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      The usually musty air of the basement now held a decidedly bitter stink from pages curling and smoking where my pencil made repeated patterns. Pencil lead held little permanence, preventing my patterns from doing too much damage. My hand cramped from the repetition, and my mind hummed with symbols I’d never imagined attempting, let alone managed to create. It had been years since I’d worked this hard.

      Taylor leaned over the long desk, black hair tinted with streaks of blue ink hanging in front of her eyes. She had shown up in Conlin a while back, seemingly out of nowhere, asking for help finding her father. Using enormous painter magic, she had nearly released a nightmare into the city when she tried to open a gate to cross the Threshold. I still wondered if she felt remorse. Maybe working with me was her way of paying me back for saving her ass. 

      The desk she leaned on had patches of brighter wood where books had once been stacked, but had since been placed back on the shelves lining the rest of the unfinished basement. A pile of notebooks was now stacked neatly on the edge of the desk, and a bundle of freshly sharpened pencils rested atop them. 

      “You’re getting closer,” she said.

      Her breath smelled of spearmint gum and black tea, an unusual combination. I mean, how could she stomach combining the two? 

      I rubbed my temples and shook my head. “Not close enough. I can’t get this angle to look quite right.” I pointed to a page in the notebook spread out in front of me, my attempts next to a series of shapes my father had drawn down the page—a lesson on how to create the complicated pattern I attempted. With each step, I got closer, but still had barely progressed beyond the middle of the page. 

      “Look, Oliver, you’re still almost a dozen pages in. Consider that a success,” Taylor said.

      I glanced up at her. Those deep brown eyes looking at me, seemingly questing for forgiveness. After nearly releasing hunters on my city, creatures who fed on magical ability, it was hard to move past it. Her taking the time to work with me on the patterns was a start.

      “How long did it take you to complete?”

      She dropped her eyes back to the notebook. “It’s not a competition.”

      I snorted. “Not a close one.”

      I’m what’s known as a tagger, someone with magical ability but no real artistic sense. I can work with patterns—and some, like the arcane patterns I’d learned on the other side of the Threshold, I had mastered—but don’t have the same ability that Taylor has achieved. Still skilled and better than having no talent, but I’d seen how easily Taylor mastered patterns like these. 

      And what I had was nothing like the true magic of those on the other side of the Threshold. The Threshold separated our world from another where those with true magic lived, essentially a filter that required specific locations and enormous power to cross, holding magic where it belonged. My best friend Devan was one of the Te’alan, basically elves or fairies or whatever you’d want to call them, and possessed more magic than anything I could accomplish, but there were limits to what she could do, especially when it came to using magic to attack. For some reason, my magic didn’t share those limitations.

      There were other dangerous and deadly creatures on the other side of the Threshold. Serving under the Trelking—Devan’s father and ruler of the Te’alan—I had fought them for nearly a decade before finally managing to escape with Devan. Now I wanted peace, a chance to learn enough to keep us safe, and maybe to find out what had really happened to my father the night he’d disappeared.

      Taylor picked up one of the pencils and pulled a pad toward her. As she worked, making pattern after pattern, I felt the power she fused to the page. She was an artist—a painter of exquisite skill who could use her paintings to augment and infuse magical power into what she created. Were she still in Arcanus, the place where painters went to discover their abilities, she would have been considered practically master level. 

      It had been a week since we’d survived the hunter attack. During that time, I’d mostly slept, trying to recover from nearly dying, but when awake, I practiced the patterns in this notebook, working through them with a fervor that bordered on obsession. The notebook had been my father’s, a man they called the Elder. If I didn’t begin to understand some of his work, I’d never survive the powers chasing my best friend Devan and me.

      I made another attempt at the pattern, working down the page and following the instructions. The pattern was for summoning. I knew because we’d used it in the park to summon the other patterns on the sculptures. Patterns like this had other uses, as well. Mastering it could lead me to better understanding what my father was studying before he disappeared. 

      This time, I nearly made it all the way down the page before I felt the pattern begin to fizzle, sending curls of smoke up from the page. I slapped at it absently.

