Is that the crypt-prisoner again?” Fiona whispered.

“Sounds like it. Do you think she’s some kind of demon?”

Fiona leaned over the windowsill, listening to the faint howl. The last time the monster had started screaming, Tobias had been conducting a spell by the river. And this time, they had just chanted Lady Cleo’s Cloak. The spells’ magical auras must be drawing her forth, riling her up into a frenzy. “If she’s a demon, that would explain why she started screaming after we used Angelic.”

“And it would explain why she tried to come for us in the cemetery.”

“Maybe that’s what’s tipping off Mrs. Ranulf. That thing in the crypt is like an alarm system for whenever we use magic.”

Mariana crossed her arms. “Do you still want to go up to the attic?”

Fiona frowned. “Since we’re already invisible, we might as well take advantage of it.” 

 Mariana tutted, “Okay, let’s go. But if we get caught and thrown in witch jail, I’m blaming everything on you.” 

The old wooden floor groaned as they crossed the room, and Mariana’s invisible hand turned the knob. She pulled open the bedroom door and stepped into the dark hallway. They tiptoed along a worn rug past Mrs. Ranulf’s room. A floorboard made a loud squeak just outside her door, and Fiona froze, holding her breath. She waited until she was sure no one stirred, and Mariana’s light footsteps continued ahead of her. 

The hallway opened up onto the swooping staircase. In the center of the second-floor landing, Mariana pulled open a white door into a narrow stairwell leading up to the attic. The walls seemed to be of unfinished wood, and it smelled of damp wool and mothballs. Mariana’s  nervous breathing filled the small the space as they climbed. At the top of the stairwell, a door blocked their path. Fiona bumped into Mariana’s back, nearly losing her balance and toppling back down.

“Careful. I’m right here,” Mariana whispered, turning the doorknob. It opened into darkness. “I can’t see anything.”

“Edge in a little bit.” She half expected to find Munroe and Tobias in the center of a candlelit circle, naked and drinking blood from chalices.

“Did you ever memorize the light spell?” 

“I think so.” Fiona chanted the spell, hovering close to her friend in the doorway. A glowing orb flickered into existence. Its pulsing light illuminated a dusty attic, nearly the length of a ballroom. The low ceiling sloped down at the edges, so that only a very small person could stand up straight near the walls. In the stale air, dust motes hung in the glow around the orb.

Footsteps creaked up the old stairs below. Her breath caught in her throat.  

“Fiona?” whispered Alan’s voice.

She exhaled as he stepped into the room with them, shutting the door behind him. “Looks like an ordinary attic.”

	Fiona surveyed the space. Yellowed muslin hung over the windows that faced out into the garden. Instead of a proper floor, long beams spanned the length of the room, intersected every few feet by joists. The spaces between revealed the plaster ceiling of the second-floor bedrooms. Laid across this framing were planks of varying sizes forming small paths around the attic. 

	Near where they stood, the boards joined together in a sort of pallet, and on top of these boards, dusty fabric-covered furniture and boxes were haphazardly arranged. 

	Fiona tiptoed forward, pausing to wipe away a cobweb caught in her eyelashes. “Well, Munroe wasn’t lying about the floor.” 

	A pathway of floorboards led to a white wall at the far end of the attic. Muslin-draped furniture surrounded an unpainted wooden door in its center. 

	She pointed, forgetting no one could see her hand. “I think we should look behind the door.” 	

	“Could be an old maid’s quarters,” said Alan. “One of my ancestors died in a fire in 1899. She was a chambermaid and got trapped in her room on the top floor.” 

	Fiona stepped over the creaky boards to the right until she reached a whitewashed crib carved with images of animals. Peering over the crib’s edge, she grimaced at the sight of a black doll with bulging white eyes. It grinned up at her. She held it up. “What is this thing?” 

A shock of gray wool stood out from its round head, and a red bowtie nestled under its chin.

“It’s a golliwog,” said Alan from her side. “Racist children’s toys from a hundred years ago.”

She frowned. “Charming.” 

A board rattled as Alan shuffled away, and she peered into an open box of moldering teddy bears to the right of the crib. Next to the box, a miniature merry-go-round lay on its side along with a wheeled dog on a pull string. At the other end of the attic, someone jostled the doorknob to the maid’s quarters.

“It’s locked,” Mariana’s voice called out. 

An invisible hand pulled a sheet from a six-foot-tall piece of furniture. “What the hell is that?” asked Alan. 

Fiona moved along a plank toward the white wall to get a closer look. The sheet had concealed a glass case resting on a dark wood stand. Within the case, a blank-eyed sailor puppet sat on a small wooden stool, his pasty face bisected by a red-lipped grin. The plaque above it read Jolly Jasper. A candy-striped lever jutted from the side. 

“This isn’t really the kind of sinister thing we’re looking for,” said Mariana. “I mean, it’s creepy, but…”

A plank clattered as Fiona moved closer to Jolly Jasper. It’ll be a miracle if no one hears us, but at least no one can see us. Where the path of planks ended, she had to step on the joists to get to the puppet.

“There’s a lever,” said Alan. “A lever got us into the secret room in Mather.”

“Try it,” whispered Fiona. 

An unseen hand depressed it. As soon as it did, Jasper’s mechanical body emitted a loud, mirthless cackle, jerking forward and backward. 

Crap. 

Someone jumped back, bumping into Fiona, who lost her balance. 

“Sorry!” blurted Mariana.

Fiona’s arms whirled. For a moment her body was suspended in air, until her feet plunged through the plaster ceiling. She was barely able to grab a nearby joist to prevent herself from falling completely through. Below her, a female voice shrieked as Fiona’s legs flailed in the air.

“You okay, Fiona?” Alan grabbled around for her shoulder.

She groaned. “I’m fine. I guess this is why the attic’s off limits.” Jolly Jasper continued to roar with mechanical laughter. “Can you pull me up? We need to get out of here. Like, now.” 

She heard a faint creaking noise through the puppet’s tinny, maniacal cackle. Her stomach turned. Is someone opening the door?

Alan leaned down and gripped Fiona under the shoulders, hoisting her up onto a plank. The broken ceiling scratched her skin. She straightened, her legs trembling. On her feet again, she steadied herself. She stared in horror as someone pulled open the attic door—but there was no one there. Had an invisible Tobias come to spy on them?

“What’s happening?” Alan whispered almost inaudibly. 

Footsteps pounded up the stairs, and Fiona’s muscles went rigid. As quietly as she could, she whispered a spell to snuff the light, plunging the room into darkness. 

Two guards stepped into the attic, one holding a flashlight. It was the pale behemoth and a smaller man with blond hair. She might be invisible, but Fiona’s heart pounded so hard she was sure they could hear it. Behind the two guards, a feminine form lingered in the doorway. The flashlight’s glare lingered on the bellowing puppet, still twitching as he laughed. 

“You think someone’s still in here?” Mrs. Ranulf pushed between the two men into the light. She wore a silky green bathrobe and combed her hair with her fingers, tidying it. 

 The blond’s flashlight darted around the room. “I saw the door open on its own. The witch must have hidden itself with magic.”

That meant Tobias must be in here, too. He was the one who’d opened the door. 

Mrs. Ranulf prowled further into the room, and the guards shuffled behind her. Fiona shoved away her panic, trying to come up with a plan. They needed to sneak out past the guards, and through the open door. But how are we going to get past them without rattling the floorboards?

Mrs. Ranulf pushed a curl out of her eyes. “I have the revealing dust.” 

Fiona’s heart leapt into her throat. What is revealing dust? Before she had the chance to find out, she felt a strong pair of arms around her back and behind her knees. Someone lifted her up as if she were as light as a dandelion puff. Is it Alan? She wrapped her arms around his warm neck as he crept silently along the boards. How is he doing this so quietly? She inhaled and smelled a familiar vernal scent, mixed with burned oak. Tobias.

So he wasn’t with the Purgators. It was all a mistake. This was just an attic; Tobias had nothing to do with the cult. Fiona had only poked the sleeping beast. Mariana was right. And I’m an idiot for pushing us into this. She dug her nails into her palms. What’s wrong with me?

On the other side of the attic, a plank rattled, followed by a crashing noise. Fiona cringed, tightening her grip on Tobias’s neck. Either Alan or Mariana just fell through the floor.  

 While Tobias silently slipped past the guards, Mrs. Ranulf pulled a small vial out of her bathrobe, stalking toward the sound of the splintering ceiling. She popped the cork and pointed. “There.” 

Tobias gently put Fiona down just outside the attic door, standing by her side. She turned back to watch Mrs. Ranulf hold up a handful of the red powder. The witch-huntress blew into her hand, and a puff of sparkling red powder erupted into the air. It coated everything within a six-foot radius—including Mariana, her foot stuck through the ceiling. When the dust touched her skin, she unleashed an agonized shriek. The sound pierced Fiona’s heart. There was no way out of this, and it was all her fault. 

 Mariana continued to scream. Mrs. Ranulf shot a mournful glance to the behemoth, the face of a reluctant martyr. “Cleanse the rest of the attic. The witch must go to the holding cell.” 

The blond guard grabbed Mariana by the arms, and Fiona felt Tobias brush her skin as he rushed back onto the planks. But his path was blocked. The behemoth held up a chalice, chanting in Latin. “Exorcizamus te, omnis immunde spiritus, omnis incursio infernalis adversarii.” As quickly as Tobias had rushed out, he stumbled back into her, nearly knocking her down the stairs. His body was shaking, repelled by the spell. The guard continued, “In nomini et virtute Domini nostri Blodrial.”

The smaller guard dragged Mariana sobbing across the planks to the holding cell at the back. Mrs. Ranulf followed close behind, her head bowed in prayer. 

“Fiona?” Alan whispered, cramming into the doorway with them. At least he made it. 

“Sanctificamini in flamma!” A circle of pure, white light erupted around the behemoth as he chanted louder. Fiona’s hand flew up to her mouth, stifling a cry. Before she had the chance to flee, the door slammed shut inches from her face. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 Thomas




Thomas rolled over on the stone floor, shivering in the cold night air. His tattered green outfit granted him even less protection against the chill than the wool sweater he’d worn before.

After choking him unconscious, the guards had left him in the cell last night. For the past twenty-four hours, he’d had nothing to occupy him but a few pewter cups of water and thoughts of his own grisly fate on Mayflower Day. He mostly passed the time sitting against a wall below the window in a stupor, trying to will his mind blank to keep the growing madness at bay. 

When his mother had been sane, she would read him stories about the ancient Greek gods and goddesses. He’d loved curling up in bed to listen to the tales. To him, the gods were like superheroes. 

But when she’d lost her mind, she would claim to be Prometheus, the light bringer. Zeus was always lurking just around the corner, seeking to chain her to a rock. And when she’d really lost it, she’d turned into “Lucifer.” There was always a set of clues she needed to follow to complete a mission—save the earth from the gatekeepers, destroy the universe in retribution. And above all, stay one step ahead of Zeus.

When he was twelve, she had run into his history class to pull him out, claiming that she’d needed to take him to Brighton straightaway to open the gates of Heaven on the beach. His throat tightened at the memory. Palace Pier, where children try to win stuffed toys in arcade halls, and men in striped shirts sell doughnuts and ice-cream. A likely place for the gates of Heaven. He’d sat in his classroom chair, avoiding eye contact and pretending not to know her. The humiliation still gnawed at him. 

He hugged his arms tighter around his knees. What was it that had made her mad? She’d received instructions through the radio and coded messages from coffee adverts. She’d seen patterns where there were none. She’d point to a flame on a fire extinguisher and see it as a warning from the gods about the pits of Hell. She’d rearrange letters in street signs to form messages that made sense to no one but herself. Everything, every picture and quote in a newspaper, had meaning for her mission.

After a few months, the madness would burn itself out again, and he’d come home to find her trying to piece together the broken shards of their life: cleaning house, looking for another job, buying new clothes for him.

Whatever happened to his body, Thomas did not want to lose his mind. But in the oppressive silence, he could almost hear his own thoughts seeking out patterns, a constant refrain playing in his mind to torment him: seven points, seven towers, seven gods.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Tobias




The late afternoon sun warmed Tobias’s face as he sat in a sea of yellow and pink daisies, the warm tones punctuated by pockets of blue-eyed grass. He reached down, running his fingers over the vines that climbed the side of the wooden bench.

He hadn’t been able to do anything but watch as Mariana was dragged away last night. Not with that guard chanting away the evil spirits, which apparently included him, because the spell had made his body twitch and convulse like a traitor in a noose. 

Just as he’d done in Maremount, Tobias had chosen to go for Fiona first. She was easily the most likely to put her foot through the ceiling. But maybe he’d miscalculated. Maybe Fiona was his weakness, muddling his ability to think clearly in life-and-death situations.

He clenched his fists. This was why he’d been leaving her out of it. She only seemed to make things worse with her relentless curiosity and suspicion. And now I have to rescue Mariana instead of finding Jack. Droplets of sweat beaded on his upper lip and moistened the collar of his white T-shirt. 

Footsteps in the gravel turned his head. Munroe strode toward him, smiling shyly. “There you are. I was trying to catch your eye today.”

Rubbing a hand across his forehead, he rose. “Were you?”

She stepped close to him, swinging her pink chiffon skirt as she twisted back and forth. She smelled like a sweet, spiced wine. “I’m going to need an escort. To the fundraiser party.”

A sulfur butterfly flitted through the tall grasses nearby. Is she really bringing this up now? After my friend was just arrested?

She licked her glossy lips. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear about Mariana. Though I can’t say I’m very surprised. I got an evil vibe from her.”

Tobias’s jaw tightened, but he restrained himself from snapping at her. He needed Munroe on his side. “Your mother said this morning that she was committed for a sickness in her head.”

She sighed. “I think she’s a straight-up terrorist, but Dr. Mellior diagnosed her with circeto…” She shook her head. “I keep forgetting the name. Oh yeah, circetomania. There are new laws since the terrorists attacked. Diagnosed circetomaniacs can be committed against their will. Dr. Mellior helped pioneer a conversion therapy for them. Anyway, her parents have been notified that she’s getting purification treatment.”

Tobias raised his eyebrows, hoping to convey innocence. “Purification? What’s that like?”

She waved her hand, half fanning herself. “It’s all very secretive right now. National security. But soon the whole country will know what people like my father are doing for them. After the attacks, Americans want the government to do something.”

He nodded. “What did you call it—circetomania?”

“A lust for magical power that drives people to madness. They’ll try to cure her in the institution.” She took a step toward him, placing her hand on his shoulder and blinking, her gray eyes nearly as pale as her skin. “You should join the Brotherhood.”

Play along, Tobias. “You’re obviously very powerful. And I’d like to help with Mariana’s treatment in any way that I can.”

 “I think Dr. Mellior will take care of that.” She ran a light finger down his bicep. “But like I said, I need an escort to the party.”

He swallowed. “I would love to be your escort. And maybe you could tell me more about this wonderful institution at some point.”

She beamed, swishing her skirt. “Perfect.” In the heat, her neck glistened, and she swished her skirt again. “Anyway, I’ll see you at dinner.” She rubbed her fingers over her chalice pendant for a moment and then turned around to saunter back toward the house. 

He exhaled, running a hand through his dark hair. This morning, he’d crept up to the holding room in the attic and knocked on the door, but there’d been no response. 

He strode along the path, heading toward the river and squinting into the harsh glare of the sun. Would it be possible to convince the Purgators that Mariana had actually fought the terrorists? It didn’t seem likely. They thought all philosophers were unified in a sinister plot against Blodrial. Blodrial was beyond a doubt the most irritating of the earthly gods.

As he neared the murky river, a second set of footsteps came up behind him. He turned to see Fiona’s determined expression. Though her hair was tied up, rogue curls escaped and floated around her blotchy face.  

She rubbed her eyes as she got closer. “I shouldn’t have convinced everyone to sneak around. I’m sorry I thought you were with the witch-hunters.” She was trying to stifle her tears. 

“I told you I wasn’t working with them. I’m not really sure why you thought that.”

That was a lie—he did know why she thought that. She could tell he was keeping secrets, and she had no idea what they were. Still, this recent catastrophe had only strengthened his resolve to sort out what he could on his own.

“I know. I should have listened. Mariana said I was being paranoid.” She rubbed a hand across her forehead, her eyes shimmering. 

“Well, now you know I’m not on their side.” He fought the urge to come right out and say, I told you so. I told you that you’d only mess everything up.

She squinted at him. “What happened at the end? Why were you shaking? It seemed like the guard’s spell was driving you backward.”

He shook his head. “The Purgator magic was affecting me, I guess.”

 She paced, and he awaited her follow-up questions. It was a lame excuse, and she would know it. But she just let it hang in the air. She still doesn’t trust me. And maybe she shouldn’t. 

“I should have just accepted that we were here and got on with the cult.”

Despite his irritation with her, he couldn’t suppress a wave of sympathy. “We’ll find her, Fiona.” He pulled her in for a hug, and she sniffled into his shoulder, her tears dampening his  T-shirt.  

“I’m going out to look for her tonight.” His shirt muffled her voice. 

“Where? Munroe says she’s in an institution.”

“Is that what you two were talking about?”

 He stepped back, holding her at arms length. “That. And she wants me to escort her to the party.” 

The dazzling sunlight brought out the gold in her eyes. She narrowed them at him. “You’re not going to, are you?”

“I think she’s starting to trust me. She might tell me where the institution is.”

Fiona flushed, crossing her arms. “I think I know where it is. I think it’s through the crypt door. Why else would Mrs. Ranulf have been going in there? And we already know they’ve locked someone else up there.”

Absentmindedly, he rubbed at the scar on his chest. “You said the crypt door was locked. Any idea where the key is?”

“No, but we don’t have time for Munroe to develop enough of a crush on you that she just hands over a key, unless you’re going to defile her by tonight.”

“If I must,” he said with a brief flicker of a smile.

She smacked his arm. “Tobias!”

She was probably right that they didn’t have a lot of time. He’d seen what happened to Eden when she was imprisoned too long—the shadows under her eyes, her mouth a tight line, the skeletal limbs. 

Glancing back up at Fiona, his hand froze for a moment in the air as he was caught by the impulse to brush a curl out of her eyes. No matter what he said, she was going to plunge into some ill-conceived plan. And with Jack coming for her, he needed to stay by her side. “I’ll help you, if we do things cautiously. Let’s start by finding out what’s in the holding cell. Just the two of us.” 

She chewed her lip. “That’s a start, at least. We’ll find her, right? I mean, we defeated the bone wardens. We can take on a housewife and her psychiatrist.” She swatted away a mosquito. “I’m going to send Byron to spy on Mrs. Ranulf and find out where she keeps her keys.”

He touched her chin, lifting it a little. “You need to sleep when you can.”

She ignored his comment. “I’ll find you again when I know about the keys.” She rested her hand on his shoulder for a moment, leaning into him, and then turned back to the house.  

He watched her walk away and then leaned down, plucking a dandelion puff from the ground. The plant’s jagged leaves gave it its name, dent de lion—lion’s tooth. But the Tatters called them clock weeds. Children said that if you stood in the long afternoon shadows and blew the white fluff, the floating seeds would drag you back in time. It didn’t feel like you needed magic to fall back in time here. The spirits from the past were all around, clamoring for recognition through the overgrown ivy and juneberry bushes. 

He puffed on the seeds, scattering them on the thick spring air. He should tell Fiona what he’d done—what he was now. But he didn’t want to. If she knew he’d devoted himself to one of the earthly gods, she would have all the more reason to think that he was just like Jack. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Fiona




Without Mariana in the bedroom, the ticking of the antique clock rang out even louder. Tobias had suggested she sleep, but she couldn’t will it upon herself. For a few moments, curled up in her sheets, she felt herself drifting off, but her excitement at sleep’s approach jolted her awake again. 

She opened her eyes, sighed loudly, and flipped over to her other side, stuffing her face into the cotton pillowcase. Something chafed at her mind, something besides Mariana. Maybe Tobias wasn’t working with the Purgators, but he was still hiding something from her. He moved differently now, with a feral grace, and he could stalk around soundlessly.

Still, whatever powers he was summoning, she needed them on her side to find Mariana. And he was right that she needed to rest. She closed her eyes. Imagine something beautiful and relaxing. If all the Harvester madness hadn’t happened, they could have stayed in Boston. They could have spent the summer eating fried fish sandwiches at Sullivan’s on Castle Island, sunbathing on Carson Beach. As she tried to slow her breathing, something tapped on the windowpane.

She sat up, squinting in the dark. Byron fluttered outside, clenching a metallic trinket in his feet. With a half smile, she unlatched the window. “Is that the key to the crypt?” she whispered.

He glided inside, dropping it in Fiona’s lap. “No. This one unlocks the holding cell in the attic. I’m afraid she’s begun wearing the crypt key between her breasts.”

 Crap. Well, the holding room would have to do for now. Unless Tobias was going to defile Mrs. Ranulf, too. “Thank you, Byron.” She grasped the key. 

“Guards are patrolling the hallway. They all have vials of that red powder.”

“Dammit.” She chewed on the tip of her thumb. “I’m going to fly through Tobias’s window. We’ll have to find a way into the attic from outside.”

“Shall I come with you?”

“Keep an eye on things on the lower levels. Let us know if we need to rush back.”

As Byron flew out, Fiona placed the key on her bed and chanted the transformation spell. Her arm hair rose while she spoke, and then she felt the bone-wrenching jolt of the transformation. She flapped over the bed, darting down to grasp the key, then glided through the open window toward the southern wing of the house. In response to the aura, the crypt creature was already howling, more distantly this time. That should divert the guards’ attention, at least. 

It took a few minutes of circling outside windows before she found the room that Tobias shared with Alan. He’d left the window open, and she fluttered into the room, circling over his bed.

He slept on his side, his hair in his eyes. Fiona dove toward the floor, bracing herself as she allowed her muscles and skeleton to snap back to human form. Her lungs and intestines swelled. A sharp pain screamed through her head for a moment, and she dry-heaved as Tobias stirred. 

Tobias jolted awake. “Fiona. Are you okay?” He rubbed at something on his chest.

“Transforming is supposed to get better over time, isn’t it?” 

“What’s happening?” Alan sat up, gripping his sheets to his chest.

“It’s just me. I have the key to the holding room.” She held it in the air like a trophy.

“Nice.” Alan threw off his sheets. “Are we going invisible?”

“I think Tobias and I should fly into the attic. Mrs. Ranulf has guards patrolling the hallway tonight with revealing dust.”

 Alan crossed his arms. “So I’m just supposed to wait here and do nothing?”

“You can be lookout. Signal Byron if we need to hurry back.”

“Nobody likes to be lookout.” He threw himself backward on his bed. 

Tobias stood next to his own bed in a gray T-shirt and underwear. He looked… stronger, somehow, his arms more thickly muscled, and she caught a glimpse of his toned abdominals when he stretched his arms over his head. She could see why Munroe was so eager to get his attention. He rubbed his hair, still waking up. “Are you ready to transform?” 

Fiona rose, trying not to stare. “Yeah.” 

She whispered the spell. The pain seared her head again as her body compressed on itself, and her arms burst into wings. She swooped down to the floor, grabbing the key. She circled by the ceiling, orienting herself until she sensed the flapping of Tobias’s wings outside the window, his movements more fluid than hers. She followed him into the humid night air, the howls still rising from the cemetery. On the third floor, windows jutted out from the sloped black roof, but they were shut tight. Fiona swooped in an arc. Sound waves formed an image of vents between the windows—just large enough for a bat to fit through. 

She slipped through a vent and flapped over the crib they’d seen yesterday. She swerved closer to the floor, hovering for a moment, and then burst into her human form again. On her hands and knees, she gagged in the pitch-black attic. After catching her breath, she stood up. She stepped carefully on the precarious attic floor toward to the window where Tobias flapped outside. After she unlatched it, he glided in, landing quietly on a floorboard.  

There was a tearing sound as he transformed, and then a few moments of quiet while he caught his breath. 

“We made it in,” said Fiona, straightening. “And I’ve still got the key.” 