      I set the pencil down and rested my hands on the table, shifting slightly in the chair. It was hard and uncomfortable, but it had been my father’s. Maybe I’d learn something sitting where he had once sat, enough to understand the purpose of this book, understand why he’d left it for me before disappearing, if not how to make each pattern. There had to be another reason for it, more than simply the statues in the park.

      I studied the page, wishing I could get through this more easily. I was better with arcane patterns—hell, I was better than most with arcane patterns, but these weren’t arcane. Working in pencil had advantages, especially with paper. For one, it wasn’t permanent. The pattern could be erased before it did any real damage. And pencil didn’t have the same focus as ink. Ink gave more energy to each pattern, augmented the intent even more. 

      “When do you want to return to Arcanus?” I asked Taylor. Best to confront the elephant rather than leave it lie. Or maybe that was dogs. Whatever it was, I needed to figure out the plan, and that plan didn’t include Taylor staying in Conlin. It could include me staying here and studying—learning patterns from the Elder could only help me keep Devan alive—but Taylor still searched for her father, Hard. He was a master in Arcanus, and had disappeared a year ago behind a door covered with arcane patterns. The problem was, I wasn’t convinced he still lived. If he crossed the Threshold, he was probably dead. Or worse: he might have ended up like me, captured and forced to serve someone like Devan’s father. At least serving the Trelking had brought Devan and me together, and had increased my skills. I didn’t know what would happen to an Arcanus master on the other side of the Threshold. 

      Taylor paused her pattern, her pencil held precisely so she could pick up where she left off, and met my eyes. “I’m not going to return. I told you—”

      “Yeah. You want to find your father. Or bring the hunters into Conlin.” I waved my hand at her as she opened her mouth to object. “But I’ve been on the other side of the Threshold,” I said, watching her to see if she understood. I still didn’t know how much she’d learned since leaving Arcanus in search of her father. A year spent trying to find a way through the door Hard had disappeared behind. I figured he’d crossed the Threshold, and if I hadn’t heard of it when I was still there, that meant he’d ended up somewhere outside the Trelking’s realm. And out there, he wouldn’t have found many places safe for a painter. “If Hard had been there, I would have known.”

      She swallowed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I refuse to believe that he’s dead.”

      I felt the same way about my father. That was part of the reason Devan and I had returned to Conlin. Not all of it, and not most of it, if I was being completely honest. Now after ten years without him, I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I actually found him. But I could learn from him, and anything that I could learn had the potential to help keep Devan safe. 

      “So you won’t help?”

      “I’ll make sure you get to Arcanus,” I started, knowing that I wasn’t really ready for that. At least, not to go to Arcanus myself. When Devan and I had returned from the other side of the Threshold, I suspected I’d need to go at some point. I just hadn’t expected it would be so soon. But I wanted to get Taylor away from Conlin and keep her from trying to find the other ways around the city to cross the Threshold. 

      Taylor watched me. “You could return, too. The hall of doors—”

      I shook my head. Taylor knew how to appeal to me. I couldn’t deny my interest in what was in that hall of doors she’d shown me, but that meant spending real time in Arcanus. There was no staying safe if I did that. “I don’t want anything to do with Arcanus. And it doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “But you’re the son of the Elder—”

      “You think that matters, considering what I am?”

      She frowned. “And what is that?”

      I laughed and stretched my back, running my hands along my sides. “A tagger.”

      “You keep calling yourself that, but you’re nothing like any tagger I’ve ever seen.”

      I glanced toward the stairs, where I heard Devan coming down from above. “Only because of what I learned on the other side of the Threshold, what I was forced to learn from her father.” I hesitated saying more. After what had happened, I wasn’t sure how much I could trust Taylor just yet. Letting her learn of the power from the other side of the Threshold, the power Devan’s father possessed, had the potential to be dangerous. “Let’s just say there’s a reason neither of us wants to return.”

       “What happened?”

      “Ollie being an idiot.”

      I looked over. Devan stood at the bottom of the stairs, watching me with an amused expression. She wore a lime green T-shirt with a faded lightning bolt across the chest. I still hadn’t figured out where she got her clothes. With Devan, it was possible she made them herself. 

      “You’re still free,” I said. “And not—”

      I cut off as Devan came around the table and jabbed me in the side while glancing at my work. She tipped her head to the side as if a different angle would make the patterns look better. Then she shrugged. 

      “There is that,” Devan agreed. “Why else do you think I’m with you?”

       “Who’s her father?” Taylor asked. 

      I watched Devan for a moment, wondering if she’d explain so that I didn’t have to. “You don’t want to know.”

      Devan smiled widely. “That’s the Ollie I know. It’s taken you a week to get back your usually pissy attitude. And here I thought dying had changed you.”

      “I didn’t die.” Not because I hadn’t been willing. The gods know, to stop the hunters and save Devan, I had been willing to do anything, including using the Death Pattern. 

      Devan raised her brow briefly. “Nope. And a good thing, too.”

      “Why?” I asked carefully. When Devan got excited, things became complicated for me.

      “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      We followed Devan up the wooden stairs and out of the basement. My hand trailed along the symbols carved into the rail as I did, wondering, as I did each time I touched it, how long it had taken my father to make. The entire rail was designed to hold the door closed, merging with the patterns on the wall at the top of the stairs to hide and secure the basement. I couldn’t see them, but I suspected similar patterns were worked into the stone around the basement, as well. The entire house was like a magical fortress. 

      At the top of the stairs, she led us through the kitchen and out through the living room. At some point over the last week, someone had found an old sofa that folded out to a bed. Taylor had been sleeping on it, but kept it neatly folded up during the day. The sofa covered part of the circle carved into the living room’s hardwood floor, a place where I had taken to practicing, but I hadn’t really been in the mood to do much work.

      Outside, the sun was high in the sky, giving needed warmth to the cool day. A steady breeze gusted in from the west, rustling leaves on the trees in the nearby park. Another couple of weeks, and the leaves would begin changing colors. I hadn’t been in Conlin for fall in well over ten years. Part of me actually looked forward to something as mundane as the changing of the seasons. 

      Devan moved with a quick step, her feet, as usual, leaving no mark on the dry lawn. She threw open the garage door and led us inside, where propane burned with a deep blue flame, heating the garage to an almost uncomfortable level. Big Red, the old, faded red Ford F150 was parked to the side with the hood up, making me wonder what else Devan might have done to it. The series of patterns and shapes she’d worked into it before Taylor ever appeared made it far more capable than the run-of-the-mill farm truck it resembled. 

      “Damn, Devan, not worried about burning down the garage?” I asked, turning down the flow of gas to her burner.

      She placed her hands on her hips and glared at me. Though half my size, Devan was stronger than I was, both physically and magically, and someone like me wasn’t about to intimidate her. “If you blasting a two-hundred-foot pattern couldn’t destroy your house and garage, a little flame isn’t going to do anything.”

      I laughed and then grabbed my side. Ribs were still cracked. At least one on the left, though I wondered if it might be more, injured when Jakes thought he’d needed to kick me away from the hunter. A gentle nudge would have sufficed, but I suspected Jakes didn’t do anything gently, not with the power he possessed as a shifter.

      “I started repainting it,” I objected.

      Devan leaned past me to peer out of the garage, her eyes sweeping over the siding on the house. “You’re just making it worse.”

      I glanced over. She was right. “Well, I’m not my father.”

      She punched me gently on the shoulder. “No. You’re Ollie the idiot.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What did you want to show me?”

      Devan nudged past me, more carefully than usual. For that, I was thankful. Most of the time, I ended up with her elbow poking into my ribs. She turned to the long bench lining the far left wall of the garage and lifted a large item. She carried it toward me and nodded for me to follow her out of the garage. 

      “Devan?”

      “Just be patient, Ollie,” she said as she walked passed me.

      Outside, she moved to the middle of the yard and set down what she’d been working on. It was a replica of the obelisk from the park, done in a miniature scale and standing only three inches tall. Like the one in the park, it seemed to have eight sides, from two rectangles placed atop each other and shifted forty-five degrees. Unlike the one in the park, tiny patterns were carved into the sides. I understood why Devan had carried it carefully.

      “That’s amazing,” I whispered. 

      “What’s it do?” Taylor asked.

      Devan turned on her. “What’s it do? You’re the painter. Aren’t you supposed to know?”