Tobias chanted the light spell, and an incandescent sphere of foxfire appeared between them. He tiptoed across a plank. “Watch that you don’t fall through the ceiling this time. ” 

Fiona frowned at the note of accusation in his tone. He might as well have said, “Try not to screw everything up like you usually do.”

The holes she and Mariana had created had been plastered over. The floorboards creaked beneath her, but they arrived at the holding room door without punching any more holes into Mrs. Ranulf’s room. 

As she stood next to Jolly Jasper, Fiona inserted the long silver key into the lock and turned it to the right. The lock clicked open. She exhaled, pushing the door inward. Tobias sent the light forward, and they slipped inside a small, musty room. 

It looked like an old office. A spindle-legged oak desk abutted the wall opposite the door. Above it, paintings crowded the wall, their red tones standing out against the black fleur-de-lis wallpaper. The images all depicted the same scene: a woman tied to a stake, burning to death while she appealed to the heavens for mercy.

A shudder ran down Fiona’s spine. “This is awful.” She inspected a representation of Joan of Arc, who was burned for witchcraft in the 15th century. A horrible thought sent a stab of fear through her chest. “They’re not going to burn Mariana, are they?

Tobias shook his head. “Munroe said they’re giving her some kind of medical treatment. I don’t imagine it’s burning.” 

To the right, dark wooden cabinets lined the wall. On the top of the cabinets, glass panes showcased shelves of faded books, while the bottom half comprised rows of drawers. 

“What is this?” Tobias was pointing at something to her left.

Fiona’s breath caught in her throat as she glanced at the canvas strips and buckles hung from a wooden board. So this is why they called it the holding cell.

She felt sick. “That must be where they kept Mariana last night. Then they must have transferred her somewhere else.”

“What about the crypt key? Did Byron tell you anything?”

“That one Mrs. Ranulf keeps around her neck.” Fiona crossed to the drawers, pulling one open near the bottom row. She yelped. A twisted, charred human hand lay at the bottom, and a small, yellowed note lay on the top. Lady Glamis, purified in 1537. 

Tobias moved closer, peering over Fiona’s shoulder. “One of the Purgators’ noble victims.”

She swallowed. “But Jack said women weren’t philosophers in the old days. They weren’t allowed to learn Angelic.”

“Jack isn’t an expert on everything,” he muttered.

She straightened. “So is he wrong?”

He ran a hand over the bronze skin on the back of his neck. “He’s right in this case. Women weren’t philosophers in the old days, except a few in secret. But despite the Purgators’ magical powers and charmed pendants, I think they’ve always been terrible at catching the right people. They burned anyone they didn’t like.” He bent over and opened another drawer, pulling out a small, leather-bound book. He turned the pages. “The Pappenheimer family,” he read. His face paled. 

“What does it say?”

He shook his head, frowning at the book. “It describes the execution of a family in Germany, but—you don’t want to know the details. Suffice it to say that medieval Purgators were creative with their brutality. But I don’t get the impression the Pappenheimers were actual philosophers either. Just outcasts in the wrong place at the wrong time. There’s page after page of scapegoats, tortured and burned to death.” He shot her a pointed look. “But this was all a long time ago. They’re not doing this anymore. They’re still bound by modern laws.” He closed the book and returned it to the drawer. 

 She shivered, pulling open another drawer to find a dark brown book, its surface embossed with vines. An etched title read, The Malleus Maleficarum. 

Tobias peered over her shoulder.“The Hammer of the Witches. The witch-hunting guide.”

“This is like a museum of torture.” She rolled the drawer shut.

Tobias crossed to the glass bookcase. He rattled the doors. “Locked.”

“There must be a spell book in here that can help us.” She yanked open a drawer in the top row. Inside was a large, royal blue book, embossed with gold stars and letters. Scrapbook, it said in an ornate font. “This is odd.”

Inside, paperclips affixed browned papers to the pages, and on their surface was the looping Angelic writing. She smiled, feeling a sense of relief for the first time since Mariana had been captured. Spells were a rare find, and the right one could help them free Mariana. “Tobias. These are spells, hidden in an old scrapbook.”

He edged toward her, surveying the book. But something in Fiona’s peripheral vision caught her attention—Byron fluttered into the room, circling over their heads. “You need to go, now,” he said in her head. “The guards heard the wailing outside. They’re investigating the gardens, but they’re going to search bedrooms next.” He flew out the door.

Fiona’s muscles tensed as she closed the book, looking into Tobias’s dark eyes. “We can’t fly out of here with the spell book.”

A floorboard creaked outside, and Mrs. Ranulf slurred, “That damn Fury won’t shut up.” 

Fiona’s shoulders tensed. Is she drunk? And what is a Fury?

Mrs. Ranulf’s heels clattered across the rattling planks, and Fiona hurried through the cloaking spell, clutching the book in her hand. Not that invisibility solved their current situation. This nutjob might have that burning dust again. 

Tobias gripped her arm, pulling her down with him under the desk, and she landed in his lap. He wrapped his strong arms around her legs, pulling her in close so the desk covered their bodies. Beneath her, his body felt warm. She could feel a blush creep up to her ears. She cringed. Stop thinking about Tobias’s body. 

Another banging floorboard outside the door sharpened her focus. “Witches!” Mrs. Ranulf trilled. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

 Tobias’s muscles tensed around her, his upper arms pressed against her thighs. His breath warmed the back of her neck. Today, he smelled like a cedarwood fire. Focus, Fiona. An insane witch-hunter is coming for you. She clutched the book to her chest. 

Mrs. Ranulf tottered in, a pink cocktail in her hand. Her eyes were half closed. “This door isn’t supposed to be open.” She reached into her bathrobe, spilling her drink in the process. “Dammit.” Pulling out the little vial of red dust, she dumped a handful into her palm and blew it into the air. The dust rose in a cloud, coating the room’s surfaces. 

So that’s why we’re under the desk. Fiona could feel Tobias’s heart beating through his T-shirt, and his chest warmed her back. 

Mrs. Ranulf squinted, looking around the room. She threw up her arms, swinging her empty glass. The crypt key gleamed around her neck. If only the room weren’t covered in Purgator dust, Fiona could snatch it from her drunken body. 

Mrs. Ranulf turned, staggering back out of the room. “Nothing up here,” she hollered to no one in particular. 

Beneath Fiona, Tobias’s muscles began to relax, but his arms still enveloped her. “We should get back to our rooms before they find we’re missing,” he whispered, his lips next to her ear. 

“What about the spell book?”

“I’ll sneak it back to my room to search through it. We need to hurry, though. They could be in our rooms any moment.”

He released her, and she shifted off his lap, feeling a sudden chill now that he wasn’t beside her. She handed over the book. 

Chanting the transformation spell, she winced as her bones condensed. She took flight, her skin burning with the remnants of red dust floating in the air, and slipped through the vents into the humid spring night.     

She glided over the wildflowers and through her window just in time to hear two pairs of feet echoing on the floorboards outside her room. Landing on her bed, she burst back into her human form, hunching over the edge of her bed to retch. The doorknob turned, and the small mustached guard peaked in the door. Fiona pulled the covers over her legs, stifling a gag.

“Everything all right?” he asked, frowning.

She nodded weakly. “Just feeling sick. Woman problems.”

“Oh.” The door was shut before she could take her next breath. 

 She lay down and turned toward the window, pulling her covers up tight over her shoulders.

She exhaled into her pillow and closed her eyes. Please make it back to your room safely, Tobias. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Thomas




Lying on the hard floor, Thomas’s muscles throbbed. The rushes poked through his clothes, irritating his skin, and no amount of water could slake the burning in his throat. Seven points. Seven towers. Seven gods. The words circled in his mind like vultures waiting to descend on his last scraps of sanity. 

They’d brought him a few bits of food—stale bread and some kind of watery corn mush that still lay congealing by his side. He hadn’t been hungry, eating only to keep himself from hallucinating. The lack of nutrients had robbed him of his physical strength.

He pushed himself up to a sitting position, grabbing the spoon for another cold mouthful of the gruel while he sat against the wall. The Throcknells had entire libraries of magical spells, for Christ’s sake. They could magic this sludge into something edible if they felt like it.  

The guard had spoken to him today. The first words he’d heard since the banquet dinner. “Six days,” he’d said. Six days until Thomas’s lungs burst with liquid in a scorpion-vat in Lullaby Square.

Find me in the Gold Tower, Celia had written. How was he supposed to do that? He was even more a prisoner than she was, and he had no idea how the portals worked. 

All he knew was that at least two of the towers were named for metals. The Gold Tower and the Iron Tower. Gold and iron. The patterns clamored for recognition, and try as he might, he couldn’t shut them out.  

Six days, seven towers. He gave in to the patterns’ demands, turning to the zodiac wheel again. Seven points. Seven towers. Seven gods. He rubbed his face. Seven Sisters. Seven Stars. “No!” He smacked a hand against the cold wall. The last two were just mental static, a pub and a tube station in London. Where was I? “The seven points of the zodiac.” 

There had to be something there. He’d seen the fire goddess’s statue. If he could remember anything about astrology, the Leo sign was associated with fire—and gold. His fingers fluttered, nervous little hummingbirds as he inspected the zodiac wheel. The Gold Tower. Leo, gold, fire. Seven points. Seven eleven. Nine eleven.

“No.” He shook his head, running his fingers over his hair. He had to separate the static from the real pattern. Some of this was real and some of it wasn’t. He sprang up, tracing a path around the room, trying to mimic the pattern of the lines. The rushes tickled his bare feet. What happened to my shoes? 

A thought struck him mid-step. He hadn’t yet investigated the floor. Eirenaeus might have left him a message there. Grinning, he got down on his hands and knees, frantically scooping up the rushes with a wild urgency. He tossed them through the bars in the window and they tumbled into the wind, scattering like autumn leaves.

His breath grew ragged with the effort, and a cold sweat sprung up on his forehead. He tripped over his bowl of gruel in a frantic scramble to clear the edges of the room, spilling out its congealed contents. When most of the rushes had been liberated from the cell, he returned to his knees to scour the cold floor. There were no obvious names or drawings, but he inspected every inch of stone. 

He found nothing—until he got to the stone in front of the fireplace. He trembled with excitement as he ran his fingers over a small carving of an M with an arrow, etched close to the empty hearth. The sign for Scorpio—the Iron Tower. It must be a clue—a clue telling him where the passages were.

The passages, the passenger, and I ride and I ride… He crossed to the window, the chilly air invigorating his skin. That loose bar might come in handy, now. He gripped the bar and yanked it out of its place. He had his tool. 

Returning to the marked stone, he held the bar above his head and began to smash the Scorpio stone with all the force he could muster. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 Fiona




Mrs. Ranulf scanned the students seated in rows. Afternoon sunrays filtered into the drawing room, electrifying her curls with pale light. She stroked the chalice pendant around her neck. Tobias sat to Fiona’s right, arms folded in front of a black T-shirt. She hadn’t heard how he’d managed to sneak back to his room, but he was safe.

Mrs. Ranulf’s nostrils flared, and her heels clacked across the hardwood floors. “For your own protection, the guards have begun checking rooms at night. We believe that someone among you still practices witchcraft. We have ways of detecting these things.”

Around Fiona, students sat in rows of wooden chairs. On the other side of Tobias, Connor tapped his knees with the tips of his fingers, his mouth pressed into a thin line. Jonah slumped in his chair to Connor’s right. From Fiona’s left, Alan shot her a nervous glance. 

Dr. Mellior stooped against a bookshelf at the front of the room, staring over the rims of his glasses. 

Mrs. Ranulf wore a flowing, cream lace dress with an open neckline. “We’re here to shelter you. To protect you. To guide you. And yet someone among you still practices magic. Infecting our house like a sickness.” 

Fiona tightened her fists. What would happen if she just stood up and confessed?

Dr. Mellior nodded solemnly. “We must protect you from yourselves.”

Munroe’s mother turned her back to him, pulling up her hair from the nape of her neck. “Would you?”

Dr. Mellior stepped toward her. His long fingers fumbled with the clasp around her throat. His eyes lingered over her pale shoulders, and his tongue ran over his thin lower lip as he pulled the necklace from her. 

She plucked it out of his hand, gripping it in the air with a smile. “This should help us uncover the witch among you. The pendant will sear the skin of anyone who lies.”

Connor stopped tapping his knee, sitting bolt upright and looking around the room with incredulity. “Is this, like, legal?”

Mrs. Ranulf shot him a sharp look. “Relax. If you’re pure, you’ve got nothing to fear. Just tell the truth.” 

Fiona’s blood pounded in her ears, and the temptation to confess burned in her mind. She could envision herself screaming “I’m a witch!” so clearly that it almost seemed like an inevitability. And would that be such a terrible thing? She would at least find out where they’d taken Mariana. 

Mrs. Ranulf prowled toward Jonah, the stoner. “Let’s go in order, shall we?” She beckoned him forward. 

His shaggy hair hanging in his eyes, Jonah rose with a half smile, standing in front of Fiona. “Uh, okay.” He was at least a foot taller than the woman. 

“Come closer.” She reached up, pulling his face toward her. She forced the pendant against his cheek as he hunched over. 

“Whoa, okay.” He laughed awkwardly. 

“Are you a witch?” she said.

“Uh, no.”

“Have you recited any spells?”

“Nope.”

“Have you used any herbs or charms to alter reality?”

He stared at her cleavage. “Herbs that alter reality?”

“Have you used any magical herbs?” she demanded.

“No.”

Fiona’s nails dug into her palms. I’m a witch. She wanted to scream it to the rafters.

Connor inched forward. “Is this really necessary?” He cleared his throat as Mrs. Ranulf’s icy gaze fell on him. He pointed to the pendant in her hand. “You’re using a magic charm.”

She pulled her fist from Jonah’s face, clutching the pendant in the air. Her cheeks reddened. “This is a tool of Blodrial, the one true god. Those of you who don’t believe soon will. The Purgators’ rose will bloom in this great nation once again.” She turned to Jonah, straightening her dress. “You may sit.”  

Dr. Mellior closed his drooping eyelids, nodding approval. 

Mrs. Ranulf smiled, holding out her hands in a maternal gesture. “Don’t let your fear get the best of you, Connor. Just tell us the truth.”

He shook his head. “I’d like to leave.”

Her smile disappeared. “There are new laws now. We will do whatever we can to keep our country safe.”

Fiona bit her thumbnail. Why is Connor so freaked out? I’m the one who’s going to be permanently branded in a few minutes.

Mrs. Ranulf’s pale gaze bored into the golden-haired boy. “Connor, tell us now if you’ve done something you shouldn’t have.” Her hands hovered outstretched as she stepped toward him.

His mouth twitched, and then his voice cracked as he spoke, shaking his head. “I was trying to protect myself. I saw what the witches did in Boston, when they cut that man’s head off. They killed all those people.” 

“Tell us what you did. Was that you and your bat flying around at night, spying on us? Were you using magic last night?”

Fiona swallowed, trying to catch Tobias’s eye. What the hell is going on?

Connor rose, eyes glistening. Edging toward the door, he stumbled over Jonah’s leg. “It was just herbs. Bay leaves. I read they’d keep the witches away. I said some words over them. It was for protection.” 

Mrs. Ranulf stepped toward him, clutching the pendant in the air. A grin spread across her face. “It’s just as Blodrial told me. You’re the witch. I can see the sickness all around you.” She pointed at his face. “You’ve been marked by evil. You’ll burn in the inferno.”

“It was just herbs. I didn’t have a bat.”

Two guards entered, and Mrs. Ranulf nodded toward Connor. The guards gripped his arm, dragging him across the floor. 

He struggled against them, kicking his legs, as they pulled him out of the room. “Where are you taking me?” he shrieked.

Fiona stood. “He’s not the witch. I’m the witch.” The words spilled out of her. 

“Fiona!” Tobias jumped up. He shook his head, frowning at Mrs. Ranulf. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.” 

Mrs. Ranulf turned slowly, gaping at Fiona and folding her arms. “You what?”

“I’ve been using magic. I’m the one who transformed into a bat.” Her hands shook, but it felt like a relief to get the truth out. And maybe they’d take her to Mariana.

Tobias gripped her arm, pulling her close. “Don’t do this.”

“They have Mariana,” she whispered.

Mrs. Ranulf stared, licking her lips. “Don’t be ridiculous. Blodrial hasn’t marked you. Look at your test scores! You’re far too smart for that. Your mind has merely been tainted through proximity.” She stepped toward Fiona, grasping her hand and pulling her up. As Fiona’s stomach turned, Mrs. Ranulf wrapped her arm around her shoulders, hugging her close. “And this is why it’s so important to keep our house clean,” she projected. “So we don’t become corrupted through the miasma of evil and filth.” She smelled of honey and crushed roses. For some reason the scent made Fiona want to gag.

Tobias glared at her. Apparently, he didn’t appreciate her impulsive attempt to find Mariana, but their window of opportunity to find her was shrinking. 

Mrs. Ranulf’s arm remained firmly around Fiona’s shoulders, the tips of her nails pressing into Fiona’s skin. “Without order, we are nothing,” she sighed, and turned to Fiona. “Well, I feel confident we have solved our magic problems. Don’t you?”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Fiona




After a dinner of pea shoots and quinoa, Fiona requested permission to call home. It had taken her a few tries to dial the old-fashioned rotary telephone in the drawing room, and she listened to the ringing on the other end while Mrs. Ranulf stared at her from an aubergine armchair on the other side of the room. 

“Hello? Fiona?” 

It was an enormous relief to hear her mother’s voice. At seven in the evening, she knew her mom would be sitting with her laptop at the kitchen table. Ordinarily she’d be grading papers, but with the school shut down, she’d likely be reading the news over a glass of white wine and a plate of garlicky pasta.

Still, with Mrs. Ranulf’s gray eyes burning into her, there was no way she could tell her mother she was being kept prisoner here.

“Mom! I just wanted to give you a call. See how everything is going.” 

“I’m glad you did. I’ve been missing you here. I haven’t been able to get through on the number they gave me. Can you ask Mrs. Ranulf to give me the correct phone number?”

She’s a psychopath. “I’ll put her on after. What’s going on in Boston?”

“They think they’ve caught all the terrorists, and they’re lifting the lockdown. People are talking openly about witchcraft now. Are the Ranulfs okay to live with? Senator Ranulf seems a little fanatical on the news. I’ve been thinking maybe you should come home. It’s safe here, now. We can worry about making up the classes later.”

Fiona could hear the radio blaring pop music in the background. It all seemed so normal, and tears stung her eyes. She glanced at Mrs. Ranulf, who didn’t seem to blink. “Mariana and Connor were arrested for aiding the terrorists.”

“What? Fiona, that’s not funny.”

“It’s not a joke.” She glanced again at Mrs. Ranulf, whose pale eyes bulged. “Mariana and Connor are witches, it turns out. Mrs. Ranulf caught them. It’ll be on the news soon.”

“This is crazy.” There was a noise like the shuffling of papers. “I’m going down to rent a car and come down to see you. Is Mrs. Ranulf around? Can I speak to her?” 

Fiona felt awash with relief. Maybe her mother could fix this. “She’s right here, as it happens.” Fiona held the phone out to Mrs. Ranulf, who rose from her chair. 

She pressed the receiver to her ear. “Yes?”

There were a few moments of muffled words from the other end of the line, and then Mrs. Ranulf’s face paled. “Mrs. Forzese. We do what we must to protect our country.” She slammed down the phone before glaring at Fiona. “Your mother would like to terminate your education here. You will not be finishing your junior year. It’s a terrible waste.”

“She misses me.” Fiona turned, leaving Mrs. Ranulf alone in the drawing room. She hurried through the hallway to the garden doors, slipping out quietly. She still had to meet Tobias and Alan to look over the spell book. 

Fiona picked her way through the overgrown field behind the gardens. There was a burning smell in the air, and a tendril of dark smoke curled into the sky from somewhere near the cemetery. The scent of a barbecue made her mouth water. 

She was meeting Tobias and Alan in the magnolia grove by the river. Despite the gentle sounds of the water lapping against the shore as she drew closer, her shoulders locked with tension. The Purgators were watching everyone with hawks’ eyes. It was a relief that her mother was coming to get her, but she couldn’t leave without finding Mariana and Connor.

Through the trees, she spied Alan and Tobias sitting on a fallen trunk. She’d been dying to sneak into their room again last night to look over the spells, but the idea of waking the crypt demon again gave her pause. 

Alan looked up and waved as she approached, while Tobias’s gaze darted around. He’d seemed—jumpy lately, like he was waiting for something to happen. She sat next to him on the moss-covered trunk, trying not to think of his strong arms around her the night before. 

She wiped a hand across her sweating forehead. “I spoke to my mother. She’s totally freaked out that they arrested Mariana. She’s coming down here.”

“At least we have a ride out of here after we find Mariana,” said Alan. “My parents aren’t coming for me. They think the Ranulfs are amazing.”

Fiona glanced at Tobias. “So what spells do we have to work with?”

Tobias pulled the scrapbook out of Alan’s backpack. “It’s not really a spell book. More of a diary. It belonged to Great-Grandfather Edgar’s wife, Pearl.” He touched the gold-embossed cover. 

Her stomach sank. “But there were spells in it.”

“Only at the start.” He opened the cover to the brittle spell pages, clipped into the book. “Just three, in fact. One cures corn leaf blight. The other two, I’m not sure.”

She folded her arms. “A corn leaf blight cure? What’s the point of that?”

Tobias looked at her askance. “Stop people from starving. It just doesn’t help us.”

She pulled at the collar of her T-shirt, trying to loosen the tight neck. “I’m starving, if you count what they’re doing to us here.”

Alan leaned forward. “But there’s some other interesting information in the rest of the book.”

“Like what?” She pulled the book from Tobias, paging past the spells.

“It mostly amounts to one thing.” Alan leaned back on his palms. “The Ranulfs were terrible people. Exhibit A.” He pointed to a diary entry. “Pearl describes a failed slave escape from the early 18th century, some of the Ranulf slaves among them. The captured slaves were hanged, drawn and quartered, right here in Virginia. Pearl approved heartily.”

“Christ,” said Fiona. She flipped back to the early pages to find a hand-drawn family tree spanning dozens of pages. “How far back does the family history go?”

Alan stared at the river. “Very far. All the way to the Norman invasion, when the Randwolfe family arrived in England. In the 17th century, King James sent them here to ensure that witchcraft didn’t take hold in the New World. The Ranulfs still want to establish a monarchy, led by the Brotherhood. They’re playing the long game. And they’re awfully fond of slavery.”

 Tobias squinted as a ray of sunlight pierced the trees. “Perhaps, but they were scared of their slaves.”

 “True. There was a big revolt in 1775 that had them totally panicked. The Ranulfs were convinced the slaves knew magic.”

Fiona turned another handwritten page. “There was a slave revolt in 1775? That’s right when the American Revolution started.” 

Alan ran his hand along soft green moss on the tree trunk. “Not only the same year, but the same week of April. It was all related, but the Ranulfs were outraged. Here they were, trying to fight for liberty, and their slaves were getting ideas about freedom.” 

“So what happened?” asked Fiona.

Alan grimaced. “It didn’t work out for most of them. Pearl’s only lament was that they weren’t burned to death or broken on the Catherine wheel like they were in New York. At later points, little rebellions worked out better, and the escaped slaves formed the Underground Railroad.”

She brushed a curl out of her eyes. The heat felt oppressive today. “So do you think it’s true? The slaves knew magic?” 

Tobias plucked a leaf from the vines that wound around the trunk. “She talks about something called John the Conquerer. It was a plant with magical properties. The Ranulfs suspected that their slaves used it to torment them at night. With the plant’s power, they could move around quickly and undetected. Over time, some used it to organize escape routes to Canada.” 

Fiona turned the page. Pearl had drawn a flowering plant with bell-shaped blossoms. 

“The Ranulfs started to punish the slaves with increasingly severe beatings,” Tobias continued. “Over time, the slaves used the Conquerer to organize, get supplies together. Some figured out how to escape in the night.”

Under a sketched plant leaf, Pearl had scrawled A witch’s feast. Fiona traced her finger over the curling leaves and petals. “Do you think John the Conquerer still grows around here?”

Alan shrugged. “It’s possible, but Pearl did everything she could to get rid of it. When she caught a black farmer named Isaac selling it in 1892, she told the police he’d broken into her house. It was her little way of combating witchcraft. He was beaten and hanged by a mob.” He scratched his neck. “Not far from here.”

Fiona turned another page and gasped. Glued to the black pages were sepia postcards, but instead of depicting scenic views or art, they were photographs of people murdered by mobs: burned men contorted on pavement, others hanging in nooses from trees or streetlights, or lying lifeless on the ground. There were a few women in bloodied and torn dresses, dangling from trees, and a victim burning on a pyre surrounded by men in suits and women in floral blouses. The bystanders grinned at the cameras, like they were at a parade. “What is this? Some kind of Purgator thing?”

Alan shook his head. “An American thing. Lynching postcards were popular a hundred years ago.”

Her stomach turned. “What kind of psychopath would want a lynching postcard? This is horrible.” She flipped to the next page. In one of the crowds, a woman in a headscarf stared at the camera. Behind her a young man hung from a tree, his face beaten beyond recognition. Fiona’s eyes lingered on the woman—her sunken eyes and pale skin. Unlike the other cheerful idiots, she didn’t seem to be having any fun.  

“The cellar they mentioned,” Alan mused. “That could be the institution. I bet it’s through the crypt door. And that’s where Mariana’s being kept.”

“We can at least try out the two spells,” said Tobias. “They might do something for us.”

The shadows lengthened as the sun lowered over the river. They’d need to return to their rooms soon for bedroom checks.

Fiona scanned the postcards again. In one, a crowd leered at the camera, this time surrounding a charred body chained to a tree. Among the gawkers was the woman with that haunted face again, her hair covered in a scarf. There was something familiar about her.

“I say we try the spells tomorrow,” said Alan. “Mrs. Ranulf is on high alert for witchcraft now. But tomorrow everyone will be too distracted with party preparations to notice what we’re up to. Mr. Ranulf is coming back, and Munroe will be getting herself ready for her hot date with Tobias.” 

“Guys.” Fiona flipped to more gruesome postcards, her skin prickling into goose bumps. Again she’d found the doleful woman, her sad eyes open wide. “The same person is in all these photos.”

“What?” Alan peered over her shoulder.

It wasn’t just the photos. Fiona had seen her face before. The hollow eyes, the anguished twist of her mouth. A chill ran up her spine. “Guys—it’s the crypt monster.”

“No way,” Alan whispered.

In the distance, Munroe’s voice called out, “Tobias?”

“The Fury?” Tobias pulled the book toward him. “That’s what Mrs. Ranulf called her. A Fury.”

Fiona’s arm brushed against his. “What is a Fury?” Finally, we’re getting somewhere.  

“Tobias?” Munroe was drawing closer though the trees.

 He shoved the book back into Alan’s bag, handing it back to his friend. “They’re spirits of vengeance, drawn to terrible injustices. Whatever the Purgators are using her for, Pearl must have lured her here with that lynching she orchestrated. Then they captured her.”

Munroe’s footfalls crunched over fallen leaves and twigs.

“But what are they doing with a Fury?” whispered Fiona.

Before Tobias could answer, Munroe appeared at the edge of the grove, her arms crossed over her chest. Her hair was a deep russet in the setting sun, cascading over her green sundress. “What are you guys doing here? We’re supposed to be finishing our costumes for the party.” She glared at Fiona. “You wouldn’t want people thinking you were sneaking around, would you? It’s not exactly a good time to raise suspicions.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Jack






Two things woke Jack from his sleep: the buzzing of a mosquito in his ear, and a tall blade of grass tickling his cheek. Am I sleeping in a park? He swatted at the bug, rolling over and shielding his eyes from the harsh glare of the sun. He still gripped the sapling in one hand. He must have slept on it. Nearby, a crow called out over the gentle sounds of waves lapping at a shore. 

His muscles aching, he sat up to look around. He was on the bank of the James, and its cool waters flowed just feet from his resting spot. Through the felled trees and shrubs along the bank, he could see the river’s wide expanse, maybe two hundred feet across. He glanced in the other direction, at a sprawling brick mansion on a hill. The house stood three stories high, crowned with white windows. Percy Plantation. 

He grabbed his bag and stood, brushing the grass and dirt off his black clothes. 

Papillon delivered the welcome news that Fiona was nearby—very close, in fact. But he couldn’t see her until he’d regained control of his appetite. Otherwise he risked picking her bones clean, and he’d never be able to forgive himself for that. 

He trudged up the hill, rubbing at a cramped muscle in the back of his neck. He didn’t relish the idea of speaking to George. “The Earl,” he styled himself, though it wasn’t an official title. His older brother had been an earl during his natural lifetime. In fact, as one of the wealthiest members of the Elizabethan court, he’d been known as “the Wizard Earl” for his vast collection of Angelic texts. Little brother George argued that the title should have passed to him after a great-grandnephew had died without an heir. He’d stolen the wizard’s texts for himself, and he might be the greatest philosopher alive today.

 The only problem was that George was insane. He’d never recovered from his years in Jamestown, still haunted by his time as governor of the troubled colony. It was over four hundred years ago, and the man was still traumatized. Then again, Jack reminded himself, George was the reason that he was alive at all. He’d sought out the Earl hundreds of years ago to learn the secrets of immortality.

He strolled up to the large white door—the river entrance—and rang the front doorbell. George had more than enough money for servants, though they never stayed around long. Jack was never sure if they quit, or if he ate them. 

Songbirds trilled from a nearby ash tree, and Jack smoothed his rumpled clothes. Hunger speared his gut, and he was desperate for fresh meat to replenish himself. 

After a long wait, George pulled open the door. A slight man with a large nose, he scrunched up his small eyes whenever he encountered sunlight. Since he never left his house, it seemed to blind him. He smiled, exposing stubby white teeth. “Jack. Please come in. The scrying mirror told me you’d be coming, of course,” he guffawed. 

Everyone Jack had ever met who’d studied at Eton College had the same nasal laugh. It must have resulted from several centuries of passing along the irritating mannerism from one generation of black-suited schoolboys to the next. 

Jack smiled. “Of course. I never need to announce my visits with you.” George’s alchemical expertise extended far beyond his own. 

George pulled the door open wider, motioning for Jack to enter. “It’s always good to have a fellow philosopher here. Come with me to the drawing room.”

Jack followed him through a Georgian hallway, large enough that it could double as a ballroom. Portraits of Percy ancestors hung on the walls. 

George’s black shoes clacked across the floor as he led Jack into a vast living room. Blood red walls reached twenty feet high, and alcoves held busts of great philosophers from the past. A bearded John Dee gazed pensively heavenward, and the Wizard Earl himself glowered at tall windows on the opposite side. 

“Admiring my brother, are you?” George sat on a crimson loveseat. “I was the lucky recipient of all of his spell books, you know, after King James locked him in the Tower.” Another chuckle forced itself through his nose. “Please, sit.” He motioned to an antique white sofa across from him. 

Jack sat, steeling himself for the inevitable barrage of pointless stories. “Percy Plantation looks beautiful, as always.”

George licked his teeth, looking around thoughtfully. “I did have servants. But what’s the point? Spells can do the cleaning for me.” He squinted at his fingernails, chewed to stubs. “Sometimes I think I should get a wife. A pretty little thing to amuse me.” He’d been saying that for hundreds of years, but women terrified him. 

Jack arched an eyebrow. Humor him. “A wife would suit you.”

George widened his beady eyes. “You’re good with women. Women love you. You must teach me how you charm them.” He swallowed, his body suddenly rigid. “I just don’t know if women understand what I’ve been through. Do you know what it was like in Jamestown?”

Jack shook his head. Here we go. “I can’t imagine.”

George leaned forward, his thin lips quivering. “I was the governor. They relied on me to lead them. And I did. But the savages surrounded us, threatening to kill us. And the colonists didn’t want to farm. The King sent us with a bunch of bloody jewelers. What were we supposed to do with jewelers?” Another nasal guffaw, like a ship’s horn. “They thought we’d find rivers of gold in the New World. But there was nothing here but death, disease, and starvation.” He shot Jack a pointed look. “It was before I had the spell books.”

Jack nodded solemnly. “The world is fortunate you survived.” He was going to talk about the shoe next.

“The starving time, they call it. I’ll never forget it. There I was, a direct descendant of Sir Harry Hotspur, trying to eat through my own leather shoe.” A mirthless chuckle escaped his lips. “We were a bunch of desperate skeletons, slowly going mad.” He sank into the sofa, his eyes tearing up. “And then we ate Rebecca. Only fourteen, she must have been. So pretty. Would have made a nice wife.”

“Right. But you had to eat her.” Maybe there was some way to hurry this along. 

George’s face brightened. “Yes, that’s true. We had to. The colonists were halfway in the grave, and I was their caretaker, being of superior breeding.” He nodded thoughtfully. “That filthy colonist John Smith had spent time with the Báthory family in Hungary. It was there he learned that human flesh and blood could revitalize a person. So, we did what we had to do.” A grin creased his face as he stared out the window. “And it did make me feel alive.” He sighed and pulled out his pocket watch, tracing his fingers over the back. “It was lucky my brother’s spell books helped me refine things, so that we might be young and vigorous, like wild stallions.” He looked at Jack with a simple smile. “A new wife would be proud to call me her husband, robust as I am.”

“I don’t doubt it. Speaking of watches—” Jack pulled his own out of his pocket. “—mine isn’t working so well. I can’t control the hunger.” 

He could see by George’s glazed eyes that he was still lost in Jamestown, and the pseudo-Earl tucked his feet further under himself. “Pryse, the scoundrel’s name was. He blamed the gods for our misfortunes, raving through the dirt streets that we’d been abandoned. He got what was coming to him. The gods sent a wolf to destroy him. Ripped open his bowels in the wood when he was searching for berries.” He flared his nostrils. “One thing you can’t lose is your dignity, no matter what happens. I know that better than anyone.”

Jack raised his eyebrows. “It’s fortunate you were able to keep your wits, Lord Percy.” Another lie. Anyone but George himself could see there had never been a Pryse. Just an insane Percy, ranting in the dirt when the depredations had broken his spirit. Really, his unconscious should have come up with a more subtle alias.  

The Earl blinked his small brown eyes as though waking. “What were you saying?”

Jack’s stomach churned with hunger, as though he were being eaten by a wolf himself. He forced his most charming smile. “I’m having a bit of trouble with my watch. I can’t control the hunger anymore. And then there was the succubus.”

George smirked. “Pretty one, was she? Almost makes it worth the draining.”

Jack rubbed the bridge of his nose, marshaling his patience. “You know, I still haven’t seen the wretched demon.” 

“Hand it over.” George held out his hand, suddenly alert. “Do you have any other important business in the area?”

Finally, we’re getting somewhere. He dropped the watch in the Earl’s hand. “I do, actually. I think I have a masked ball to attend, once I’m feeling myself again. But I have a suspicion I may need some extra strength for it. There might be a bit of trouble.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Thomas




Thomas lay flat on the chipped stone, his arms trembling with fatigue. He’d managed to sleep for a few hours, waking with a throbbing pain in his head in the bright daylight. Dried blood crusted around his fingernails, a relic of his attempt to smash through the floor in a frenzy of metal against stone. He’d managed to bash in the Scorpio mark, but that was as far as his iron bar had taken him.  

Seven points… The rhythm of the words still called to him, fainter now. He rubbed his eyes, sitting up against the wall. There was a pattern here. He just had to find it. Panic rattled him as he wondered if the arrow on the Scorpio sign had pointed to something important. He’d lost it now. 

He needed to check the floor stones again. He must have missed a clue. Eirenaeus wouldn’t have left that mark unless there was a reason. He rubbed a hand over his mouth. He couldn’t remember anymore why he was so certain Eirenaeus had left the Scorpio mark, but he had nothing else to go on.

He crawled over the floor, searching every damp inch of stone. His heart raced when he found a hatch mark by the window, and then two more on nearby stones. The other sides of the room had a similar pattern. The smashed stone would have been the final marking in this circle.

He stood and spun in a circle, his hands joined behind his neck. Did Eirenaeus make these hatch marks? Or did I? There were twelve marks in all—twelve, like the signs of the zodiac. His breath rattled in his lungs, strained in the stale air. Eirenaeus was communicating through the zodiac somehow. I need to remember everything I know about the zodiac. 

Seven points. Seven towers. Seven gods. His pulse raced. In the ancient geocentric model of the universe, there’d been seven planets that orbited the earth. Each had ruled a different metal. His own sign, Scorpio, was ruled by Mars. And Mars rules iron. The Iron Tower. Scorpio represents the Iron Tower. And Leo is the sun—gold. Leo is the Gold Tower.

 He crossed the cell, dropping to his knees to stare at the zodiac wheel. At least two of the towers were named for metals. His chest fluttered as the pattern spoke to him. He ran his fingers over the chiseled lines. 

Each of the seven towers was represented by one of the points and its corresponding star sign. The engraving told him the relationship of the towers to each other. If he was in the Iron Tower, then the Gold Tower—the Leo sign—was just to his left. The zodiac wheel is a coded map of the Fortress. He nearly whooped with joy. The lines weren’t latitudes and longitudes. They represented hidden connections between the towers. 

He hugged himself, shivering. Seven and twelve. It’s the sevens, the sevens and twelves. Seventy-twelve. Selvin. “Focus, Thomas!” The mental static was rising again.

His throat had never been this sore before. It was like he’d swallowed a bag of nails. Rubbing his swollen glands, he tried to remember all the connections between the star signs, planets, and metals. Virgo goes with Mercury and quicksilver, and Pisces goes with Jupiter and—maybe tin. He couldn’t quite get them all, but it didn’t matter. He only needed a few.

He ran to the window, stumbling over a pewter cup of water. Despite its proximity, there wasn’t a direct path from the Iron Tower to the gold. At least not according to his map. He needed to get to the Pisces—the Tin Tower across the way, and then make a sharp left to double back. 

His chest swelled, filling his lungs with musty air. He knew how to navigate the tunnels to the Gold Tower. But he had no idea how to get into the tunnels. His plan to smash through the Scorpio rock was an abject failure. 

He balled his fists. Why is Eirenaeus making this difficult? Wanker. 

“Eirenaeus!” he shouted, banging his hands against the iron window bars, so hard his palms throbbed. “Eirenaeus! You can just tell me in words! You don’t need to use signs and hatch marks and lines in the sodding wall, you seventeenth-century twat!” He pivoted, pacing the floor. He threw back his head and laughed. It felt good to hurl insults, even if no one was listening. “Eirenaeus!” His voice was hoarse. “You cryptic tosser! You gold-making leprechaun bell-end!” He doubled over with laughter. There was something inherently funny about leprechauns. 

He straightened, his mirth fading. The sun was setting, and he was still here, locked in this cell. And in a few days, he’d be drowned in a vat of charmed liquid. Gold. Gold. Gold. This word alone demanded his attention now. He rubbed a hand over his hair. Eirenaeus had found a way to make gold from lead, the crowning achievement of any philosopher. “The Great Work,” he muttered. “Changing lead into gold.”

A smile crept over his face. Eirenaeus didn’t make his escape through the stone marked with the Scorpio sign. It would have been Leo—the gold sign. His pulse racing, Thomas stepped along the edges of the room, starting with the shattered Scorpio stone. He walked clockwise, counting the hatch marks until he found the one that corresponded with Leo. The gold stone.

Heart hammering, he picked up the iron bar, and once again bashed into the stone. This time, the stone gave way.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Fiona




Dr. Mellior finished a final slurping spoonful of his cucumber soup—a light lunch, as usual. He folded his long fingers in front of his chest and stared over the rims of his glasses. Fiona’s stomach rumbled. She could murder someone for a slice of pizza right now.

By the doctor’s side, Mrs. Ranulf scanned the students with a tight-lipped smile. 

The doctor cleared his throat. “Today should be a joyous occasion, with the masquerade tonight. But I think we should discuss the elephant in the room. We’ve lost two students to the dark forces. There are only seven of you now.” His shirt was a sickly green color, like the pale green of hospital walls.

Jonah scratched his cheek. “Do you really think Connor was a terrorist though? I mean, I’ve known the guy for a while.”

“Do you think Connor is a terrorist?” asked Dr. Mellior.

Jonah hunched his shoulders. “Yeah, I guess, if you think he is.”

Dr. Mellior nodded. His chair creaked as he leaned back. “As unfortunate as it is, a smaller family can be a closer family.” 

Alan’s spoon clanged as he dropped it in his bowl. “But where have you taken them?”

“That’s none of your concern, Alan Wong,” Mrs. Ranulf snapped. Her red dress matched the rubies in her chalice pendant.

Alan continued to glare, and Fiona had the uncomfortable feeling that he wasn’t going to back down. 

“I thought we were going to talk about the elephant in the room,” said Alan. “The elephant is that you kidnapped two teenagers based on rumors and superstition, and you’re holding them somewhere without a trial.”

Mrs. Ranulf pointed at Alan. “You people think you can come into our country—”

The psychiatrist shot her a hard look, and silence descended.

Munroe shrugged. “Who cares where the witches are? If they’re trying to destroy our way of life, they should be killed.” She pursed her plum-colored lips.

Fiona’s bile rose. Killed? She wanted to jump over the table and smash Munroe’s perfect face into the remains of her cucumber soup. 

Dr. Mellior pushed up his glasses, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Let’s take a step back. The circetomaniacs are receiving appropriate treatment for their condition as determined by our new laws. Their location is a secret for your own good. They are dangerous until rehabilitated. If they can be rehabilitated.”

 “Not everyone can,” Munroe’s mother added. “The evil runs too deep in some, and we deal with them in our own way.” 

 Fiona swallowed hard. What way? By Munroe’s side, Tobias’s expression betrayed nothing, his face and shoulders a mask of composure. Only his dark eyes hinted at unease, darting to the door every few seconds. He was waiting for something—Fiona was sure of it. Munroe inched closer to him, a pale hand edging toward his arm. 

Mrs. Ranulf’s lips twitched in a tight-lipped smile. “Now let’s not ruin our lunch with all of this negative energy. Mr. Ranulf will arrive soon, and we all have tonight’s party to prepare for. They’re setting up tents and tables in the back gardens as we speak. I trust you’ve all completed your masks?”

Fiona nodded, schooling her face into a pleasant expression. I’ll have to glue some more flowers on that piece of crap later. 

“And you’ve all found outfits?” Munroe’s mother continued, crumpling up her napkin and tossing it into her bowl.

Munroe smiled. “I found a suit for Tobias that will fit him perfectly. He’s going to look amazing. He’ll be fire, and I’ll be ice.” 

Fiona suppressed a groan. An ice princess. Of course.

Sadie beamed. “She looks amazing in her gown. I’m going as ice also.”

 Munroe frowned. “You can’t be ice. That’s my idea. I’ll lend you my blue gown. You can be water.” Her gray eyes swerved to Fiona. “You’re probably the wrong shape for my dresses, sorry.” 

And there was that soup-smashing image again. 

“What are you wearing, Fiona?” Mrs. Ranulf cocked her head. “You can’t wear one of your cartoon T-shirts.” 

 “I have a wildflower theme planned. But I don’t have a dress.”

Mrs. Ranulf waved a hand. “You can look through the clothing trunks in the basement. There are some suits down there for the boys, and my mother-in-law left some of her dresses.” A breathy laugh. “God knows what they look like, but they’ll be better than a cat shirt.” 

“Sounds good, Mrs. Ranulf,” Fiona managed. Forcing a smile, she imagined, for a moment, that the mystery spell might turn all the Ranulfs into rats. 

*   *   *

Fiona stood in front of the mirror in her room. She’s spent fifteen minutes rooting around in a trunk in the basement, digging through ruffled orange and pink monstrosities, before she’d grabbed an unassuming beige dress. If she couldn’t wear something pretty, at least she’d wear something bland. 

As she stared at herself, she wondered if she should have gone for one of the frilly, pumpkin-colored dresses. Her gown smelled of mothballs, and the hem sagged midway down her calves. It had no waist, lending her the appearance of a soggy teabag. A teabag wearing sneakers. If Mariana had been here, they could have had a good laugh about this. She suddenly missed her friend terribly. 

She gripped her hairbrush. This isn’t about dresses and parties. The masquerade would provide the perfect opportunity to search the premises while all the Purgators were distracted. And Mrs. Ranulf’s behavior the other night suggested she could be easily distracted in the presence of cocktails. 

Just as she was trying to brush her unruly hair into submission, someone knocked on her door, pushing it open without waiting for an answer. 

Munroe stood in the doorway. Fiona froze, hairbrush hovering. Munroe wore a delicate, pale blue gown of sheer silk tulle. Her limbs showed through the fabric. Embroidered white leaves snaked around her body, strategically preventing her from revealing anything too scandalous. 

She leaned against the doorway and folded her arms, looking Fiona up and down. “That’s what you decided on? Is this some sort of a joke?”

Fiona gripped her brush, ready to hurl it into Munroe’s face. “It’s vintage, actually.”

“What are you dressed as? A paper bag someone left out in the rain?” She tilted her head. “A bag lady! How appropriate.” The peal of laughter was like nails on a chalkboard.

“You’re so funny, Munroe. I can’t wait to join your robotic housewife cult.”

“It’s not a cult,” she snapped. “It’s an ancient religion, and we’ve been protecting people from witchcraft for thousands of years.”

“Yeah, well, you can’t tell a witch from a hole in the ground.” It was out of her mouth before she could stop it.

“What are you even talking about?”

Fiona threw down the brush. She began twisting her hair into tidier curls. “Nothing.” 

“You’re not mad that Tobias is my date, are you? But you can’t possibly think he likes you in that way.”

A flicker of amusement warmed Fiona’s face. Poor thing. She doesn’t realize he’s only using her for information. “Mad? Why would I be mad?”

“I see the way you look at him. Anyone can see it.”

After working her fingers through her curls, her hair was looking better, at least. She rummaged through Mariana’s makeup, pulling out a tube of ruby red lipstick. “Why are you here, Munroe?” She filled in the crown of her lips.

“Sadie and I are going to be doing our hair and makeup soon, and my mom said I had to invite you to join us.” 

“No thanks. I’d rather jam a sharpened toothbrush in my eye than listen to Sadie deliberate for two hours about eyeliner.”

“Just as well.” She flicked her hair behind a shoulder. “My mom seems to think you’re something pretty special, but I can’t for the life of me figure out why. And I don’t really know if hair and makeup is going to save…” She waved her hand at Fiona’s outfit. “…whatever is going on there. You might want to take another look in the basement.” 




















CHAPTER FORTY

Thomas




Thomas pulled himself through Eirenaeus’ tunnel on his elbows, his arms aching from breaking through the stone floor in his cell. The air was dry and stale. Stirring up dust, he tried not to cough while he squirmed though the narrow canal. There was no light here, just darkness and claustrophobia.

Jagged pieces of stone jabbed into his back. Couldn’t a brilliant philosopher like Eirenaeus have come up with a better escape route? Not that he wasn’t thankful. He was out of the cell. Maybe he’d suffocate in dirt—maybe even run into the mummified remains of old Eirenaeus while he was in here. But as long as he could stay out of the guards’ sights, he could escape a grisly fate in Lullaby Square. 

The passage narrowed, and a rough chunk of stone trapped his shoulder. “Bloody hell,” he choked out. He closed his eyes, suddenly overcome by the feeling that he would remain trapped in this hole. His every breath would deplete the oxygen. Think calming thoughts. Think of gardens and the seaside…

But his mind was still full of sevens. When he was seven, his mother had left him in the car on a trip to the seaside. It was one of her quests. She’d parked by the beach, the air thick with salt. She’d said it would only be a few minutes—one of the angels was coming for her, and she had to greet him by the ocean. The angel would unlock her powers as the gatekeeper. 

Thomas had stayed in the car all night, growing cold and thirsty. His stomach had rumbled, and he’d needed a blanket. I was too scared to get out. Every time the reeds rustled in the wind, I crammed further into the footwell. He’d calmed himself by reciting all the names of sea creatures he could remember. 