      “I know what the statue in the park did, but this is different. These symbols”—she pointed to a pair of irregular ovals on one side—“they’re dangerous. And this?” She motioned toward an odd-looking spiral that seemed to spin as you turned your head. “This will likely create an explosion if not done correctly.”

      I touched the sides of the obelisk. “I think the explosion is the point,” I told Taylor. “And it’s probably best that you not question Devan’s ability to make patterns correctly.”

      I looked back down at the obelisk as Taylor studied Devan. I turned it slowly, revealing other patterns on each side. “You intend this to be multi-use.”

      “Well, of course I do,” Devan said, crouching down next to me.

      “What if this—” I said, pointing to the spiral, but then cut myself off. “You’ve placed protections within it, too, haven’t you?”

      Devan smiled proudly. “After seeing the effect your other trinket had, I thought I’d best be safe this time.”

      “Why this shape?” Taylor asked.

      I pulled a charm out of my pocket and flipped it to Taylor. It was the one that somewhat resembled Agony, the half-man, half-demon sculpture my father had made that stood in the center of the park. “The night you came? This is what I used on Jakes.”

      Taylor’s eyes widened, and she held the charm more carefully. 

      “It’s not going to explode on you,” Devan said. “You’ve got to trigger it, and then you have to suffuse the ink with power.”

      Taylor turned the charm over in her hand as she looked at it. Her brow knitted together as she held it up to the light. “Do you have to do the same with this one?” she asked, nodding to the obelisk. 

      “This one is a little different,” Devan admitted. She looked up at me sheepishly, then turned to Taylor. “After Ollie tried to die the other night, I wondered if there was anything I could make that might help him if we got into that situation again. The column just sort of fit.”

      I lifted the obelisk and turned it in my hands. Light caught each of the sides differently, and it took me a moment to realize she’d infused ink into the metal itself, almost as if she dyed it, sort of how Taylor’s hair was permanently dyed. Doing so left the patterns already charged, and the obelisk itself could store any power I wanted to infuse into it. All I would need to do to use it would be release the energy. 

      Dangerous. But in the right situation, also quite useful.

      “It took you this long to come up with something I could use?” I said to Devan, then turned to Taylor and grabbed the charm from her, slipping it back into my pocket. She was an artist. Things like the charms I used to augment my power were beneath her. 

      “I’m sorry I’ve been such a disappointment to you in the years we’ve known each other,” Devan said. “Maybe you don’t want the others I’ve made.”

      I started into the garage without waiting for Devan and called over my shoulder. “Of course I want the others you made. I just wish you would’ve been a little quicker about making them.” 

      Crossing the Threshold changed certain things about Devan’s magic. One was her ability with metals and patterns. Before coming here, Devan had real talent with patterns, learning alongside me as I was instructed by the F’lian, the master of patterns found on her side of the Threshold. But she’d never had such talent with charms as she developed since we crossed over. 

      “You’re an ass sometimes, you know that, Ollie?” Devan said. 

      She grabbed my arm when I reached the bench and pushed me back. This time, she didn’t worry about my ribs and shoved with a little more force than needed. I grabbed my side, exaggerating my pain for her benefit, but didn’t get any sympathy from her. 

      Then she caught me and pulled me close, leaning toward me. “I felt something earlier,” she said softly. 

      I glanced back at Taylor, and Devan shook her head. “Not a painter?” I asked.

      Devan’s brow creased as it did when she worried. It was fairly common around me. “Painter, I think, but something else. Be careful, Ollie. We’ve already learned that Conlin isn’t the place you thought it was when we first returned.”

      Devan released me and turned back to her bench. 

      I glanced at her, wondering what she might have felt earlier. One of her abilities that hadn’t changed was the way she could detect other magical power. She knew when I worked magic, and she knew when painters worked. Shifters were different, obscuring their magic from her. Some painters were powerful enough that they could hide themselves, too. But what had she sensed? 

      Whatever it was had her worried. She might have made the obelisk charm to keep me safe, but the timing of it was because of whatever she’d detected. Damn, and here I wanted to relax and simply drive Taylor back to Arcanus. 

      “What are all these for?” Taylor pointed to a row of charms, each made in a similar pyramid shape. 

      I scooped up a handful of the charms and shoved them in my pocket. 