The next morning, his mother had stumbled back, defeated. All she’d said was, “I got the message wrong,” and they’d driven back to London in a stifling silence. 

“The gatekeeper,” he croaked. “Is that what I’m doing? A fool’s errand?” No, that’s something different. That one isn’t real. I’m in a magical fortress. The thought that the magical fortress was real was so ridiculous that a laugh escaped him. Of course. The magical fortress is real. His chest shook with laughter, and the rock scratched his shoulder. 

His laughter dried up. This tunnel could collapse at any moment. He inched back again, muscles throbbing, and then rested on his forearms. What I wouldn’t give for a pint right now. 

He had to press on. Oswald was still somewhere in the Iron Tower, suffering God-knew-what. At least that twat Asmodeus had given him a useful nugget of information when he’d gleefully informed Thomas his companion remained imprisoned.  

He rolled onto his back, sucking in his chest before squeezing his arms over his head. Using his feet, he pressed himself through the narrow gap, hands first. The rocks scraped at his skin, tearing his clothes. His body felt hot and cold at the same time, and the rough tunnel walls were like nails on his exposed flesh. 

Creeping forward, his fingertips grazed something smooth and flat in his path. A marble flagstone. He’d come to the end of the escape route. Now he only had to hope that no one would see him crawl out. He twisted back onto his stomach, and then edged further toward the stone. He flattened his palms and, with all his remaining strength, pushed it forward. It landed with a cracking sound—rock hitting rock. He froze. Did anyone hear? How could they not hear that?

He waited, listening for guards. But he heard only the wind whistling against the tower walls outside. No light shone into the tunnel from the opening.

He crawled forward, extending his arms to feel around outside the tunnel as he emerged. A stone floor lay a foot below the opening. Pulling himself out on aching arms, he tumbled onto the floor. He inhaled deeply. The air was free from dust here, but there was a stale smell, as if the space had been unused for a long time. He smiled and threw back his head. Still on his knees, he mouthed the words, “Thank you, Eirenaeus.”

He stood, stretching his hand into the darkness to feel a cold stone wall. He stumbled as the floor disappeared below his foot for a moment. He gripped the wall, steadying himself as his foot landed lower. He was in the dark landing of a stairwell. 

Up or down? He still had to find Oswald in this tower. And torture chambers were rarely in the penthouse suites. He ran his hands along the dusty walls as he descended. The stairwell must be the forgotten architecture left over from before they’d built the portals. He shambled down over the uneven stairs, one story after another. The wind must have picked up outside, and it howled against the tower walls. It seemed to grow louder the further he descended.

 How many sea creatures could he name? He gritted his teeth. I don’t need to do that now. I need to stay focused on finding Oswald.

There was something unnatural about the sound of the wind. It sounded—almost human. A cold sweat beaded his forehead. It was human. It was Oswald. 




















CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Thomas




Oswald’s cries pierced through a heavy wooden door to the stairwell, and the sound made his knees buckle. In the darkness, he grappled around for a doorknob. He found none, only a locked metal latch on the door. He slid the latch across—slowly, so no one would hear—and pushed on the door. There were no windows here, only a few guttering candles that cast flickering shadows over the grimy walls. As his eyes adjusted, Thomas saw a figure standing in a bare stone room. 

The man wore black robes, and he gripped something in his hand, pointing it at a table. Thomas’s heart stumbled when he moved closer. Oswald lay on the table, his back arched in agony. His wrists and feet were bound with iron manacles, and his anguished groans echoed off the stone ceiling. 

Thomas tiptoed closer, eyeing Oswald’s torturer. It was Asmodeus, using some kind of knife on his flesh. He held it in the coals of a brazier before bringing it back to Oswald. Jesus Christ.

“It’s interesting to do this without magic,” the Theurgeon cooed. “Most Theurgeons don’t like to get their hands dirty, but I thought it would be a bit of fun.”

An anguished cry tore from Oswald, and the candlelight wavered over his contorted features. He wrenched his eyes open wide, staring at the ceiling. To do this without magic… That meant even Asmodeus’s magic didn’t work here, which gave Thomas a fighting chance.

A wooden rack of sharp metal instruments lay on the floor near the Theurgeon. Among them were long iron rods, pointed at the end. I don’t even want to know what those are for. Thomas crouched, his breath catching in his throat as he stooped to pick one of them up, taking care not to rattle the rack.

Asmodeus’s attention remained riveted on his victim. He tutted. “I’ve fouled up the N.” 

 Thomas rose, bar in hand, and crept closer to Asmodeus. Oswald’s blue eyes shifted toward him, wide with disbelief. When Thomas was just inches away, Asmodeus turned, his face blanching at the bar raised over his head. He brought it down on the torturer’s skull with his full force. The Theurgeon crumpled to the floor. Thomas knelt, searching his robes until he found a set of keys tied around his waist. He untied the knot and scrambled up.

Rage burned through Thomas at the sight of Oswald. Bruises covered the young philosopher’s body. One eye was swollen shut, and blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. His collarbone jutted out, its jagged edge piercing the skin near his shoulder. And across his chest, seared into his skin, was the word RAGMAN, the last three letters crammed together. Oswald’s lungs heaved, and he winced, his eyes closed, as though waiting for another burn.

“Oswald,” Thomas whispered, trying to jam a key into the lock. It didn’t fit.

Oswald’s body twitched at the sound. He hadn’t believed that Thomas was real.

“Oswald. It’s me. Thomas.” He tried another key. Relief flooded him as it slid into the keyhole. He unlocked the shackles with a clink.

The Ragman’s blue eyes opened, locking on Thomas’s in shock. The corner of his lip twitched in something like a smile, and his eyes glistened. “You’re real…”

Thomas shifted to unlock Oswald’s ankles, and then stuffed the keys into his trousers. They might come in useful later. “I found a way out of my cell. Eirenaeus left a code. There were seven—” He shook his head. His throat tightened when he looked at the young man. How many bones had been broken? “It doesn’t matter. I can get us into an abandoned stairwell. Can you move?”

Oswald closed his eyes and swallowed. With effort, he rolled onto an elbow, the shackles clanking to the floor as he shifted. He wavered, unable to sit up on his own until Thomas supported his back. Oswald shifted his legs so his feet rested on the floor, and stared at the crumpled body of his tormentor. “Dead?”

“I don’t know. But definitely unconscious.”

“Check,” he croaked. He swayed against the edge of the table, his right arm tucked up by his chest. 

Thomas crouched, rolling Asmodeus’s body so it faced the ceiling. The Theurgeon’s jaw hung open. Thomas placed two fingers on the man’s neck, finding a pulse. “Still alive.”

“Fix that,” Oswald croaked.

“Why?”

“Erelong he wakens and sends wardens usward.”

“Right.” Oswald had reverted to his dialect, but Thomas got the meaning. Asmodeus risked sounding the alarm if they left him alive. Thomas picked up the knife that lay on the floor, the blade still hot from the branding. Swallowing hard, he held it next to the Theurgeon’s neck, watching the blood pulse through a purple vein beneath translucent skin.

Oswald cradled his shattered arm. “Go on!”

Thomas’s heart raced. “Do I just—” He pulled back his hand. “I just jam it in to his neck?”

Oswald released a deep sigh. Wincing, he lowered himself to the ground.

Thomas ran a hand over his forehead. “I’m a boxer, not an assassin.”

Oswald grimaced as he reached the ground. “Give it here.” Using his good arm, he grabbed the knife. He brought his arm back before thrusting it under Asmodeus’s ribs. He must have killed him almost instantly, because when he yanked it out again, the blood pooled instead of sprayed. Thomas’s stomach twisted. 

Oswald wiped the knife on his trousers. “We can use this for attack spells if ever the wardens follow.” He reached up, gripping the edge of the table. He hoisted himself up with a grunt. He wasn’t putting any weight on one of his legs—probably broken, too. “Let’s not straggle.” 

“Right.” Thomas rose, his head swimming. He crossed to Oswald. “Lean on me. It’ll be faster.”

Grunting, Oswald draped his good arm over Thomas’s shoulder, and they staggered toward the stairwell.

Thomas closed the heavy wooden door behind them and groped around in the darkness until Oswald called up a sphere of foxfire. 

He wasn’t sure how Oswald would react to his plan, but it wasn’t as though the young Ragman had many options. 

Oswald had to hop down each step, and Thomas faltered, struggling to keep upright. “We need to get to Celia.”

Oswald froze on the steps. “What?” he spat out. “You trust that loathsome pearl-licker?”

“We don’t exactly have a wealth of options. If we don’t leave Maremount, we’ll be murdered as soon as we get into Lullaby Square.”

“We can slip through the sewers,” he managed. “They join the under dungeons.”

 “A, I don’t know how to get to the under dungeons. And B, the sewers will come out within the city walls. There will be guards all over, and you can’t even walk.”  

“Thou ’ad better left me with Asmodeus.”

Thomas tried to swallow, but his throat was like sandpaper. “Look, Celia sent me a note saying she could get us out of Maremount if we can get to her in the Gold Tower. You said yourself, she’s a prisoner too. She’s convinced her family that she’s mentally deranged—an imbecile. She’s obviously feigning idiocy out of fear and wants out of here as much as we do.”

Oswald grunted, hobbling down another stair while gripping Thomas. “Fine. But I only agree since thou ha’ the token. We’ll need a monstrous strong spell to fix it.”

The token? Panic snaked through him, and his neck throbbed. Now he understood why he felt like he’d been murdered and brought back to life by a shabby necromancer. I have the bloody bubonic plague.




















CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Fiona




Fiona swatted at a mosquito buzzing around her shoulders, stepping along the main garden path in her soggy-teabag dress. Her mask was pushed up on the top of her head, wilting flowers glued to its surface. It already smelled of decay. Maybe she’d change her costume idea from “crazy Victorian hooker” to “freshly dug grave.” Or why not combine the two? Freshly buried hooker. 

She squinted in the warm afternoon light, peeking over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching. She, Tobias, and Alan were going to try out the spells from the spell book, in case any of them granted powers that would help in finding Mariana. Maybe we’ll luck out and get super strength, or a locator spell, or some sort of truth-telling charm that will force Mrs. Ranulf to spill the beans. 

Between the gardens and the river, where soft grasses usually rustled, little round tables surrounded a dance floor. Servants bustled around, setting up candles and flowers, and some brought trays of food out to banquet tables along the gardens’ edges. 

A seagull squawked overhead—her mother’s favorite animal. A good omen, perhaps?

A few guests had already begun to trickle in, and they lingered by the paths through the gardens. A large man dressed as a medieval knight wore a silver mask with a red feather, his broad shoulders covered in chainmail. A tall, lithe woman wore a lilac dress with a bodice made to look like a butterfly, and a swooping feathered mask to match, inset with blue jewels. She looked stunning among the orange and yellow wildflowers. Fiona tried not to meet anyone’s eye, hoping she could go unnoticed in her fresh grave ensemble. 

From the gardens, she crossed toward the magnolia trees and approached the copse where the willow grew, its leaves in full bloom. 

Tobias and Alan awaited her, already dressed in their suits. Alan had borrowed a chocolate brown suit, complete with a waistcoat, a pale gold shirt, and a maroon tie. He held his arms out to the side, gripping his wolverine mask in one hand. “The basement trunks were good to me.” He adjusted his tie. “I sort of wish this was a cravat, though.” 

She let out a low whistle. “You look amazing.” She looked down at her own shapeless dress. “I think the basement trunks have a vendetta against me.” 

By Alan’s side, Tobias leaned against a tree in a perfectly tailored, charcoal gray suit. He wore a white shirt with no tie, and a red handkerchief poked out of his breast pocket, its color a perfect match for the fiery mask slung around his neck. When she glanced at him, he shot her a half-smile and pulled on his mask to show her his full ensemble. It covered his eyebrows and nose, though the lower half of his face was uncovered. His mask was gorgeous—red, orange and yellow feathers woven together to look like tendrils of flame, and a few black and red gems along the eyeholes that looked like smoldering embers. His dark eyes smiled in the mask. The red feathers brought out the warm tones in his chestnut eyes. “And you look…” She swallowed. “Fantastic.”

“Thank you.” He pulled off his mask again. “I like your red lips.”

She raised her brows, settling down on the felled tree trunk. Well, he’s from Maremount. He probably doesn’t know how to give a normal compliment. She stared at him, maybe a little too long, before narrowing her eyes. “Is that what Munroe picked out for you? How did she know your exact size?”

He shrugged. “She measured me.”

Heat rose in Fiona’s chest. “She measured you? Like, with her hands?” 

“Guys?” Alan interrupted. “We need to get on with the spells.”

Fiona closed her eyes, inwardly cursing herself. “Right. Sorry.” Why do I care? Munroe’s roving hands are not important right now. 

Tobias pulled the spells out of his pocket, stepping across the clearing to hand them to Fiona. “Your diction is perfect, and these spells are new to me. I think you should try them out first.” He sat next to her on the trunk. “I’ve been translating them. From what I can tell, one of them is about a feast, and the other is about a spirit, but I have no idea what they really do. With any luck, one of them will be useful.”

“The feast seems like a safe starting point.” Alan rubbed his stomach. “If nothing else, I’m desperate for some real food.”

She plucked the spell from Tobias’s hands, tracing the tips of her fingers over the fragile, yellowed page, entranced by the looping Angelic letters. After taking a deep breath, she carefully sounded out the words. The aura rippled over her skin, raising the hair on her arms. At the spell’s end, the Fury’s agonized howl rose in the distance, and the clearing began to change.

The fallen trunk began to tremble, and Fiona jumped up, gasping as the tree transformed into a long banquet table. Moss and lichens transformed into a gold and green embroidered tablecloth. From the fabric, wooden bowls and plates bloomed with food: a spread of cheese, fruit, and marigold tarts, chicken and goose roasted in butter and spices, boiled eggs, and rows of succulent pies. 

Fiona inhaled above a dish of stewed trout. “I smell a butter and white wine sauce.”

Alan’s hand was already reaching for one of the meat plates. 

“It’s an actual feast.” Fiona stepped closer, her mouth watering. Dishes continued to appear, covering every surface of the large banquet table.

“Apparently they didn’t have this spell in Jamestown. Or they wouldn’t have eaten each other.” Alan bit into a spiced sausage. “Damn. This is a million times better than the cucumber soup.”

Fiona stared as blossoms sprung up in the copse around them—curling ivy with vibrant pink flowers. And as she watched them grow, her soggy teabag dress began to transform into satin—a burnt amber color that extended down to her feet. Her neckline plunged, and she could feel the air on her shoulders as the back plummeted to just above her tailbone. The dress cinched in at the waist, fitting her figure perfectly.

“Fiona, your dress!” Alan grinned.

A long necklace snaked over her shoulders, joining in front of her bellybutton and sprouting a teardrop-shaped pendant inset with diamonds. Her sneakers transformed into delicate gold heels. She pulled off her mask, staring as it shimmered into a pale gold tulle with ribbons, and vibrant wildflowers blossomed from its sides. In a final scintillating flash, rings shaped like curling plants flourished on her fingers. She smiled. Munroe would be furious. 

Tobias stepped toward her, his eyes wide. Both of the boys had stopped eating to gape at her.

She twirled, intentionally giving them a view of her exposed back. “It’s not the most useful spell, but at least I have a proper dress.” Her only complaint was that the outfit came with narrow high heels that pinched her ankles and toes. She yanked them off. “I love whoever wrote this spell. But these shoes are for chumps.”

A ghost of a smile crossed Tobias’s lips. “You look extraordinary.”

Before she could reply, a clanging noise from the table caught her attention. The crust on one of the pies was quivering—bulging.

Alan started toward it. “The pie. It’s alive.”

“What is that?” Fiona stared, edging closer.

A tiny bird’s beak stabbed through the crust, trying to hatch itself from the pie. They stared as a small, furious blackbird burst through in a spray of flaky crust, taking flight. Four more followed, and Fiona stepped back, watching them squawk and flap out of the pastry.

Fiona arched an eyebrow at Alan. “Still hungry?”

“Kind of, yeah.” He picked up a chicken wing, biting into it. “Oh God. It’s really good. Dead, too.”

Fiona picked up a cranberry tart, her stomach rumbling. “I’m going to eat this while we do the other spell. I can multitask.”

She took a bite, watching Tobias tear into a thick slice of ham on fresh bread. She still had an odd feeling about him—it was almost as though half his mind had been left in Maremount. He didn’t seem to be fully present most of the time. Maybe a truth-telling spell would come in useful for him, too.

She finished the tart in a few bites and grabbed an unpeeled egg as Tobias handed her the second spell.

She looked it over. “Something to do with a spirit, you said. What’s our plan if it calls up a demon of some kind?"

Tobias took another bite of his sandwich. “You two run. I’ll take care of it.”

Alan wrinkled his forehead. “Getting a bit cocky these days, aren’t we?”

Tobias gave him an irritated look. “I’m a trained demon-fighter.”

Alan was unable to suppress an eye-roll. 

Fiona ignored them, focusing on the Angelic. Once again, she pieced together the sounds until the aura tingled over her skin. She tensed, momentarily anticipating a demon bursting forth from the ground. 

But it wasn’t the ground that started shifting. It was the egg clutched in her left hand.

Grimacing, she lifted it closer to her face. “Guys. Something is happening to the egg.” Thin white arms sprouted from its side, and humanoid features formed on its surface—two large, blinking eyes. She felt queasy as a mouth formed on the shell, and she shoved the creature into Alan’s hand. “This is disturbing.”

Alan held it up, and the egg coughed, rubbing its eyes with its tiny white fists. “Hark! What now, sir?” He had a surprisingly gravelly voice for an egg.

Alan stared at the creature in his hand. “Um, hello.” He looked up at Fiona and Tobias. “I don’t think this is going to help us.”

The egg folded its arms. “Pray, how d’you mean help, sir?”

Alan’s eyes opened wider. “The… you know. Egg with a face. We’re trying to find some sort of spell that will help us locate our friend. She’s lost.”

The egg winked. “Lost her virtue? Ravished by a rake? A cockle-brained—”

“No,” Alan interrupted. “The Purgators took her.”

It waved its arms. “A French pox on them!”

Alan crossed to the table, placing the egg down gently next to a pudding. The egg continued to rant. “A mistress is like a rum flip. One sip—”

“These spells are duds,” said Alan. “We need a new plan.”

Fiona raised a finger. “Mrs. Ranulf was wasted the other night.”

Alan frowned. “Drunk? When?”

“When I was sitting on top of Tobias.” Heat rose in her cheeks as they both stared at her. “I mean, when we snuck up to the holding cell. She was stumbling all over the place with a pink cocktail. And she had the key around her neck. If there hadn’t been red dust everywhere, I could have snatched it right from her.”

Alan grinned, nodding slowly. “So we need to make sure she stays near the cocktails tonight. And then someone needs to get her alone.” He turned to Tobias. “Any chance you can charm the older Ranulf lady as well as you charmed the younger?”

Tobias was squinting at the river and didn’t respond. Fiona hit his arm. “Are you even listening?”

He held his arm, glancing at Fiona. “Ow. Yes, we need to get her drunk. Don’t worry.”

She frowned. “What do you keep looking for?”

Ignoring her question, he put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find Mariana soon. I can feel it.” His thumb lingered on her neck for a moment, his fingers unnaturally warm. “Just—stay near me at the party. I have to go now.” He said it with conviction, but didn’t move. He wrapped a finger around a curl by the side of her face. “Find me in ten minutes.” He stared into her eyes before turning to stride off though the trees, the breeze ruffling his hair. 

Alan stared after him. “He’s getting weirder. I didn’t think that was possible.”

A gravelly voice shouted. “For what purpose should a woman learn magic, only to grow cuckold’s horns on her husband’s head?” The egg was engaging in some sort of soliloquy, his hands spread wide before an audience of green macarons.

She bit her lower lip. “Everything’s getting weirder.”

Alan plucked a pink flower from the edge of the banquet table and handed it to her. “For you, my virtuous lady.”

Fiona smiled, weaving it into a lock of her hair. She took Alan’s arm to step through the grove toward the party. Despite the humid air, her skin prickled with goosebumps as they crossed toward the gardens. I know there’s something Tobias isn’t telling me. And I have a feeling it’s going to get us both into trouble. 




















CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Fiona




Her arm looped through Alan’s, Fiona hobbled toward the party in her stiff shoes. They slowed their pace as they approached the banquet tables that stood between he gardens and the river. Tobias’s caginess was making her stomach clench. Why did he have to rush off so quickly? And what the hell does he keep looking for?

More guests had trickled in through the gardens, some sitting at the small tables with champagne flutes and plates of h’ors d’oeuvres. None of them seemed to mind the horrific wail emanating from the crypt. 

Iron candelabra stood on the tables, each draped with strings of pearls. In the darkening evening, the tabletops twinkled with the candle’s red, dripping candles.

A string quartet tuned their instruments alongside the dance floor, and above the parquet tiles, colorful, round lanterns dangled from the boughs of magnolias. Strands of tiny white lights glimmered between them. The effect was like tiny planets suspended among the stars. 

As the music swelled, a waltz partially drowned out the mournful wailing of the Fury. 

Fiona squeezed Alan’s arm. “This is amazing. If the Purgators weren’t psychopaths, I think I’d consider joining them.”

Alan pulled his wolverine mask over his face. “Fiona, I’m sure we can get invitations to cool parties without selling our souls to a cult.”

They paused for a moment by a buffet table beset with bowls of fruit, pecans wrapped in prosciutto, and smoked salmon canapés. Fiona attached her mask’s gold ribbons behind her head. When it was secured, they continued further into the gardens, admiring the guests. Up close, the costumes were stunning. Some guests dressed as animals with furry masks like Alan’s, and others as mythical creatures: a harpy in a yellow feathered mask, a mermaid in a sparkling sea-green dress, and a grinning centaur.

They drew closer to the center of the gardens, looking out for Mrs. Ranulf and any cocktails they could usher her way. 

Two men stood conversing by the statue of the chained woman. One wore a goat mask with swooping, bone-colored horns. The other sported a large set of feathered, gray angel wings. The angel turned as they approached, and Fiona’s mouth went dry. He wore a stony, gray-streaked mask that covered the top half of his face. It looked just like the weeping statues in the gardens. Security guards stood on either side of him, and a ruby chalice gleamed from his throat.

When she and Alan had squeezed past him, Fiona inclined her head. “The angel back there. I think that might be Senator Ranulf.”

“Where’s his wife?” whispered Alan.

“Probably waiting for her grand entrance. I imagine Munroe is doing the same.”

The houses’s river entrance opened, and Jonah wandered out, pulling on a gray mask. He wore a rumpled shirt and pants. Earlier, he’d said something about dressing as cement. Sadie followed, clad in one of Munroe’s blue cocktail dresses. She’d painted fat blue raindrops onto her mask, and periwinkle ribbons dangled from her blond ringlets. 

A server with flaxen hair in a bun approached Fiona with a tray of flutes. “Champagne?” she said with a perky smile.

Oh good, no one has told her our ages. Fiona grinned. They could ply Mrs. Ranulf with alcohol all evening. “I’d love some, thanks.” She grabbed two, handing one to Alan.

Jonah was at her side in an instant. “Sweet.” He took two glasses off the tray, handing one to Sadie. “Why not indulge in an evening refreshment, darling?”

Sadie straightened in her best attempt at looking sophisticated. “Of course. Champagne after working in the office all day always calms my sciatica.”

The server gave them a confused smile. “Okay.” She moved on to someone dressed as a blue and gold dragon.

Sadie grinned, taking a slug of wine. “I’m really good at acting older.”

Jonah pushed his mask up on his forehead, eyeing Fiona from head to toe. “You look hot. Like, seriously hot. You found that dress in the basement?”

Sadie jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. 

“It was at the bottom of a trunk.”

“Nice.” He grinned appreciatively before Sadie yanked him toward the dance floor. 

The wooden door swung open again, and Munroe stepped out, arm in arm with Tobias. She looked even more beautiful than before, her pale skin shimmering with opalescent makeup. Her hair was swept up on her head, sparkling with little white crystals. With his warm complexion and flaming mask, Tobias was the perfect fiery complement to her frosty aesthetic. Munroe’s face shined as she slinked into the garden, rubbing Tobias’s upper arm with her palm. In the falling darkness, it took her a moment to notice Fiona. 

Fiona had a sudden temptation to down the champagne, but she resisted. Munroe stepped closer, a hand slithering up Tobias’s sleeve, and the smile fell from her face. Her eyes blazed. “Where did you get that dress?” she hissed.

Alan answered for her. “The basement. Same place I got my suit.”

“That dress is not from the basement.” Her fingers flew to the silky fabric at Fiona’s shoulder. “Did you use magic to conjure this? My mother will have to hear about it.”

It took all of her self control not to throw her champagne in Munroe’s face. “You can tell your mother if you want, but she won’t believe you. She thinks you’re an idiot. And I can’t say I disagree.”

Munroe’s nostrils flared, and an angry blush crept up her chest.

“Not now, Fiona.” Tobias stepped close, his voice a harsh whisper. 

Munroe clenched her teeth. “Yeah, Fiona.” She seemed to think Tobias was her protector.

The sound of a microphone’s feedback broke the tension, and Fiona winced, jamming her fingers in her ears. They’d become more sensitive since she’d learned to transform into a bat.

“If I could have everyone’s attention…” a voice boomed from the microphone. 

With a final glare at Fiona, Munroe tugged at her date’s arm, pulling him toward the dance floor. “My father is about to speak.”

Frowning, Fiona strolled after them, Alan close by her side. He leaned into her and whispered, “Stay focused. The plan is to get Mrs. Ranulf drunk, not to fight with her daughter.”

At the end of the garden path, a small crowd had gathered around the dance floor. The weeping angel stood in the center, colored lanterns glowing against the dark sky above him. “Welcome, everyone!” he boomed into the microphone, his toothy grin a grotesque contrast to the mask’s dark streaks. His back was rod-straight, and he gripped a champagne glass. “I thank you all for coming this evening.”

She looped her arm through Alan’s as they reached the edge of the dance floor. They stood wedged between a golden-feathered phoenix and a red wolf. 

“We are here, of course, to celebrate. Every remaining member of the witch army in Boston has been hunted down and slaughtered. That mission, at least, has been accomplished.” The senator’s guests cheered, and he lifted his glass. “But we are also here to raise money for a worthy cause. With your help, Americans for the Sanguine Brotherhood will help to keep America safe from the threat of witchcraft. There are more evil armies coming. And with the help of my dear wife Vera…” He thrust out a hand. 

The crowd turned to look at Mrs. Ranulf, walking gingerly along the path in a white ball gown. Ivory angel wings arched from her back, and she wore a platinum Georgian-era wig, the curls piled high on her head, glittering with crystals. A smooth, alabaster mask covered the top of her face. 

“With my wife’s help,” the senator continued, “I believe we have recruited some new members to our cause. Tonight, we celebrate not only the recent victory, but the sanguine reawakening!” 

At the last word, a chill rippled over Fiona’s skin. Reawakening? 




















CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Fiona




Alan held out his hand to Fiona as the string quartet launched into a familiar waltz—Strauss, maybe. She clasped his hand, and he guided her across the dance floor with an unexpected grace, his arms outstretched. Her bare feet padded over the tiles. While they twirled, she caught sight of Munroe’s pale hand pulling Tobias as close as she could.

Alan glanced over Fiona’s shoulder. “Mrs. Ranulf is halfway through her drink,” he whispered. “When she’s finished, you should grab another to hand to her. I’ll get the next round.”

“I’m on it. How did you learn to waltz?”

“My mom made me take ballroom dancing in middle school.” 

“Do you know what this piece is called? It’s beautiful.”

He cocked his head. “You know, I think it’s Viennese Blood.”

She shuddered. “Of course.” 

A heavy scent of roses hung in the damp air, mingling with the smell of decaying plants by the river’s edge. Fiona tilted back her head, glancing at the colored lanterns that dangled from the trees.

Alan spun her, and she caught another view of Mrs. Ranulf. Her glass was empty. “Okay, she chugged that one down. Time to find her another.” She pulled away from her dance partner, glancing back at Tobias. He glided across the dance floor with a beaming Munroe. The ice princess was whispering something to him, though his eyes were elsewhere—scanning the river as though he were waiting for someone to roll up in a boat. 

Mrs. Ranulf stood by the edge of the dance floor, engaged in a lively discussion with a man dressed as a fox. The blond server wandered toward Fiona, who grabbed two glasses of a pink cocktail. Mrs. Ranulf’s favorite. 

She sidled up to the fox and the angel, taking a sniff of the drink. It smelled sweet, fruity—and very strong. Unless Mrs. Ranulf has the tolerance of a sailor, a few of these should do the trick. 

When she saw Fiona’s dress, Mrs. Ranulf’s fingers flew to her lips. “Fiona! What a resourceful girl you are. If I’d known such a beautiful dress lay in our basement, I’d have snatched it up myself.”

Fiona grinned broadly. “You couldn’t possibly look any more divine than you already do.”

Mrs. Ranulf’s chest swelled, and she smiled before a frown creased her brow. “Are those alcoholic beverages?”

Fiona feigned embarrassment—a quick laugh and a downward gaze. “Oh. Do these have alcohol? No one told me.”

Her pale eyes glimmering, Mrs. Ranulf plucked the drinks out of Fiona’s hands. “I’ll take those, Miss Forzese.” Her eyes flicked to the fox. “I don’t normally indulge, but someone has to keep these young people out of trouble.”

Fiona eyed the silver chain around Mrs. Ranulf’s neck. The key was nestled in her cleavage. “Well, I guess I’ll get back to the waltz.” She nodded, a smile plastered on her face, and turned back to the dance floor. 

Alan was no longer there, but among the whirling birds, butterflies, and woodland creatures, fire and ice still glided across the dance floor. Fiona’s stomach fluttered. How does Tobias know how to move so gracefully? There’s no way he took ballroom dancing in Maremount. The pair danced closer to the edge of the dance floor, Tobias’s movements both fluid and exact. Munroe’s eyes glowed, but Tobias’s darted around, scanning the trees and the sky—searching for something. He’s waiting for something to happen. 

Munroe shot Fiona a victorious look before they whirled away again into the menagerie of dancers. A breeze chilled Fiona’s bare back. She felt a pang of emptiness, missing her best friend.  

A warm hand brushed her skin. A dark-haired man with a gold mask—beaked, like a bird’s—stepped in front of her. He bowed, holding out his hand. “Care to dance?”

She should say no. She was on a mission, after all. But Mrs. Ranulf was loaded up with two cocktails, and Tobias seemed to be enjoying himself with Munroe. Oh, why not. She grasped his hand, stepping onto the dance floor. His face was completely obscured by the mask, but there was something appealing about his athletic frame. She had the feeling he was younger than most of the guests.

He slipped an arm around her back, and they joined the dancers, whirling through the crowd like eddies in a river. 

She draped her hand over his shoulder. “Are you some sort of bird?”

“A plague doctor, actually. They wore these to keep out the lethal miasma and the stench of death.” The mask muffled his voice.

“It’s very pretty for something associated with the stench of death. Pretty and creepy.”

“Some would say that suits me perfectly.” 

As they spun in a blur of color and lights, she thought of the twirling figurines in a music box she’d once owned. 

He leaned into her. “Do you always linger on the edges of dance floors?” 

“I’m not usually at this sort of party.”

“Neither am I, to tell the truth.” His fingers were soft against the bare skin on her back. “I’m usually engaged in more solitary pursuits.”

A dirty thought flickered through Fiona’s mind, but she resisted the temptation to voice it. “Like what?”

His hand rested lightly on her back, but his grip on her hand was firm. “You could say I’m the creative type.”

“And you’re here to support the Sanguine Brotherhood.”

“Not at all. I’ve had a devastating day, and I’m just here for the beautiful women and the drinks to cheer myself up. I’m secure enough in my masculinity to drink a pink cocktail.”

She smiled before a horrible thought churned her stomach. “They’re not made of blood, are they?” 

He threw back his head and laughed, a throaty chuckle. “No. I think they’re called strawberry-tinis.”

“You must be very sure of yourself to drink something called a strawberry-tini.”

“I’m not going to pass up a good thing when I see it.” 

She had a feeling he wasn’t just talking about the drinks. There was something oddly familiar about him. Comfortable too, his easy manner so different from Tobias’s caginess. 

For a moment, she caught a glimpse of Tobias over his shoulder. He wasn’t dancing anymore. He was just—glaring. Jealous, probably. Serves him right.

Another twirl, and she caught a glimpse of Alan standing by the edge of the dance floor. He had something metallic gleaming in his hand and a smile on his lips. He has the key. Her mind suddenly sharpened. It was time to find Mariana. 

“I have to go,” she said breathlessly.

“So soon?” The stranger was reluctant to release her hand as she pulled away. But before she had the chance to say another word, someone ripped off the plague mask from behind. The deep blue eyes staring into Fiona’s were at once haunting and terrifying. Jack. 




















CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Tobias




Tobias flung Jack’s mask to the side. For a moment, he felt a twinge of guilt when he caught a glimpse of Fiona’s horrified face. But the guilt was quickly replaced by a molten rage that ignited his limbs with an otherworldly power. His lips drew back from his teeth in a snarl, and he gripped the athame in his hand.

Jack turned to him with a calm smile, black curls unruffled. His peaceful expression only inflamed Tobias’s anger. 

Jack’s eyes darted to the athame. “So that’s where that went. You know, I’ve been looking it that all over.”

Heat roiled beneath Tobias’s skin. The goddess took hold of his body. Munroe was shouting something behind him, but it was as though her voice was underwater. I need  to move the crowd away before my wrath incinerates them all. 

He lifted the athame, chanting a barrier spell to repel the guests, and as they stumbled back, he arced it around his body. Flames erupted around him, enclosing him in a burning circle with Jack. Somewhere in the distance, Mrs. Ranulf shrieked. Let her scream. He’d taken the red dust and the chalice pendants from the guards hours ago. Pocket-picking was an easy enough task with the goddess’s grace flowing through his body. 

In the circle of flames, he stared into the face of the man who’d burned his city—the man who’d tortured his neighbors, who’d starved Eden and left her broken body to rot in the square. His features were pretty as a courtesan’s, but Tobias could see the gray-veined spirit of death lurking beneath his porcelain skin.

There was no alarm in Jack’s blue eyes—just cool amusement. 

Tobias prowled toward him. I’ll tear that look from his face. He slashed the athame downward, and a flame shot from the blade straight at Jack’s heart. Jack held up a hand, blocking the attack. Another slash of fire, and a look of concern crept onto Jack’s face. Tobias’s body was ablaze as he slashed again. Jack blocked it again, but this time, sweat trickled down his temples. 

Tobias was a simmering cauldron of rage. Fire traveled down his arms, erupting from his fingertips. Flames seared the air. Jack crouched and then leapt upward, gripping a tree branch, its leaves singing with Tobias’s fire. In a single smooth motion, Jack swung his legs over the bough, standing upright. Tobias swung the athame again, unleashing a burst of fire at Rawhed. Black smoke swirled from the magnolia’s scorched leaves. In the next instant, Jack was on the ground again, gripping a twig in his hand. 

Tobias stiffened. Right. The tree god. 

“You see,” Jack grinned. “I’ve got my own wand now.” With a lazy flick of his wrist, a strand of black vines unfurled from the wand, striking Tobias in the chest. Winded, Tobias gripped his heart as it filled with a gnawing dread. He stumbled back. A sharp emptiness spread through him, until Eden’s lifeless face flashed in his mind. 

He clenched his fists, and the fire inside him raged again, hotter this time. He dropped the athame, letting out a roar. A primal part of him—no longer just Tobias, but something older than language itself—surged through him. I left London in ash. I burned Rome. I rained fire on Pompeii. His scream was no longer his own, but something deep and fluid, from a distant age.

He lunged forward, gripping Jack by the throat and knocking him to the ground. Strength coursed through his arms as he showered Jack’s pretty face with blow after blow. The smell of burning leaves filled the air. The magnolias’ crowns were aflame like candelabra all around the dance floor. Tobias drew back his arm again—but a few whispered words from Jack sent him flying into the air, breathless as he soared above the tops of the trees, their flaming leaves emitting tendrils of black smoke. He had just managed to catch his breath before plunging back down, sprawling on the parquet floor with a crack. He gripped at a stabbing pain in his chest. My ribs are broken. Screams and hysterical sobs from the crowd pierced the air, nearly drowned out by the Fury’s wails.

Jack stepped over him, a faint smile on his lips. “You’ve made friends with Emerazel, I see. You probably have no idea what you’ve done.”

Tobias gasped. He thought one of his lungs might be punctured by a shattered rib. His athame lay on the floor a few feet from him. Jack circled him, gripping his magnolia wand. He could have killed Tobias by now. Something—Fiona?—was stopping him. 

Tobias closed his eyes, Eden’s dangling legs flashing through his mind. The image of her bare, dirty feet sent another rush of white hot anger through him. He turned his head, whispering to the athame, and the hilt flew into his hand. Another wave of heat swelled in him, starting to heal his broken body, and he jumped up. Roaring, he lunged for Jack again, pinning him to the ground. He raised his arm, slamming the athame into Jack’s chest. Jack’s blue eyes went wide. 

Tobias tuned in to the panicked shouts around him. Some were screaming about fire, others for the red dust. He raised his head, looking for Fiona. She stood in the grass, gripping Alan’s arm.

The look on her face was enough to tell him that he’d been right to keep this from her. Her jaw had dropped, and she stared at him with a look that said, Monster. 




















CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Fiona




The blood pounded so loud in her ears that she almost didn’t hear all the yelling. There they were, Tobias and Jack—both powerful, both liars. Jack lay bleeding on the dance floor, and Tobias slumped next to him, holding his chest like something was broken. 

Alan gripped her arm, key in hand. “We need to get Tobias out of here.” He pushed up his wolverine mask.

“What we need is to transform and free Mariana,” she shot back. “And Tobias just ruined our chances. He can’t transform now. His ribs are broken.”

Alan wrinkled his forehead. “We can’t just leave him here.”

She snatched the key from his hand. “You need to leave. I’m going to find Mariana. Tobias can obviously take care of himself.”

She glanced at her former friend, crumpled and gasping on the parquet floor. Mr. Ranulf prowled toward him, his angel mask pushed up on his head. He held a chalice pendant aloft, chanting. Tobias’s face drained of color, and he recoiled from the charm. Nearby, Jack’s body twitched. Why did the necklace only affect Tobias? What exactly had he done? 

She didn’t have time to worry about that now. The simple fact was that he’d lied to her. Maybe he’d thought he was protecting her, but that was even worse. It meant he didn’t think she was capable of being involved anymore, ever since the Harvesters had stuck her on Maremount’s gallows. He was treating her like a child.

She stared into Alan’s eyes. “He wanted to this on by himself. So give him what he wants.”

Alan gaped. Before he could respond, she chanted the transformation spell. There was another outraged burst of shrieks as her body snapped into her bat form, her foot clutching the key. Around the dance floor, the trees blazed with Tobias’s flames. His magic would burn the place to the ground. She soared over the burning trees toward the crypt, the smoke stinging her eyes. 

A rush of adrenaline flowed through her veins, lending her courage. She erupted into her human form while still in the air, clouds of dust rising around her as her feet hit the ground. She bent over, snatching the key from her feet. 

Her hands shaking, she jammed the key into the crypt lock. The Fury’s cry was nearly deafening here. The gate groaned when she yanked it open. She pushed through the glass door into a dark hall, its walls rounded and dripping like a cave. Perfect for a bat. 

She transformed again, her wings carrying her past a long set of glistening stairs that led deep underground. The Purgators wouldn’t be far behind. The stairwell’s end opened into a long tunnel that curved back toward the house, and she followed the narrow passage. She must be under the gardens now. Somewhere above her, Jack lay on the ground with a knife through his chest. 

Thick water dripped onto her wings as she flew. The Fury’s wails echoed through the hall, nearly piercing her eardrums. But there was something else echoing—a rhythmic sound. Either it was her frantic heartbeat, or someone was running through the tunnels. 

At last, the tunnel opened into an atrium. It was a circular room, connected to more passages—like spokes of a wheel. Fiona paused, trying to hear through the Fury’s cries. Mariana is in here somewhere. 

Someone was breathing in these depths—quietly and slowly. But before she could home in on the sound, something burst from the ceiling above her. It coated her wings and head, burning her skin, and her body lurched back into her human form. Red dust.

It burned off the aura, searing her skin, and she shrieked in agony. It felt as though she’d been thrown into a volcano. Her wails mingled with the Fury’s. This must be what Hell is like. Her vision had gone dark—or was it the room that was dark? Footfalls hurried toward her, and rough hands hoisted her up, dragging her through the tunnels. 

Pain ravaged her body, and her feet trailed on the ground until they reached a dimly lit corner, where iron sconces held guttering candles. She caught a glimpse of the small, blond guard hauling her into a cell, but as the dust burned deeper into her skin, her mind went blank from the agony.  

She closed her eyes, nausea welling in her stomach. There was a groaning noise—creaky metal—before the guard threw her onto a cold, wet floor, the dampness a small mercy against her burning skin. He tossed a wet cloth at her. “You can use this.” There might have been a note of pity when he added, “For the dust.”

She rolled over, heaving out the cranberry tart. Another sob escaped her and she grasped for the cloth, the dust still scorching her skin. With shaking hands, she started to scrub at her face. She rubbed at her arms, chest, and shoulders and strained to reach her back. When most of the dust had been scrubbed from her skin, she collapsed back in her cell with a sob. “Mariana?” Even her voice was shaking. 

She wanted to call up an orb to light the cell, but she was too afraid that another spray of dust might await her. There was no way she was going through that again. “Mariana?” 

There was no reply, just a steady dripping sound. She leaned against a rough stone wall. Drip, drip, drip. In the quiet cell, it was hard to keep the memories at bay: the black noose hanging from the Tricephelus, Eden’s head sagging to the side, her neck broken. 

Tobias is a liar, just like Jack. Fiona pressed her palms into her eyes, rubbing hard. She didn’t even know what Tobias was anymore. Drip, drip. He didn’t seem quite human, so full of an otherworldly rage and grace. 

Murder was in his blood now. Just like it was in hers. Alone, she couldn’t silence her own thoughts.

Drip, drip. Mariana knew what Fiona’s father was. An “enforcer,” it was called. Fiona was ten when she’d been walking on the beach, just at the wrong moment. She’d caught the police recovering a gray and bloated body from a shallow grave, the man’s clothes sodden with seawater. She’d never forget its putrid smell, or the way its face looked. Or rather, the lack of a face. His actual features must have splattered all over the sandy beach when her father had blown it off. No one ever identified him.

Drip, drip, drip. “Mariana!” She crawled forward, wrapping her hands around the cell bars. “Mariana!” Her own voice echoed in the tunnel. 

She’d only been a little girl when her parents had split. She’d used to see her father every weekend, and she’d always eagerly awaited their Saturday trip to Amrheins for burgers. Her father knew everyone, or so it had seemed. She’d liked to watch him throw his head back when he laughed over his food, washing it down with pint after pint. But sometimes his face changed too quickly, as if all the laughter had been for show.

It wasn’t until she’d seen the arrest on TV that she knew what he did for work—that it was her father who’d buried that man in the shallow grave on the beach. And then, with some kind of bargain, he was out in five years. Fiona had never seen him again. The image of that swollen, faceless body invaded her thoughts whenever her father was mentioned. Amazing that someone could laugh over burgers one day, and hold a shotgun to the back of someone’s head the next.

She rose. “Mariana!” Her voice was ragged with hysteria. She couldn’t purge her mind of the dead man’s ragged face cavity. 

Maybe that was what drew her to Jack, to Tobias. The murder in my blood. “Mariana!”

But there was no answer. Only more footsteps and muffled shouts echoing through the tunnels. Are they coming for me again? She scooted away from the door, her hand brushing something soft. Her heart hammered hard against her ribs. A body.




















CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Fiona




Her first thought was that she’d been locked up with a corpse. Mom will be here soon. She should have arrived already. 

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she could see the slow rise and fall of a chest. She squinted into the shadows, just making out smooth black hair and ragged dark clothes. Mariana. 

She reached out to touch her friend’s arm, when a deep scream erupted from the tunnel. An unnatural, otherworldly scream. Tobias.

“Shut up, witch!” a deep voice barked, and a thudding sound cut the wail short. The footsteps drew closer, along with the choking and gasping sounds of a struggle. The behemoth came into view. He was holding his chalice aloft and muttering, just like he had in the attic. 

Fiona’s heart stopped as two smaller guards dragged Tobias into the light, his hands bound behind his back. His shirt was ripped through the front, his jacket lost along the way. Purgators’ dust coated his skin, but she could already see bruises growing beneath it.

Fiona gripped the bars, staring at the guards. “You need to let me out. My mother is supposed to be picking me up. She won’t find me in here.”

The behemoth erupted into a wheezing laughter as he jammed a set of keys into the lock. “Your mother is picking you up? I don’t think so, sweetie.” He clanked the lock open, and yanked open the cell door.

Fiona edged back. “You’re putting the demon in with me?” She didn’t even know what he was anymore. All she knew was that he wasn’t a normal human. 

The behemoth reached down, gripping her shoulders and ramming her into the wall. He slammed his forearm into her chest, pinning her against stone. His pale eyes opened wide as he leaned into her, so close that she could smell the onions on his breath. 

“Leave her alone!” Tobias yelled. His eyes blazed, but the dust snuffed out his magic. He was powerless against the guards, his skin burning from the red powder. 

The behemoth ran a pale finger along her neckline, and revulsion pulsed though her.

He slipped a hand under the strap of her dress. “You’re telling me you don’t want to be locked up alone with your demon friend? I’ve seen the way you look at him.” His upper lip curled back from his teeth. “Seems a modest dress for a girl like you.” He ripped the strap off. 

“Leave her—” Tobias’s demands were cut short by an arm clamping over his mouth. Fiona had a sudden desire to be a demon herself, to have access to his powers. She’d incinerate this pervert. 

The behemoth’s waxy face shined in the flickering candlelight as he slipped his finger into the other strap. He ripped it off, running a hungry hand over the front of her bodice. “I look forward to watching what they do to you tonight.” 

She jerked her knee up, slamming him hard in the groin. Doubling over, he lost his grip on her, and she brought her elbow down into his kidney with all the force she could muster. His back arching, he stumbled onto the ground, fixing her again with his cold stare. 

“We need to go,” one of the smaller guards said in a harsh whisper. “Mr. Ranulf is inspecting the tunnels.” 

The behemoth straightened, wrenching back his arm and punching Fiona in the temple. The blow dazed her, and she stumbled back into the wall, her head throbbing. She didn’t know which way was up or down, but she had a vague sense that he was gripping her arms again.

“Don’t know what you’re so shy about.” She was seeing two of him now—two shiny red mouths with grimacing smiles. “That dress will come off later tonight at the ritual.” He gripped her hair in one hand, pulling her head to the side, and she felt another wave of revulsion as a slimy tongue ran up her neck. She shoved him off with a grunt, trying to get her bearings.

The two smaller guards hoisted Tobias into the cell, tossing him against a wall. He landed on his side, nearly smacking his head against the stone floor. The behemoth locked the cell door behind him, and with one last rosy-lipped grin, he lifted the keys to jangle them before lumbering away.

Tobias’s hands remained shackled, but he sat upright, leaning against the wall. With the dust still coating his skin, he must be in agony. But he wasn’t really Tobias anymore, from what she’d seen. She rubbed her throbbing temple. He deserves this pain for a while longer. 

He stared at her and swallowed, clearly trying to master the pain. “Fiona. Are you okay? I couldn’t stop them.”

She didn’t even try to mask the fury in her tone. “I’m fine.”

“The red dust—”

Pain lanced her head. “That’s not why I’m mad. You know that.”

He closed his eyes, swallowing. “Is Mariana okay?”

“She’s breathing, but unconscious.” Her throat tightened. “And she could be out of here right now if you hadn’t thrown your supernatural temper tantrum.”

“Someone had to kill Jack,” he rasped.

“A little more discretion would have been nice,” she snarled. “Maybe then the rest of us could have escaped imprisonment.” She paced in the cell while Tobias kept his eyes closed, trying to maintain his composure though pain must have racked his body. “What are you? What happened to you?”

A shaking breath. “How did you get the dust off your skin?”

Her blood boiled. “Answer my question. What are you? Are you still human? Are you a demon?” The floor was cold and sludgy under her bare feet.

Silence, and then a long sigh. “I went to Jack’s apartment. I was trying to kill him.” He opened his eyes, the dark irises glistening with pain. “He wasn’t there, and a group of Harvesters cornered me. But I found an athame, and I used it to give myself more power.”

“What are you talking about? What’s an athame?” She pivoted again, pacing the other way. Her fingers tightened into fists. “Why haven’t you told me about any of this?”

“It belongs to the goddess Emerazel. Goddess of fire. We’re linked now. She stokes my magic.”

Her heart stopped. “Like Jack is linked to Druloch. You’re like Jack, now.”

A short laugh. “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you.”

“So that’s your excuse?” She turned again, pacing the narrow cell. “What else haven’t you told me? What were you doing that night—when I saw you by the fire?”

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “I conjured a succubus. It was the art teacher I killed. I sent her after Jack, so I could weaken him and kill him. But Jack came here instead. He wanted you.” He was trembling now from the scorching dust. “I didn’t want you involved anymore. Not after what happened in Maremount. You’re not meant for a war like this.”

The anger simmered again. “You think I’m a child?”

His eyes snapped open, and she saw a red spark in his dark irises. “I told you not to come to Maremount. But you did anyway. And now Eden is dead because I had to get you out of the noose first.”

She was trembling now, too. “Why did you save me then, since you seem to regret it so much?”

“I don’t regret saving you, but you never should have been there in the first place.” A brighter burst of red in his eyes. “Eden knew how to fight, and she was still captured. And you have no idea how to fight. We had to stop to get you healed—”

She threw her hands into the air. “If we hadn’t stopped, you would never have known where Eden was in the first place.”

“I would have had the situation under control. It’s a world you don’t understand.”

She crossed her arms. “Just like you have this situation under control. Our only hope right now is that Alan can singlehandedly save us all before we’re sacrificed.” She shouted the last word, and her voice echoed through the tunnels.

He shut his eyes, his body shaking. With each breath, his lung made a sharp whistling sound. He was in too much pain to answer. Maybe he’s had enough, now. She snatched the damp cloth from the ground and crouched next to him, washing his forehead first. His breathing began to ease as she cleaned his face and neck, working her way down to his chest, his skin exposed through his torn white shirt. 

 A coughing fit overtook his body, and he winced.  

“What’s wrong with your breathing?”

“I punctured a lung.”

“Shit.” Guilt suddenly flooded her at the thought that she’d let him lie there in agony. “Are you going to be okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Emerazel will help me heal faster.” 

As she wiped off the last remnants of the dust, she glimpsed an angry red scar over his heart—a triangle with a line through it, enclosed by a circle. She gently ran her fingers over the mark. “What’s this?”

“It’s what commits me to the fire goddess.”

“And it gives you power?”

“Yes,” he whispered. “And once I free myself from the red dust, I will use Emerazel’s power to rip apart the guard who punched you.”

Her heart skipped a beat with the realization that the image brought her a shiver of pleasure. Murder in my blood. 




















CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Thomas




Thomas fought every rebelling muscle and joint not to give up and throw himself down the  stairwell. The fatigue no longer just drained him. Now, it burned his flesh and smothered his lungs. Pain shot through his neck and armpits, and shards of glass filled his throat. 

With shaking limbs, he crawled up the stone steps, one at a time. Oswald had stopped leaning on him several stories below, and he dragged himself up the stairs behind Thomas. 

He now understood why they used portals in the fortress. The stairs in these towers went on forever. After a seemingly endless descent in the Iron Tower, they had hobbled through the underground passages. At the end of the first path, they’d reached a three-pronged intersection. Thomas had struggled to remember Eirenaeus’ zodiac map, to summon a mental image. A sharp left at the Pisces… What sodding metal is Pisces? The agonized look on Oswald’s face had hastened him to make up his mind quickly and press on. 

As they ascended another tower, Oswald’s sphere of light still hovered over them, casting a dull glow on the stone walls. Unless he’d wildly miscalculated, they now inched up the stairs of the Gold Tower. A wooden door greeted them at each landing, and Thomas had to wonder which door he was looking for. Bloody hell, Celia. A little help now would be appreciated. 

Thomas licked his dry lips, hoisting himself up another stair with a grunt. She must have left a clue as to her location, right? She wouldn’t expect them to open every door in search of her. Hi, everyone. Escaped prisoner here, looking for a princess. Don’t trouble yourselves with getting up. I’ll just try the next door up. Sorry about the blood on your doorstep. 

Reaching another landing, he rested his head on his forearms, his lungs heaving. “I’m done,” he croaked. “You go on.” Death wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Surely, it was better than this. 

Groaning, Oswald pulled himself up another stair. “Keep going.” His voice sounded oddly distant.

Thomas’s eyes were closing. Oswald said something in his strange dialect. Something that sounded like flittering bird. Thomas had no idea what flittering bird was supposed to mean.

What he needed was a hot toddy to soothe his throat. He could almost taste the lemon and the honey. A hot toddy in a warm bed, a few dozen doses of pain medication…

Oswald smacked his arm. They were level now. “There’s a bird.”

So he’d been talking about an actual bird. Thomas lifted his head, and feathers brushed his cheek. Celia. It was the golden sparrow that she’d used to send her message at the banquet. 

The bird circled his head, then hovered by the landing’s wooden door. This is her sign. He closed his eyes again, pulling himself further into the landing. A thick iron bolt blocked this door. Celia was locked into her tower room. 

He clambered up, leaning against the wall, and forced himself to stand. Behind him, Oswald was engaged in similarly herculean efforts to right himself. Apparently, he didn’t want to meet a Throcknell princess on his knees. 

Thomas yanked the iron bolt across. The door swung open, and he tumbled into a dark room, collapsing on the floor. I am perfectly content to greet Celia from down here. Night had fallen while they’d traveled through the tunnels, and silvery moonlight shined through arched windows.

 Delicate footsteps approached, and Celia’s blond hair streamed above him, a lantern blazing in her hand.

“Thomas?” she whispered. “What happened to you?” 

“What do you suppose happened, Princess?” Oswald snapped from the doorway. “Thy sweetling parents clanked him in the Iron Tower, and now he ha’ the token.”

A look of horror flickered across her face at the sight of the shattered young man in the door. “You brought a prisoner with you?” Her eyes lowered to his chest. “Ragman.” She grimaced. “Who are you?”

“Tobias’s friend,” croaked Thomas. “Eden’s brother. I have the plague.” That’s the introductions over, then.

The golden bird circled her head. “The plague?” She shuddered. “What the hell are we supposed to do with that? There’s a cure here, but I don’t have it. I think I can remember the mending spell. Do you think it would work for the plague?”

He fought the urge to shut his eyes. “Might as well try.” Oswald’s foxfire sphere drifted into the room, and Thomas took in the high ceiling painted like a night sky. From his spot on the floor, he could see the walls were painted in vibrant colors, made to look like scenes from tarot cards—a hanged man, a wheel of fortune, and the six of coins.

She crouched on the ground and pulled her white nightgown’s billowing sleeves up to her elbows. Closing her eyes, she stumbled through the mending spell a few times until she had it right. As soon as she incanted the final words, some of the pain in Thomas’s muscles subsided, but his lymph nodes still ached, and his skin still throbbed with the fever.

Celia grimaced, leaning over him. “Those grotesque lumps are still on your neck. I don’t think it worked.”

“I’m a little better,” he managed. 

 She crouched lower, wrapping an arm around his back and helping him to stand. “I’m really going to need a good shower after touching you.” 

He leaned on her shoulder, and she walked him toward a green upholstered chair near a large bay window that overlooked the ocean.

Oswald remained in the doorframe. He couldn’t walk, and it must be killing him to remain standing on his shattered leg. “An he doesn’t get the true pearly-cap simples afore sunrise, he’ll meet the dark angel.” 

Celia crossed to a white table against the wall. A carafe of water stood on its surface. “What? I don’t speak… the way you do.” 

Thomas sunk into the chair’s embrace. He could become fast friends with this chair, if only everyone would leave him alone. “Oswald. Now would be a good time to put William’s language lessons to use.” Celia handed him a glass, and the fresh water soothed his burning throat. 

Oswald wiped the back of his hand over the dried blood on his mouth. “He still needs the real cure that you rich people use. By tomorrow. Or he’ll die.” 

Someone had filled Thomas’s head with cotton wool. “Isn’t there a cure in our world? Maybe I can get antibiotics in Boston. I think they work some of the time.”

“You need a miracle cure at this point.” Oswald shook his head. “And what of those children we saw? And what of the rest of the city, dying without the cure that the Throcknells keep to themselves?” He glanced at Celia. “Not that I expect you to care about Tatters.”

“Don’t act like you know everything about me.” She straightened, folding her arms. “But we don’t have time to run all over Maremount. This is life or death. Do you get that?” 

“Oh, I get it.” Oswald shot her a bitter smile. “It’s your life and your death that concern you.”

Her nostrils flared, and Thomas could see her fighting the impulse to add to his injuries. It was probably only the fact that he was a friend of Tobias’s and that his sister had been killed that kept Celia from tossing him back down the stairwell. “Can you come in the room and shut the door?”

Oswald just glowered at her through his one open eye, apparently unwilling to admit any weakness.

Thomas finished the last drops of water. “His leg is shattered. He can’t walk.”

“Fine. Guess I’m playing nurse today. Then we need to go.” 

“Wait.” Oswald raised a hand, a brief look of panic flashing across his face. 

She frowned. “What? I’m not going to hurt you.” 

“I need soap and water. Your father didn’t set aside any bathwater for me in the torture chamber.”

Thomas almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the request. Maybe Oswald hated the Throcknells, but he didn’t want to meet a princess on his knees, nor did he want to meet one reeking like he’d been tortured for a week.  

Celia tutted, turning to walk toward a large wooden wardrobe. “Honestly. This is no time for vanity.” She opened the wardrobe and pulled out a silky white robe and a cotton cloth. “Have you seen how Thomas looks? He looks like a Victorian clown who went through a woodchipper. He’s not complaining.”

 Thomas glanced down at his shredded green, pearly ensemble. “Cheers.” He couldn’t care less. He’d escaped torture, an execution, death in a tunnel, and insanity. At least, I have so far.

Celia grabbed the carafe of water and a bar of soap and hurried across the room to lay them at Oswald’s feet. She stuffed the robe into his good hand, and edged the door closed to give him some privacy. 

Thomas surveyed the room. Tapestries hung over two of the six walls. Windows overlooked the outer towers, between which he could see the Atlantic Ocean, glistening with phosphorescent sparks. It was a wonder she wanted to leave at all. “What makes you so keen to get out of here, Celia?”

 She crossed toward him, gazing out the window. “When I returned to Maremount, I found that everyone in my mother’s family had been executed. It wasn’t Rawhed who’d done it. It happened before that. Bathsheba framed them all for treason.” Her voice was flattened. “She especially wants me dead. And she always gets what she wants.”

Thomas nodded. “So that’s why you’ve pretended to be mad. To seem like less of a threat.”

She turned to him with a bitter smile. “It’s surprisingly effective. Not only have I kept myself alive, but I’ve got my hands on a spell to get us into Boston.” 

Thomas couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer, and they drifted closed. An image flashed in his mind of Ayland, his tiny chest heaving. “Oswald is right. If there’s any chance we can find the cure to pass on to the Tatters, we need to take it. And I might need a miracle cure at this point.” 

He could hear the exasperation in Celia’s voice. “You don’t understand what they’ll do to us. They will find us.”

A hollow pain welled deep within Thomas. He didn’t even know the two little kids, but he somehow felt responsible for them. The thought of abandoning them to their deaths made him feel even sicker than he was. The potion he’d stolen for them would wear off soon, and they couldn’t go to a Theurgeon. “You should go, Celia. Oswald and I will take care of it.”

She stood immobile, staring at him, while her golden sparrow fluttered around her. “No. I’ll help you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Someone needs to. As soon as your friend finishes beautifying himself, we can try to find the cure.” She paced in front of the window. “One of the Theurgeons has the spell. He likes me. If I can find a way to speak to him—”

“Asmodeus, by any chance?” asked Thomas. “I have his keys.”

“Yes, Asmodeus.” A startled look flashed across her face. “You what?”

“Oswald rammed a knife into his heart. He was his torturer.”

The color drained from her face. “You killed Asmodeus? His father is one of the most powerful philosophers in Maremount. Once they realize he’s dead, they’ll send a legion of  wardens to scour every inch of Maremount until they find us.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Celia




Celia hurried to the door. As much as she admired Oswald’s commitment to his appearance, there wasn’t any more time to waste. The guards could sound the alarm at any moment. 

“Are you almost done?” she hissed.

“It’s a little wearying to get the robe on with minced limbs.”

 She threw up her hands in frustration. “I’ll help you, then.” 

“No.” His voice was emphatic. 

She tapped her fingers on the wooden door. She had quite a pair of soldiers to work with here: one tortured within an inch of his life, and the other with the damn bubonic plague. She had no one but her father to blame for this—as with everything else in her life. 

She could remember very little from her childhood before her exile. Only that her mother had called her Blossom, and her father had brought her candied fruit and jewels every now and then. She closed her eyes, an image flitting through her mind of her mother’s long, golden hair, threaded with pearls and dandelions. 

Her throat bobbed. When she was little, she couldn’t understand why her father had decided to remove her mother’s head in the public square. I only know that the King is an egomaniacal monster with delusions of divinity. She’d spent many late nights in Boston, turning over the memory of the morning her mother was arrested and dragged into Lullaby Square. The recollections had been replayed so many times now, she couldn’t be sure how faithful they were. Did Bathsheba really hold my hand, pointing to the scaffold as an executioner hacked my mother’s head off her shoulders with a dull axe? She couldn’t remember screaming, but she must have. 

She balled her hands into fists. Since her return, she had learned her mother’s crime.  Bathsheba had been only to happy to tell her that Queen Morella was a whore. Apparently, she had taken a number of young lovers from court. Since Morella wasn’t a descendant of the gods as Bathsheba was, such depraved behavior was only to be expected. Celia had just feigned disinterest during this conversation, plucking at the hem on her dress, but secretly she’d envisioned herself smashing a nearby vase and driving the shards into Bathsheba’s withered little heart.

She didn’t know if the rumors of her mothers’ affairs were true or not, and she didn’t care. If she’d been married to someone like her father, she would have sought solace elsewhere, too. Thomas was right. Queen Bathsheba and King Balthazar were a pestilence on this city. Blood relative or not, if they found Celia conspiring with Ragmen, they’d saw off her head in the square.

The door creaked open, and Oswald stood in the entrance, his blond curls dripping on the white robe. The silky fabric barely covered his chest, and she could still see the letters burned into his flesh. She dragged the bowl of water back into the room before wrapping his arm around her shoulders.  She grimaced at the broken collarbone protruding through his skin.

He leaned into her, and she kicked the door shut behind them. His presence threw an extra kink into her plans, but she couldn’t toss him back to his executioners. He was Tobias’s closest friend. And anyway, he’d obviously suffered enough.

Resting against her shoulder, Oswald hobbled across the room to her bed. Gently supporting his back, she helped him recline against her blue satin pillows. He winced, nearly crying out when she helped him shift his legs onto the mattress. 

He stared at her though his one open eye—pale blue, the color of glacial ice. His jaw was set tight. “Thomas trusts you. I don’t.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, you don’t have a choice right now.” She sat next to him on the edge of the bed, tossing her hair over her shoulder. He smelled of her lavender soap. “Which leg is worse off?” 

“That one.” He nodded to his right leg. “And the ankle of the other. They rammed a nail through the tendon.”

Christ. Sympathy pierced her. “Did it hurt—I mean.” She swallowed, staring at his mangled legs. Stupid question. “This is horrifying.” 

“What, this is new information to you, Princess? Hark, everyone! Nippexies swim, dogs rut in the street, and your family tortures Tatters!”

Her ears bloomed with heat. “I was banished when I was six. I wasn’t exactly privy to state secrets.” Flustered, she touched her fingertips to his leg. “Stop talking. I need to remember the spell.” She closed her eyes, grazing his leg with her hands and chanting the Angelic words. When she finished, he let out a long, relieved breath as his bones mended. 

 Her pulse raced. This was all a terrible idea, and it wasn’t a part of her plan. But if she was going to rule over Maremount someday, she’d be queen of the Tatters too. She might as well start taking care of them now. 

Her fingers moved from one part of his body to another, healing his ankle and his arms before moving on to his eye. The swelling reduced enough that he could open it, but the deep purple color remained. He stared at her as she moved to his collarbone, resting the tips of her fingers on the bronzed skin by his shoulder. She took care to avoid the exposed bone. The spell wasn’t a panacea. It seemed to set his bones, and the skin grew over the wound, but the collarbone continued to bulge from his chest at an awkward angle. She frowned at the lump by his shoulder, hoping she hadn’t done any permanent damage with her spell. 

He glanced down at it. “Good enough.”

She moved her fingers toward the burns on his chest, but he caught her hands in his. “Leave the burns.”

She frowned, surprised by the ferocity in his voice. “They branded you.”

“I am a Ragman. And proud I didn’t give up any real information.” His gaze was unwavering. “I was close to breaking. I would have, if Thomas hadn’t showed up with an iron bar.”

Her throat tightened. She didn’t want to imagine the torments he’d endured. Still, his admission that he’d been close to the breaking point suggested that he was beginning to trust her, at least a little.

He rubbed his shoulder. “It’s over now. And maybe you’re a Throcknell pearl-licker, but I’m certainly feeling a lot better.”

She looked him over. “Anything else broken?”

A faint smile flickered across his lips as he rubbed his toned arms. “Eager to get your hands on more of me now that I’m in your bed?”

A blush crept up her chest. “What?”

“I didn’t see your fingers on Thomas’s neck. You didn’t have to touch me to do the spell.” 

Her cheeks were on fire, and she hoped he couldn’t see it in the wavering candlelight. He obviously never learned any manners.

He raised his hands over his head, stretching over her pillows. “Not that I can blame you for taking the chance when you could. Those porridge-faced ferrets who prance around you at court wouldn’t excite me, were I a woman.”

Apparently, he was feeling better. “Oh, really? Well, I’m not the one who wasted time prettifying myself for our encounter.” 

He sat up. “We’ve got a little time, but not much. Asmodeus gave the wardens strict instructions. No one was to bother him in his work. It may take a few hours yet afore they find his broken carcass.”

“Maybe.” She stood, lifting the hem of her long gown. “We have work to do.” She strode to the window. “Thomas! Your cocky prisoner friend has recovered. If we’re going to get the spell, we need to do it now.”

He awoke with a start, blinking out of a deep sleep. “Right. What are we doing?” He winced, trying to swallow. “We’ve been to Asmodeus’s temple. The plague spell must be there. He had all sorts of books.”

Oswald rose from the bed, rubbing the back of his neck. His body seemed to be fully functioning. 

“The temple sounds like a good idea,” said Celia. “But I have no idea how to operate the portals. We’ll have to get back into those tunnels that you both used. And I don’t know my way around those, either. They haven’t been used in centuries.” 

Thomas pushed himself up. “I think I can help there.”




















CHAPTER FIFTY

Celia




Celia lifted the hem of her dress to climb the steps as Oswald’s sphere of foxfire drifted above them, illuminating glistening stone walls in a narrow stairwell. The golden sparrow, Odile, fluttered after her, determined to stay with her master. 

Thomas had been babbling something about a zodiac wheel for most of their journey through the dank tunnels, though now, as they neared the end, he had fallen silent. With his newly mended bones, it had become Oswald’s job to support the scholar. The pair lumbered up the stairs behind Celia, not a single shoe between them.

Thomas seemed particularly preoccupied with sevens and twelves. At an intersection of tunnels, he and Oswald had engaged in a long and confusing discussion about metals, planets, and star signs that made little sense to Celia, and she wasn’t left with a great deal of faith in Thomas’s lucidity. Apparently they were headed toward Virgo, whatever that meant. She had a terrible feeling they would emerge from the tunnel right in the center of the Great Hall while Queen Bathsheba looked on. The Queen would call the guards and look on with a bloodthirsty leer while they were disemboweled before her.

At least we have the invisibility spell, assuming I can remember it. Her memory wasn’t as good as Fiona’s, but during the weeks she’d spent here, she had replayed the spells in her mind in case she needed them. And during the long journey through the underground tunnels, she’d taught the invisibility spell to Oswald. With two philosophers reciting it, the spell would double in strength and duration. Fortunately, Oswald had proven a fast learner. 

“We must be near the end,” he said with a grunt. 

She glanced back at the shambling pair behind her. Thomas’s head lolled, his eyes closed. Oswald still wore Celia’s robe, though it covered very little. He might be a stickler for cleanliness, but he seemed less fussy about modesty.

She didn’t want to admit it out loud, but she was glad that Thomas had brought the Ragman along. Celia’s knowledge of Angelic probably wouldn’t be strong enough to recite an unfamiliar portal spell with any kind of accuracy. She’d been counting on Thomas to help her piece together the spell. Although he’d never learned Angelic, he was a professor and probably better with languages than she was. But Oswald was even better. He’d received the same training as Tobias, and he would be able to read it on sight. 

She bit her lip. “It might be best if you read the portal spell, when we’re ready. You can probably get through it faster.”

“I’ll help you learn it, but I’m not going with you. I belong here.” He heaved Thomas up another stair. “How’d you get it?”

“Asmodeus.” Hopefully that was enough of an answer. She didn’t feel like giving Oswald the whole explanation. 

“What—he just gave you a spell? Out of the kindness of his shriveled heart?”

Of course, Oswald wasn’t the type to just let things go. She gritted her teeth. “He used to come to my room after dinner. He decided to make me his mistress, even though he thought I was brain-damaged. Maybe because he thought I was brain-damaged. He didn’t think I could read, so when I asked if I could look at some of his pretty books, he didn’t see the harm. He brought a few over, and I sent him on a task to fetch a servant for more wine. While he was out of the room, I combed through the books. Some of the titles were in English. Most were something to do with getting rid of locusts or curing swine dysentery, but I found one called Lord Mordred’s Portal Spell.”

“That was quite cunning of you.” He was starting to sound out of breath as Thomas became more of a dead weight. “When you entertained him in your room, you didn’t have to kiss the withered goat, did you?”

“I did what I had to.” When she resisted his kisses, he would grit his teeth and clamp her hands above her head, pinning her to the bed. The thought of his long, pink tongue lapping at her lips made her want to vomit.

“You did what you had to.”

Asmodeus wouldn’t have remained satisfied with just kissing and groping for long. She was thankful Oswald and Thomas had showed up when they did. 

She wanted to change the subject. “The sparrow—Odile was my mother’s familiar. She must have lingered at the fortress after my mother died. She found me when I came back. I haven’t met my own yet.” She was lucky her mountain lion hadn’t appeared in the castle, or she would have had to explain her initiation into a coven. “Do you have a familiar?”

“Had one. A meadowlark. Meraline.” 

She was almost afraid to ask. “What happened?”

“She flew between the bars of the torture chamber. Asmodeus crushed her in front of my face. Burnt the carcass in a brazier.”

She winced. She had no reply to that.

“I haven’t seen Eden’s lark,” he continued. 

A lump rose in her throat. Maybe it’s better if we walk in silence for a while. 

Ahead, faint streams of silvery light shone through a metal grate. As they approached, she could see that it was carved with a leafy design, like a decorative storm drain. A tendril of fear spiraled through her when she thought of shoving the cover away, potentially drawing the attention of a nearby guard. “I see the opening. You think this will come out by the portcullis?”

“I’m not sure. But it’s a solid guess.”

Great. A solid guess. She closed in on the tunnel’s end. She could see only the stars gleaming in the night sky. She turned to Oswald. “Are you ready to chant the cloaking spell?” Odile perched on her shoulder. 

He nodded, and they incanted the spell together, the three of them shimmering to transparency when they finished. 

He touched her arm. “As soon as you remove the cover, we’ll need to move quickly. If a guard sees it move, they’ll sound the alarm.”

Celia turned to push on the grate, straining her arms, but it wouldn’t budge. 

“Here, take Thomas.” Celia felt a nearly limp body collapse into her arms, and she suppressed a shudder. They would all need that plague spell now. 

Oswald pushed past her, and her pulse raced as he slid the cover aside. Metal scraped against stone, but there was no sudden onslaught of guards.

She shoved Thomas toward Oswald, and he hoisted out the dead weight. Celia followed, a cool breeze chilling her skin. 

She exhaled with relief when she looked around at Lullaby Square. They weren’t by the portcullis—they were just in front of the Lilitu Fountain. Night guards would be standing watch by the fortress, but the drain was out of their view. 

Celia peeked back at the tunnel covering. Her chest tightened as a memory flashed through her mind—her mother’s head was hacked off just on top of the Lilitu Fountain, and the blood had spewed into this very drain.

“Celia!” Oswald tugged her arm, trying to snap her out of her trance. “Let’s go!”

She shook her head, trying to lock the image into a dark recess of her mind where it wouldn’t haunt her waking hours. She turned to focus on the storefronts across the square. Odile circled her head, fully visible. “Not now,” she whispered to her mother’s familiar.

 A few lanterns lit the square, and the night was so silent that she could just hear the ocean’s waves on the other side of the fortress. She squinted her eyes in the darkness, searching for the temple among the cramped shops that stood across from the fortress. 

“There,” whispered Oswald. 

Celia recognized the circular sign above one of the doors of a timber-framed building. The sign was painted with the Theurgeon’s symbol: a snake curling around a wooden staff. 

Still carrying Thomas, Oswald’s breathing was labored as they crossed the square, and the sounds of his struggles traveled with her all the way to the temple’s door. They crept up to the front steps, and she glanced back at the gate with a shiver of joy. I’m almost free.

Oswald whispered close to her ear, “After I unlatch the door, we must slip in quietly. There are two guards inside. Stay with Thomas while I take care of them.”

Take care of them? She wasn’t sure what that meant, but it wasn’t the time to argue. 

The sound of jangling keys seemed to fill the quiet square, and Celia cringed. Oswald slipped a long key into the keyhole, and it clunked against the lock. Her pulse raced as he slipped it out again and tried the next. What if none of these keys actually opens the door? By the sixth and final key, she was ready to run back into the storm drain to live forever underground like a mole person—until the lock clicked open at last. 

“Ready?” he said softly. 

She nodded before realizing he couldn’t see her. “Yes,” she whispered. 

He edged the door open, dragging Thomas inside. Odile fluttered in with them, circling to the vaulted ceilings high above, before Celia had the chance to shut the door. Colored lanterns lit the cavernous hall, casting garish light onto a long table. Vines hung from the ceiling to the floor, their curling tendrils gripping books and potions.

Dazzled for a moment, she almost didn’t notice the two enormous guards barreling toward them. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Celia




Celia’s heart skipped a beat as she took in the two muscular men bounding toward them on either side of a long table, chanting something in unison. There was a thud—Oswald dropping Thomas—before a vine on the right began to move. The vine knocked into another vine as an invisible Oswald swung from one to another. Bottles gripped in their tendrils clanked together. 

 Celia’s pulse raced. He’s trying to lure the guards from the door—from Thomas and me. The guards pivoted, distracted from their chant. Pikes readied, their attention darted to a vine that swung over the table. A guard leapt onto the table, pike in hand, and whirled around, searching for the invisible intruder. The other froze, hand over chest. He hunched forward. Blood poured from his mouth and through the fingers over his heart before he slumped to the floor. 

His companion was frantic now, muttering a spell, but even with her limited knowledge of Angelic, Celia could tell he was stumbling over the words. 

Her legs faltered as Oswald’s unseen knife ripped open the guard’s throat, and blood sprayed in a wide arc over the table, drenching the books and tablecloth. There was no scream, just a gurgling sound before the man dropped to the ground. Celia’s mouth was dry. Who have I allied myself with?

After the man’s gurgling fell silent, she heard nothing but Oswald’s heavy breathing coming closer. Her hands shaking, she groped around on the floor until she felt Thomas’s shoulder. At least Thomas is sane. Sort of.

“Celia?” Oswald rasped.

She worked to steady her voice. “I’m here. I have Thomas.” She pulled him up, propping him against the wall before turning to face Oswald. “Did you have to murder them?”

“What was your plan? Giggle at them until they gave you the spell?”

White hot fury blazed through her, and she would have shoved him if she knew where he was. “Just because I don’t go around slitting people’s throats doesn’t mean I’m some kind of airhead. They weren’t here because they’re evil. They were here because they have families to support and they work for my father. You could have knocked them unconscious.”

The anger in her voice must have surprised him, because he fell silent for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. “When they saw the door swing open, they started chanting a spell to raise the alarm. In any case, I’m not exactly trained in gently subduing people.” 

She was surprised that he felt the need to explain himself to her. Guilt, maybe. The edges of his shoulders were glimmering back into view, squared with tension.

She ran a hand through her hair. For the first time, she noticed the statues of her mother and stepfather at the other end of the hall. “Fine. Anyway, we need to find the plague spell, right?” She gazed around the room at the towering walls of books and potions. Where were they supposed to start?

She could just make out Oswald’s blond curls as he turned back to the hall. “Thomas figured it out earlier. Everything is coded with the zodiac. Do you see the paintings on the ceiling?”

She glanced up at the vaulted ceiling painted with astrological signs. “Yes. But I have no idea what they mean.”

“Leo.” He pointed to the dais, where a swooping, gold symbol adorned the ceiling above the statues of Balthazar and Bathsheba. “It’s a code for the fire goddess. And the fire goddess gave birth to the demon of healing.” 

“There’s a demon of healing?” She shook her head. “Never mind. You can explain later. Just get on with it.” 

Thomas croaked from the floor, “Water.” His bloodshot eyes opened, and he grasped his throat, wincing. 

Oswald stepped over and crouched down, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Can you stand?”

Thomas nodded. 

“I’ll take you to the cure.” He slipped an arm around Thomas’s back and hoisted him up, leading him to the dais. “You’ll be better in a hummingbird’s heartbeat.”

This nursemaid attitude was a dizzying contrast from the brutal warrior he’d been a moment ago. She followed the shambling pair, wincing as she passed the guard with the slit throat. His eyes stared up in shock, and a shudder ran through her. She forced herself to look away, surveying the walls. Statues of Bathsheba’s platinum-haired family stood in the alcoves on the right wall, and her father’s family  on the left. Her chubby cousin Godfrey frowned beside a statue of the imposing Lady Sybill. What would they have done with the statue of my mother? Demolished, probably. Discarded like trash. The thought made her teeth clench with anger. 

Oswald lowered Thomas to the platform. The guards’ blood soaked the white robe. Even his blond curls were drenched, giving him the appearance of a bloody avenging angel. He stopped to glance thoughtfully at a marble bowl resting on a golden stand between the thrones before moving on to the stacks of books that stood behind them. His lips moved as he scanned the titles. 

Celia watched him. “How good is your Angelic?”

“I can read what’s in front of me.” 

Better than Tobias’s, then. She stared at the towers of books lining the shelves, nearly reaching the ceiling, and her chest tightened. Even the most learned philosopher would need hours to sort through this. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Jack




Jack lay on his back on the cold stone floor, his hands bound behind him with iron shackles. Each breath was an agony, opening the wound on his chest. The athame had narrowly missed his heart, and the only thing distracting him from the pain in his chest was the red dust that coated his face and neck, eating into his skin like acid. 

He’d been so close—not just to Fiona, but to completing his Great Work. Alexandria had left a message on his phone: she’d cracked the code. But now those plans lay in ruins, too. Papillon had delivered the news just before his arrival at Winderbellow. That filthy, wretched succubus had drained Alexandria of her life and stolen the hard drive. Why, he didn’t know. Likely she was going to use it as a bargaining chip to gain favor with her fire god. I liked her, too. She was beautiful, and she wanted me. What a waste. 

The sounds of his own breathing echoed through the cell, his eyes pressed shut as he tried to manage the pain. And what has happened to Fiona? He’d been tossed in a cell with her friend, the wolverine, but she was nowhere to be seen. 

His body began to tremble. Is it the blood loss? He couldn’t use Angelic to heal himself while the dust coated him, and no doubt the Purgators would spray him with more as soon as he uttered the first magical syllable. Still, Druloch’s power should heal him soon. 

He moaned, the dust searing him, until he felt a wet cloth on his forehead. He opened his eyes. It was the wolverine boy, using his shirt as a cloth. Is his name Alan? Relief flooded him as Alan wiped the dust off his face. 

“Are you using your own shirt?” He managed. Druloch’s magic soothed his chest.

Alan nodded. 

“And where did the water come from?” 

“You don’t want to know.” He finished washing the dust off Jack’s neck and shuffled back to the other side of the cell.

Jack pushed himself up to stare at Fiona’s friend, shirtless under his jacket. Alan leaned against the wall. Unlike Jack, he was unshackled, and he held his head in his hands. He looked physically strong, his torso lean and muscled. Jack hadn’t really noticed him before. 

“Alan, right?”

“Yep.” Alan didn’t look up. 

“The dust isn’t burning you.”

“I hadn’t finished chanting the spell when they cracked me over the head. I had no aura to burn.”

 The unexpected gesture of kindness suggested that—just maybe—they could work together. I’ll be damned if I’m going to die in a Purgator sewer. “They didn’t shackle you.”

“Apparently they don’t see me as a threat.”

“No doubt your friend Tobias is shackled. The Purgators could see by our power that we’re bonded with gods.”

Alan lifted his head. “Gods?”

“The earthly gods. The Purgators call them demons. The Purgators call us demons.”

Alan rubbed a hand across his mouth but didn’t respond. Jack continued to examine him. Alan’s shoulders looked relaxed.

Jack raised an eyebrow. “You do know that we’re probably going to die painful deaths in the near future, don’t you?” 

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

He flexed his wrists. The irons were tight around them. “You seem awfully calm about it.”

Alan glared at him. “I still hear my classmates screaming in my dreams every night, still see Eric writhing with a flaming arrow in his stomach. I still feel a Harvester’s blood on my hands. Why do I get to live, when they didn’t?” The disgust in his voice was palpable. “It was just luck. And my luck has run out.”

“So why did you help me?”

Alan leaned forward, his jaw clenching. “Because I’m not like you. I killed someone when I had to, but I don’t take pleasure in other people’s suffering. Even if they deserve it.”

He scoffed. “You think I enjoy murdering people?”

“Are you honestly going to tell me that you don’t?” His face was a mask of revulsion.

“I killed for survival just like you did.” Staring at the novice philosopher across from him, something unfamiliar welled up in him. A sudden impulse to tell the truth. It was a reckless feeling, like standing at the edge of a platform, compelled to jump in the path of an oncoming train. “At least, that’s how it started. After hundreds of years…” He trailed off, edging back from the ledge. “Anyway, I’m not murdering just for the sake of it.  My father may have been a sadist, but I am not. It’s for the greater good.”

Alan snorted, unconvinced.

“Your friend Tobias doesn’t know what he’s done. The gods don’t give their power for free. I know that better than anyone.”

The boy tilted back his head. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you all about it after we get out of here.”

Alan glanced at the ceiling. “And how do you propose we do that? There are sprinklers above to douse us with red dust as soon as an aura is detected. Any magic would burn away, and we’d be too incapacitated to escape.”

Jack looked at the ceiling, spying the brass nozzles that threatened to spray them should they utter a spell. His mouth went dry. That certainly makes things more difficult. 

The sound of approaching footsteps interrupted his thoughts. A guard wearing a black mask jammed a key into the lock. Around him stood five more guards, their faces concealed by highwayman masks. Alan rose, but three guards descended upon him, punching him the head. Another crossed to Jack, hauling him to his feet. The shackles dug into his wrists. 

A guard strung a chalice pendant around Jack’s neck. “An extra precaution,” he muttered. 

Instantly, Jack could feel the pendant sapping his energy, and his knife wound began to ache. Blodrial’s magic was anathema to those bonded with other gods. Nausea churned in the pit of his stomach while the guards dragged him through the tunnels, his limbs trembling. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to clear his mind. He’d escaped the Purgators for centuries. They weren’t going to end him now. His jaw clenched and unclenched. If he had his full strength, he would rip through their flesh, luxuriating in their sinews and fresh-pumped blood. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Jack




But I don’t have Druloch’s strength. Weakened from the Purgator magic, he closed his eyes as they pushed and shoved him through a tunnel and down a steep stairwell that seemed as though it would never end. Descending a set of stairs, he pried his eyes open to see the brick stairwell give way to limestone walls. 

At the bottom of the stairs, the guards led him into an enormous cavern, like a stony temple deep beneath the ground. Gothic-arched tunnels connected to the circular hall, and through them, party guests spilled into the space. The guests still wore their masks—butterflies and woodland creatures sipping champagne and nibbling on canapés. From the ceiling, chandeliers of candles hung between large stalactites, and torches lit the walls between the tunnels. Is this how I’m going to meet my end? As the evening entertainment at a Purgator party?

The blood pounded in his ears. Is Fiona here? The guards shoved him in front of a curving limestone wall, attaching  his shackles to an iron loop in the stone behind him. He gritted his teeth, glaring at the guests who pooled around the edges of the circular hall, staring at him like an animal in a zoo. They dragged Alan to a nearby section of wall, just the other side of an arch. Two guards forced Alan’s wrists up and clamped them to an iron ring above his head.

The guests kept their distance from the center of the room. Near a raised stone platform, like an altar, a basin rested on an iron-wrought stand. But his legs buckled when he looked at the platform itself. An iron stake rose from the center, taller than a man. I can only guess what that’s for. He may have been responsible for a few hangings, but the Purgators really knew how to loosen a man’s bladder.

The adrenaline in his blood revived him. Tilting back his head, he saw gnarled tree roots that hugged the stone walls. If he squinted, he could see candlelight gleaming off a sprinkler in the ceiling, ready to release the red dust, and near the sprinkler was a vent to release the smoke into the night air. The Purgators had designed this place perfectly for witch-torture.

He glanced at Alan, whose face betrayed no emotion apart from the tightening of his jaw. Likely his mind was unwilling to process what was about to happen.

From the opposite side of the room, a line of guards dragged Mariana through an archway, her clothing filthy and face gaunt. They secured her arms above her head, clamping them to a section of wall opposite the stake. Her eyes barely opened, and her mouth hung slack in delirium. Fiona was next, her dress torn at the shoulders. Jack’s spine stiffened. If he were at his full strength, he’d hang every last one of these vermin.

Fiona’s eyes glistened with fear as an enormous, pale guard pinned her hands above her head. The giant seemed to enjoy running his fingers along her arms, grabbing her face with one hand. Jack yanked at the shackles behind him, trying to rip them out of the wall. 

The guard moved away from Fiona, and two more men dragged Tobias into the cavernous temple. But they didn’t stop to shackle him to the wall. They shoved him toward the iron stake, his head hanging with fatigue. 

But the last person they dragged in froze the blood in Jack’s veins. Snakes writhed on her head, and tears of blood spilled down her cheeks onto her ragged brown dress. 

A Fury wouldn’t just kill a guilty person. First, she’d warp his mind, so he no longer knew what was what.

A guard yanked her, shackled, toward the platform. She stared at him with her cavernous eyes, and his mouth went dry. A flicker of recognition burned in the back of his mind as he glimpsed her in human form, with wild clumps of hair instead of snakes. It was—Dorcas.

She’s here for her revenge. What would she do to him in his helpless state? 

“Dorcas?” He called out. 

The crowd murmured. Dorcas’s head whipped up, a movement more reptilian than human. She started to prowl toward him, but her chains prevented her.

The crowd’s attention was riveted on Jack, eyes wide in anticipation of a show. 

Dorcas’s voice cut him open. “Tell everyone what you did.”

He couldn’t breathe. Why was she doing this? “We put your…” She was compelling him to confess, dragging the words from his throat. “We put your mother in prison in Salem. We called her a witch. She was with child. But no baby could survive in that rathole. And then the accursed girls went after you. And we made you confess your mother’s sins.”

A hollow feeling welled up in him, a void that could never be filled, and something trickled down his cheeks. He closed his eyes. She’s come for me, at last.

He opened his eyes again to see if Fiona had been watching his confession, but her eyes were on something else—they were on the knife that Mrs. Ranulf held in front of Tobias’s chest. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Fiona




Fiona tugged at the shackles above her head. They chafed at her wrists, but remained firmly rooted in the walls. In the center of the room, Mrs. Ranulf stood on the platform next to Tobias, her platinum wig and angel wings still in place. Tobias’s outfit had been cut away, only his black underwear remaining. He didn’t seem to notice. Despite his impending demise, he could barely keep his eyes open. The pendant around his neck seemed to sap his energy, his head lolling onto his shoulder. 

Mrs. Ranulf held a knife in front of the scars on his chest, where the raised skin formed a triangle within a circle. A horrifying thought flashed through Fiona’s mind. She’s not going to cut it off him, is she?

She exhaled with relief when Mrs. Ranulf stepped from the platform. Facing the crowd, she raised her hands above her head, still gripping the knife. “My husband, in all his wisdom, is allowing me to perform the ritual this evening.” Her eyes shined when she looked at him standing in a nearby archway. “Tonight, we begin the Purgator Reawakening. The time to claim this country is now. If we purge ourselves of evil, Blodrial will grace us with his heavenly body.” Her wide-eyed grin was all fanatical fervor. “Our gentler methods were not enough to summon him. Blodrial requires total submission. With his guidance, the fires will cleanse this land of evil. In our court, we tried the witch Connor last night. As I passed the sentence, I could feel Blodrial’s divine approval caressing my skin.” 

Fiona’s heart leapt into her throat. What did they do to Connor? 

Fervid color rose in Mrs. Ranultf’s cheeks. “We’ve purged Boston of witches, but there are more armies coming. Judgment Day is upon us!” She pointed the knife at Tobias’s chest, her face growing angry. “And this boy planned to lead a horde of demons for the archdemon Emerazel.”

Of course. The Purgators never really know that they’re talking about. “There’s are no more armies!” Fiona screamed. “Tobias is no one’s leader. How many times throughout history have you thought Judgment Day was upon us?” Hysteria raised the pitch of her voice, and the crowd turned to stare at her, some tittering behind their hands. “How many times have you been wrong? No one is coming for you. There is no Judgment Day. There are just humans doing horrible things to each other.” Her tone changed, pleading now, and tears rolled down her cheeks. “There are no more armies. You don’t have to kill anyone. If the Harvesters are dead, then you’ve killed all the terrorists.”

Mr. Ranulf stepped forward, his weeping angel mask pushed to the top of his head. A sneer twisted his face. “If you don’t hold your tongue, I will cut it out.” He lifted his head, addressing the crowd in a booming voice. “If there is even a one-percent chance that witches and demons threaten Americans’ safety, we must act swiftly to protect our interests.”

“Praise Blodrial!” Dr. Mellior shouted from the crowd, wrapped in a toga. “Without order, we are lost!” Others in the crowd joined in, chanting in unison. Anything Fiona could have said beyond that point would have been drowned out.

Mrs. Ranulf turned to the Fury, who bent her head in submission, hands bound in front of her with iron shackles. Munroe’s mother yanked the Fury toward the iron basin before plunging a knife into the creature’s wrists. The snakes seemed to writhe around her head in pain, and she let out an agonized howl that drowned out the guests’ chants. Many discarded their masks now, staring lustfully at the Fury’s blood that spurted into the bowl. So that’s how they get Blodrial’s blood. The Fury is some kind of captive vessel for divine blood.

After the Fury’s blood was drained, she collapsed to the ground, and her wails faded. A silence descended on the room, and Mrs. Ranulf dipped a finger into the basin before stepping up on the platform again. Over Tobias’s scar, she traced a circle of blood and an arrow that jutted from its side. “You have been marked with Blodrial’s sign now.” Smiling, she stepped off the platform, taking care not to drip blood on her pure, white dress. 

She turned to three men in the crowd dressed as goats. “Fetch the firewood.”

At the sound of the word “firewood,” it was as if the whole world went silent, and Fiona could hear nothing but the sound of her blood pounding in her ears. She’d read about burnings for a Tudor history project. When a person burned to death at the stake, it wasn’t a quick blaze like you saw in the movies. Over a small fire like this, skin would burn for about forty-five minutes before a victim died of blood loss and cooked organs. Family members had to fan the flames to try to hasten their loved one’s demise. This can’t be happening.

She fought the urge to puke. Is that what they did to Connor? The barbecue yesterday… Her chains rattled as she tried to rip them from the wall in a frenzy. But her mother was coming, wasn’t she? She would arrive any moment and put an end to this madness. Assuming she could get past the guards, and the legion of fanatical witch-hunters. 

Sheer panic shook Fiona’s bones, her limbs trembling uncontrollably. Whatever Tobias was, he didn’t deserve to be burned alive. No one deserved that. “You can’t do this to us!” she shrieked. “You can’t just burn people! This isn’t legal!”

Mr. Ranulf smiled at her this time. “But we make the laws.” He walked toward the basin of blood, dipping in his champagne glass. He took a long sip, and some of the guests followed suit. 

The three goats stumbled forward, laying armfuls of wood at Tobias’s feet until a small pyre surrounded the stone platform. 

This can’t be happening. She glanced at Alan. His eyes were closed, unwilling to watch his friend burn to death. This must be a nightmare.

Someone dragged the Fury across the floor, away from the platform. She twitched, regaining consciousness. They wanted her out of harm’s way when they lit the fire. Tobias lifted his head, staring at Fiona. She didn’t see fear in his eyes, just sadness. 

Is this what he felt when he watched Eden die—the helplessness? There couldn’t be a worse feeling than this. Except burning alive. That will be worse.

Someone handed Mrs. Ranulf a torch, and she held it against the wood around the platform.

Fiona’s entire body shook, rattling the chains. “No!” was all she could think to scream, over and over. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Fiona




A hysterical scream echoed off the high ceiling. It wasn’t her own, nor was it Tobias’s. 

“You can’t do this!” Munroe shoved her way through the crowd, her hair disheveled. 

Fiona nearly cried with relief. Munroe wouldn’t allow this to happen. Munroe loves Tobias. She never expected to feel gratitude at the thought.

Munroe’s porcelain face was red and blotchy, and she gripped her mother’s arm. “Mother! You can’t do this! You can’t just burn him.”

The flames rose around Tobias’s legs, not yet close enough to touch his skin. But she had full faith now that Munroe would convince her mother to let him go. And then they’d all have to be let go, right? Munroe would be the one to bring some sense to this nightmare. Underneath her relief, she felt a flicker of resentment that it was Munroe who would save them all. She’d be indebted to her now. 

But to her horror, Mrs. Ranulf plucked her daughter’s hand from her arm with a look of disgust, as though she were pulling a worm from her sleeve. “Do not embarrass me.”

Tears flowed down Munroe’s cheeks. “Dr. Mellior can save him! You said Dr. Mellior can save anyone!” 

Yes. Dr. Mellior can fix us. Fiona couldn’t breathe, watching the scene unfold. Convince them, Munroe. 

Mrs. Ranulf didn’t reply. She just shot a sharp look to one of the guards—the behemoth who’d ripped Fiona’s dress. He crept up behind Munroe with an eager grin and clamped a pale, meaty hand over her mouth and nose. She kicked and flailed, but he held on until she lost consciousness. 

Stunned, Fiona watched her last hope dragged back through the crowd in the form of Munroe’s limp body. 

Her heart hammered against her ribs. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Tobias. She wasn’t strong enough to watch his face as he burned. She shut her eyes. Why wasn’t he screaming? That fire goddess must give him strength in the flames. Thank God he picked the fire goddess and not the tree god. 

But with that pendant around his neck leeching his power, he wouldn’t last forever. And she would come after, with no supernatural defense against the flames. She would watch her friends burn, and then they would light her legs on fire, roasting her from the bottom up. She tried to rein in the uncontrollable shaking of her limbs. I can’t give up. I won’t burn. This doesn’t happen to people anymore. This doesn’t happen to people anymore. She had her own mantra now.

She felt nearly crazed with fear. I need to get out of here. That disgusting guard had the keys in his pockets, but she had no way to get to them. 

What she needed was a spell, though any magical aura would burn away with the Purgator dust. What about other magic? Her thoughts raced. Other magic, like Simon in Maremount, his dried bones and muddy bottles, the mortars and pestles, the bug wings and salves.

She opened her eyes again, briefly catching a glimpse of Tobias. The behemoth was back already. He must have dumped Munroe somewhere. He was stoking the flames with a pointed fire iron, licking his lips as he grinned at Tobias. Sweat ran down Tobias’s cheeks, and he looked nauseated, but he wasn’t shrieking, even though the flames reached his hips.

Her shaking hands created a cacophony of clanking iron. Think, Fiona. Other magic. Magic without Angelic, that doesn’t create an aura. Herbs and potions and salves. She let out a grunt of frustration. What does it matter if herbs and potions would be useful? I don’t have them. And yet the idea had taken hold in her mind, like an invasive weed. 

An invasive weed. An image blossomed in her fevered mind of Pearl’s scrapbook—the pencil drawing of the conquerer root, its curled leaves and trumpet-shaped flowers. Hope blazed in her with the revelation that she’d seen it more recently—tonight, in fact. 

She almost wanted to scream out with joy. John the Conquerer. It was the pink flower Alan had given her, and she’d tucked it into her tangles of curls. The drawing had been in pencil, so she hadn’t recognized it at first. But her memory had recorded its shape exactly. It was what the slaves had used to travel out of their bodies, and to plan their escape by the Underground Railroad. 

Now I just need to get to it. If she couldn’t bring her hands down to her head, she’d have to bring her head up to her hands. She glanced around the room. Now that she’d stopped screaming, no one was looking at her. They all stared at Tobias, eager to watch him burn. Some of them nibbled on cheese and olives from the party, like she’d seen in the lynching postcards, but all of their eyes were riveted on the supposed commander of the demon hordes. 

She used the shackles to pull herself up. It had been a few months since she’d done a pull-up, but if she strained her biceps, she was able to bring her hair to her hands. Tilting her head to the left, she groped around in her curls until she felt a leafy stem, and she unthreaded it from her hair before tilting her head back and dropping the pink blossom into her mouth. She bit off the whole flower, chewing the bitter petals. 

She lowered herself to the ground again, looking around the room. No one had noticed her except Jack, who stared in fascination. As long as he doesn’t blow my cover, he can stare all he wants. She swallowed a mouthful of floral pulp. 

As soon as she gulped it down, a wave of dizziness crashed down on her. If she concentrated hard, she almost felt as though she had a phantom body, separating from the real one. Drifting upward, she focused on floating toward the wall. When she touched the winding tree roots, she could feel their rough bark. They helped to anchor her. And if I can feel the wall, that means objects will be tangible. 

She glanced down, catching a glimpse of her own body slumped over, as though she’d passed out from fear. With the straps torn away, her dress hung off her. Only Jack’s eyes seemed to follow her outside of her body. The rest of the crowd was oblivious in their enthusiasm for a night of canapés and medieval torture.

The flames rose higher around Tobias, and he moaned. Touching her fingers to the vines, she climbed higher. Acrid smoke filled the room. That’s not the smell of Tobias, is it? What am I supposed to do now? She hadn’t had time to plan this out. 

The dust-releasing sprinkler—without it, Tobias could use Angelic. She concentrated on trying to move her ghostly fingers up the wall. She’d have to plug them somehow. 

Jack’s eyes were wide, following her ascent. He was mouthing something to her. “I’ll help you.”

Right. I’ll just count on the ancient psychopath to get us out of this.

Smoke from the pyre billowed toward the ceiling. A more urgent moan from Tobias hastened her ascent, and she forced herself to let go of the wall. With a dizzying leap toward the ceiling, she gripped one of the chandelier’s stems. She plucked out a candle before leaping again toward the sprinkler. 

She snapped the candle in half and jammed it into the holes with all the force she could muster, cramming every pore with wax. Will Tobias be able to free himself once I pull off his pendant? She glanced down. His entire lower half was on fire, and he threw back his head and screamed. There’s no more time.

She tried to block out his screams, letting herself plummet toward him at a sickening speed. She jerked to a halt just above his head. Even without her body, she could feel the oppressive heat billowing from the pyre. She reached for the pendant around his neck, and it burned her phantom fingers as she tossed it into the crowd.

Tobias’s eyes snapped open, his irises blazing with red and orange flames. The fire now raged from within him. 




















CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Tobias




Emerazel’s power smoldered in him, inflamed by the inferno. Images flared and waned in his mind—memories he’d long since forgotten: Oswald’s father drunkenly punching his son in the face, Eden showing up to his house dirty and hungry, his little sister, Matilda, asking to be held after a nightmare, and his own mother—he could see her face now, her dark eyes as she bent by the hearth, sewing him a hat. He fought against the memory, but it took root in his mind. He’d wanted to look like the Throcknell philosophers, and his mother had fashioned a hat threaded with round, white sea pebbles that looked like pearls. But the rich boys had laughed at him when he wore it into town. He’d run home crying, and shouted at his mother for not making him a proper one. 

The image of her hurt eyes scorched his mind, and he tried to snuff it out. He felt as though his heart might explode. The next thing he could remember of his mother was her gray and lifeless head, knocking against Matilda’s while his father had wheeled them through town, desperate to find a cure for the token. 

It was always the worst people who ended up with the power to choose who lived and who died. The flames rose over his shoulders, but the fire no longer burned him. Through the blaze, he could see the guard who had ripped Fiona’s dress. He was pointing a gun at Tobias’s chest, shouting something about Blodrial’s reawakening. The guard would kill them all—Tobias, Mariana, Alan, and Fiona. 

 If ever there was a man who did not deserve to choose who lived and who died, it was this pale-faced lech before him. 

Emerazel’s flames burned through Tobias, lending him a goddess’s power, and her voice seemed to whisper to him, You should have the power over life and death. You are godlike now. 

Tobias had a sudden urge to light the world on fire. Gritting his teeth, he wrenched apart his hands, breaking free from the iron shackles, his muscles imbued with the strength of a demigod. He leapt from the platform, yanking the fire iron out of the flames. He swung it into the guard, knocking him to the floor. The gun flew out of his hands, and Tobias raised the iron once more, bringing it down into the guard’s head with a crunch. Blood pooled on the marble flagstones.

He turned toward the hall of frenzied party guests, raising his arms above his head. Emerazel spoke through him, her melodious voice mingling with his own. “Followers of Blodrial. You worship a petty god, who won’t allow you the gift of magic. For that, you deserve to die.” 

The guests screamed, dropping their champagne flutes and scrambling for the exits in a frantic scrum. The tunnel entrances were narrow, and the guests trampled each other in their desperation. 

Tobias’s own thoughts struggled for recognition among Emerazel’s. Am I to decide who lives and who dies? 

Mrs. Ranulf stood at the edge of the crowd, her face as pale as her dress. Her husband stepped in front of her, shielding her with one arm and holding his pendant up with the other. His hand shook wildly as he chanted in Latin:  “Sanctificamini in flamma—”

Tobias wrenched back the iron and swung directly for the senator’s hand. There was a cracking sound, the breaking of bones. Mr. Ranulf screamed, and the amulet flew from him. They turned to flee with the crowd, and Tobias took a step toward them, considering whether to burn them or bash their heads in with the iron. They pushed and flailed for an exit. I shouldn’t kill someone who’s fleeing, should I? Then he would be just like them. But Emerazel’s voice smoldered in the back of his mind. You are godlike now. An image arose of a burning crowd of Purgators, their feathered party masks blazing—living torches.

A shout from Fiona turned his head. “Tobias! We’re going to burn!”

His heart wavered as he looked around the temple. His rage had ignited all the tree roots, and his friends were shackled between them. He dropped the iron, sprinting across the floor to Fiona. She was shouting something about keys, but he wasn’t listening. He reached over her head, clenching his teeth as he tore the shackles from the walls. 

 The irons had begun to burn her skin, and he turned over her wrists, inspecting the red marks. 

 She yanked her arms out of his grasp. “Free Mariana. I’m going to get the keys to free Alan.”

She took off, running to the guard who lay dead on the floor. Tobias turned, hurrying to Mariana. Her black clothes were torn and dirty, and her head hung down as Tobias pried her shackles from the wall, and then from her wrists. 

Nearby, Jack was screaming about something. Tobias ignored him. He picked up Mariana, holding her limp body in his arms. 

Emerazel whispered to him: Throw down the girl. Light the world on fire. He focused on Fiona in her torn dress. She had unlocked Alan, and now she edged toward the Fury. Most of the guests had managed to push their way into the tunnels now. 

“Fiona!” Tobias yelled, his body trembling. “We need to go!” Before I burn this place down, and you all with it. 

Fiona crouched, pulling off the Fury’s pendant. “Hang on!” She slipped the keys into the hag’s shackles, unlocking her. “We can’t leave people here. Or—Furies.” Free from the pendant, the fury’s eyes opened, and she shifted into a feral crouch, her eyes darting around the room. 

“Let’s go!” Tobias shouted again. 

“Wait.” It was Alan, his voice commanding as he hurried across the room to Jack. “I’m not letting anyone burn to death.”

What is he doing? Tobias watched in horror as Alan plucked the pendant from Jack’s neck. Jack grinned, exultant. 

Tobias still held Mariana in his arms, but Emerazel’s rage burned through him. The walls blazed with his fire. 

Jack chanted a brief spell, freeing himself from the shackles. 

You could kill him, Emerazel whispered to him. Lose the girl, and kill Druloch’s minion.

Tobias glanced down at Mariana, her chest slowly rising and falling. Her lips were white from dehydration. When he looked up again, he found the smile had been wiped from his enemy’s face. Jack stared in terror at the Fury, who prowled toward him on all fours. “Dorcas…” he muttered, his face pale. “I didn’t meant for them to come for you.”

Fiona and Alan were already running for the exits, and Tobias followed, carrying Mariana in his arms. 

But Jack and the creature stayed behind. As Tobias ran through the tunnels, he listened to Jack’s fading screams, and could feel the rush of Emerazel’s pleasure at the sound.




















CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Fiona




Just before Fiona and her friends crawled back through the crypt entrance, they paused as Tobias chanted the cloaking spell, carrying Mariana in his arms. There were no sprinklers here, and they faded away without setting off any alarms. The crypt door had been smashed open by the stampeding party guests, and Fiona crept over the shattered glass littering the dirt. As she tiptoed through the garden maze, screams pierced the air, and an alarm clanged from within Winderbellow. The trees around them blazed, and the fire was spreading to the house. Two helicopters beat the air above their heads, whipping Fiona’s curls around her face. Their spotlights darted over the grounds, searching for the witches. 

When they stepped out of the hedge maze, Tobias whispered directions, and she and Alan followed in silence. It was clear he was no longer quite the same Tobias that she’d come to know—now half demon, possibly fueled by a crazed bloodlust. But he was on their side for now, and at a time like this, he seemed like a good person to have as an ally. 

She regretted the loss of her sneakers. Broken twigs pricked her bare feet as they trudged through the dark fields away from Winderbellow. The smoky air receded as they pressed on. She had no idea where they were going, only that they needed to get to a pay phone to call her mother. Why hadn’t she arrived yet? It couldn’t take more than a day to drive to Williamsburg from Boston. 

When they reached a dark road dotted with a few old plantations, Tobias took the opportunity to sneak inside an old wooden house to steal water for Mariana. They had to soak Alan’s shirt in it and drip it into her mouth before she revived enough to drink on her own. 

They walked for hours along tree-lined streets, passed every so often by cars driving to and from Williamsburg. It was unusually chilly for this time of year, and Fiona rubbed her arms for warmth. Whenever their bodies began to glimmer back into view, Tobias would renew the spell. After a few hours of walking, Fiona’s feet began to bleed. Tobias wore nothing but his underwear, and his feet must have been equally battered, but he carried Mariana through the woods and open fields. 

By the middle of the night, Fiona had become increasingly frantic to find a pay phone to call her mother. If they existed anywhere anymore, it wasn’t by the side of a dark Virginia road.

Tobias’s body seemed to radiate heat, and Fiona stuck near him to warm herself. It must have been close to four in the morning by the time they approached Williamsburg. They’d hardly spoken throughout the journey, and Fiona had tried not to think about what had happened to Jack. But with fatigue smothering her defenses, she couldn’t suppress it. 

She’d been relieved when Alan pulled the pendant from Jack. She couldn’t have done it herself—Tobias would have never forgiven her. But she couldn’t stomach the idea of allowing someone to burn to death. Still, a Fury was a spirit of vengeance, and Jack obviously had a lot of blood on his hands. Maybe death at the hands of a Fury was a fitting end for him. 

The pavement was rough beneath her feet as they walked along the cool sidewalks toward the Williamsburg bus station, passing short brick buildings lining the leafy streets. Apart from one or two drunken college students, the roads were entirely deserted.

Fiona cleared her throat. “Tobias?” 

“Yes?”

“Why was Jack screaming about someone named Dorcas?”

“No idea.” His tone indicated that he wasn’t the least bit interested. After another minute, he said, “Furies are fueled by guilt. He must be feeling bad about one of the hundreds of people whose lives he destroyed. I’m not sure why one would stand out above the others.”

“Why did the Purgators use the Fury’s blood?”

“She was Blodrial’s unwilling vessel. The Furies are linked to Blodrial. He is a god of repentance.” 

“Do you feel better now that Jack is dead?” 

He didn’t answer. By the time they approached the redbrick bus station, Fiona’s feet had gone mercifully numb. The station doors were locked, and Tobias laid Mariana down on a bench to rest. 

He crossed to a second bench, and Fiona joined him. She hugged herself, shivering, and Tobias pulled her close to him. She hesitated for a moment before leaning into him, resting her head on his warm chest. Warmth is one of the perks of alignment with the fire goddess, I guess. 

They would wait here until morning. While invisible, Fiona would steal someone’s cell phone to call her mother, and Mrs. Forzese would collect them all here. If for some reason she’d been delayed, they could always sneak onto a bus. 

That was the plan, anyway.




















CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Celia




Odile swooped down from the ceiling, landing on her shoulder. She must have taken shelter during the fight. Wise little sparrow. 

“There.” Oswald reached for a green book just behind Bathsheba’s throne. 

She peered at the gold lettering. “What does it say?”

“Resheph, the demon of plague-healing.” He paged though the book. “His name means flame. He is the fever that burns away an infection.”

She stared as he left crimson fingerprints over each yellowed page. “So that’s the connection to fire.” Maybe some of this stuff actually made sense.

He paused at a short spell, a smile lighting his face. “The token. I’ve got it.” He turned to Thomas, the open book in his hand, and crouched in front of him. 

The words rolled off his tongue. Beads of sweat ran down Thomas’s forehead as he listened to the short spell, and at its completion, Thomas’s chest swelled. He flashed a brilliant smile, and the sides of his neck shrunk back to their normal size. He rose, lifting his arms over his head. For a moment, Celia was worried he’d whoop for joy and call attention. Instead, he pressed his hands over his mouth, staring at Oswald. His eyes glistened with sheer elation.

Oswald returned his smile. “Seems like it worked.” He lifted the book. “Now I just need to get this to William. And you two should get back to—” 

A deep, wailing noise interrupted him. The alarm. Either the wardens had found Asmodeus, or the powerful plague spell had created an aura that triggered the alarms. Her throat went dry, and she gripped Oswald’s arm. “They’re coming for us. You don’t have time to get to William. Anyway, I’m not sure that I can say the portal spell without your help.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to travel with a potential psychopath, but his Angelic was certainly much better than hers.

Anger flashed across Oswald’s bloodied face. “I can’t go with you. I’m needed here. In Maremount.”

“What good are you dead?” she shot back. “Give me the spell. I have a plan.” 

Oswald glared at her, gripping the book with one hand and a knife in the other.

“Now!” The force of her voice surprised even her. 

Reluctantly, he handed it over, still holding on to his knife in case she decided to betray him. 

“We’re going to send the spell with Odile.” She tore the spell from the book, making the page as small as possible before rolling it into a tiny scroll. 

“Brilliant.” Thomas nodded, ripping a thread off his ragged clothes. Using the string, he secured the scroll. 

As if understanding she was needed, Odile fluttered to Celia’s hand, perching on her finger. “Take this to William Corvin in the Tuckomock Forest,” she whispered. 

Odile gripped the miniature scroll in her feet before fluttering toward the front door. Celia pulled the portal spell from her bodice, shoving it into Oswald’s hand. “You need to read this. Hurry.”

He frowned, glancing at the golden stand, and grabbed the marble bowl, tucking it under his arm.

She shook her head. “What are you doing?”

“If I’m going with you, I’m taking this.” He knitted his brows, scanning Celia’s spell. “This doesn’t take you to a place. It takes you to a person.”

“Whatever. Just read it. Just get us out of here.” She cringed at the hysteria in her voice. Not very regal. 

He glared, unwilling to leave his home. Just as he began chanting, the front door burst open. A horde of armed guards swarmed the room, swords clanking. Celia thought she saw one of them loose a fireball just before she heard Oswald utter the word Tobias.




















CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Tobias




Tobias awoke with his arms wrapped around Fiona, a smile on his lips. She was lying against him, and his head rested on the wooden armrest. 

An unquiet thought tickled the back of his mind. What am I doing here?

He jolted with the realization that they were fully visible, lying outside the Williamsburg bus station. Fiona rested against him in her ripped ballgown, and Tobias wore only his singed black underwear. He was practically naked. He blinked in the bright sunlight. Cars were pulling into the parking lot. “Fiona.” He nudged her awake, and her head shot up. 

She looked at him with horror before sitting up. A middle-aged woman in a floral dress shot them a dirty look, tutting as she walked past them into the station. 

Alan slept near a flower bed, and Fiona jumped up to wake him before rousing Mariana. What are we supposed to do now? They would need to sneak in somewhere privately to make themselves invisible. But this entire task of fleeing Virginia would be near impossible without their own mode of transport. He didn’t want to panic Fiona, but had a growing feeling of unease about the fate of her mother. 

A battered car with a smashed taillight pulled up to the station, and Tobias hunched over, hoping to avoid attention. A young man with spiked, green hair stepped out. He slammed his door, leaning against the hood of his car to squint at Tobias. “Good party last night?”

Tobias nodded. Maybe there was some way to get clothes off this guy. “It was quite a party.”

The green-haired boy pulled out a pack of cigarettes, tapping them in his palm. “You guys hear about the terrorist thing last night?”

There goes our plan to avoid attention.

“Oh? What did you hear about it?” Fiona pulled at the front of her dress, and her smile was as fake as the boy’s hair. 

He pulled out a cigarette, popping it into his mouth. “Bunch of teenagers lit the Ranulf plantation on fire.” He flicked his lighter. “Rich kids. They’re all from a private school.”

Fiona’s voice was shaky. “You can’t trust anyone these days.”

The stranger took a long drag of his cigarette. “I don’t have a problem with it. I think all politicians probably deserve it anyway.” He seemed to study them intently. “But I imagine these rich kids wouldn’t want anyone finding out where they were.”

Tobias’s jaw clenched. He’s going to try to blackmail us, isn’t he? Good luck with that. I’ve got nothing to give him beyond my burnt underwear. He scrubbed at his face, and when he opened his eyes again, he saw something that froze the blood in his veins. 

It must have been the Fury, drawn after them by his own guilty conscience. There was no other explanation. It was the people he’d left behind. Thomas, in the ragged uniform of a pearly cap, like the one Tobias’s mother had tried to sew for him. Celia dressed as a Throcknell princess. And Oswald—an avenging angel, draped in white silk and drenched with blood. 

Tobias staggered to his feet. He pushed past the stranger, stumbling toward Oswald, who stalked toward him across the parking lot. The Fury was here to kill him, disguised in Oswald’s form. There was no point in trying to run. 

Tobias tottered toward him on aching legs, kneeling down before him. “I’m sorry,” he sputtered. “I tried to save Eden. I thought she had the plague. She wouldn’t have—” He nodded, resigned. His voice cracked only a little when he spoke. “It’s all right. I know. You have to kill me.”

Oswald—the Fury—frowned. “What are you jabbling on about, you soft-headed pike-stroker?”

Tobias let out a long breath. That’s no Fury. He cocked his head, rising to gape at his blood-soaked friend. “Oswald?” He shot a glance at Thomas, clad in the tattered costume of a wealthy Maremount philosopher. “I don’t understand. How did you get here? Why aren’t you in Maremount?”

Thomas rubbed at the side of his neck. “We broke free from the Throcknell Fortress. We were nearly dead by the time we got to Celia. She helped us escape the city.”

Tobias’s jaw dropped. “No one breaks out of the Throcknell Fortress.” 

Thomas shrugged. “Eirenaeus did. And he left me some clues.”

Oswald gripped a marble bowl in his hand. “Celia’s portal spell brought us to you. And I got us a Throcknell purse.” He reached into the bowl and grasped a handful of gold rocks the size of pebbles.

The philosopher’s stone. Oswald wasn’t his avenging angel. Apparently, Oswald was his guardian angel. It’s really him. He stared, disbelieving, before gripping his friend in a hug. 

“Careful.” Oswald pushed him off. “I’ve got gold bits.” He eyed Tobias’s burned underwear. “Nice outfit.” He nearly smiled, until he noticed the scar on Tobias’s chest, and his features darkened. “Please tell me that’s not a demon—”

Tobias waved a hand. “I’ll tell you later. Anyway, you don’t look any better than I do.” Celia hadn’t spoken yet, and Tobias shot her a hard look. “The last time I saw you, you were selling us out to save your pearl-encrusted cousin.”

Her eyes glistened, and she looked like she wanted to hide her face behind her billowing white sleeves. “I’m sorry. It was a mistake.”

Thomas scratched his stubble. “She helped get us out. And she healed Oswald. You would not believe what we’ve been through.” His eyes were bloodshot, as though he hadn’t slept in weeks. 

Tobias’s head throbbed. He’d have to sort through all this later. Right now, he had a green-haired stranger to bribe. He nodded toward the gold. “We’re going to need that.”

*   *   *

A few handfuls of gold was enough to buy them silence, the car, the young man’s cell phone, and the cans of Diet Mountain Dew that went with it. Tobias could have kissed Oswald, if he weren’t still covered in dried blood. Fiona, Alan and Thomas took turns driving through the day. In between driving, Fiona dialed her mother’s number over and over, increasingly panicked that something had gone horribly wrong. Her mother always answered, she said. 

The news stations talked of nothing but the most recent terror attack. But they reported only two deaths: Connor, and a guard who worked for the Ranulfs. Both were now being hailed as American heroes. Connor’s accusation of witchcraft had been left out of the narrative. Tidier that way, Tobias supposed.

But the most heroic of all were the Ranulfs, of course, who had fought bravely against the witch attacks. The suspects’ names were all over the news, and Fiona cried when she realized she wouldn’t be able to see her mother for a very long time. They were going into hiding. 

Tobias stared out one of the back windows. They’d finally made it out of the Washington, D.C. traffic, and the highways were empty here. “Tell me more about this place we’re going?”

Thomas turned to him from the front seat. “It’s known as Dogtown. The legend is that it’s ruled by werewolves who protect witches. Sorry—philosophers.”

“Werewolves?” Alan cocked an eyebrow.

Tobias shook his head. “There’s no such thing as werewolves. There are witches with wolf familiars. And they may have become a bit more lost in their beast side than they should have.”

Fiona tugged at the torn bodice on her dress. “Are you sure this place is real?”

Thomas turned to face the windshield again. “I never believed it was real. But now I’m ready to believe just about anything.”
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