      “They’re for Ollie,” Devan said, with a stern look at Taylor. “If he’s going to be around you for a little while longer, then he might need a little extra protection.” 

      Now that I knew what to listen for, I heard the undercurrent of her concern, as well. “Yeah, and like I said, I’m going to get you back to Arcanus. Can’t have you trying anything stupid.”

      “Just you?” Devan asked.

      “Do you really want to come with me?” I asked. 

      I didn’t need the amulet hanging beneath my shirt to tell me that Devan was using her magic. Her usually soft and subtle power now took on a certain horrible beauty. 

      “Ollie.” She spoke my name with authority, drawing through the word like I would infuse a pattern I’d painted. “You will not leave me behind with this.”

      Now I knew that she was worried. “I had no intent to leave you behind. Why else did we come to Conlin?”

      “Because you’d be dead if we hadn’t.”

      “Not dead. Just bound to service.”

      Devan punched me lightly on the shoulder, her power fading. “How is it different?”

      “I have the chance to complete my service and eventually be free of him.”

      “Really? You think you’ll live a hundred years?”

      Taylor looked from Devan to me. “Her father would require a hundred years of service from you if you returned? Who is he?”

      “Not who, but what,” I answered. Devan hadn’t seemed too concerned about keeping it from Taylor, not that Taylor could really do anything to harm Devan’s father. “He’s the Trelking. And he’s not too pleased with me for leaving. Or her for that matter.” I turned to glare at Devan. “And it’s not a hundred years.”

      Devan only shook her head. “You’re an idiot, Ollie, you know that?”

      She stalked away, moving to the far corner of the garage, and began to tap at something with a small hammer. I couldn’t see what she was doing from where I stood; her petite frame completely blocked my view. She let me stare at her back, ignoring us as if we weren’t there.

      I touched Taylor’s arm and nodded for us to leave Devan alone in the garage. 

      Once outside, Taylor spun on me. “So how long would you have to serve?”

      I waved my hand and tried to change the subject. “When we go, you’ll have to be ready. You’ll need inks and whatever else you want to take back.” 

      “You didn’t answer,” Taylor said. “She said you’d have to serve a hundred years. How long is it?”

      “Well, he promised me it would only be nine and ninety.”

      Taylor’s mouth fell open, and she shook her head. “I’m beginning to think Devan is right.”

      “About what?”

      “That you can be an idiot sometimes.”

      She turned and headed back into the house, leaving me standing alone, holding a pocketful of pyramid charms and the heavy obelisk in my hand. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was going to need them all soon.
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      The old Ford rumbled with a soft growl, already so different from the last time I’d driven it. Devan had become my own personal mechanic. I ran my fingers over the steering wheel, letting the balls of my thumbs roll over the patterns Devan had carved on it. There were other patterns in the truck, as well, those made with broader strokes, each serving a different purpose, but together were meant to make the truck into something like a rolling fortress. Most of them didn’t even need me to power them. 

      Just one short week ago, Devan and I had been sitting together in the truck, readying to return to Arcanus, where I thought Taylor had gone after stealing my father’s book. But we found her right here in Conlin, the night I realized the hunters—nightmares I’d been taught to fear in the night—were both more real and more terrifying than anything I’d read or heard about as a boy. I’d nearly died that night, but Devan had saved me. Like she so often did, she’d given me another chance. Then again, we had returned to Conlin for both of us, and I wasn’t about to let her return to the other side of the Threshold.

      I passed a gas station as I returned from the hardware store. Latex paint worked well as a base for powdered ink. Devan might not know what she had sensed, but I wasn’t going to remain unprepared. Now, I had three cans in the back of the truck: red for the potential violence, brown because it might help if I was sucked back into the Trelking’s domain, and black because shit might go down. I had plenty of green ink remaining at the house. I had no intention of being chained to the Trelking for nine and ninety years. Let him take me when I was nearly dead, then it wouldn’t matter. 

      A white cruiser pulled out behind me and flashed its lights. As I pulled to the side of the road, stopping in front of an old movie rental place long since shut down, I turned around and saw a large, hulking man sitting in the front seat. 

      I hopped out of the truck and walked back to the cruiser. The window was down, and the radio crackled until he turned it down. “Officer Jakes.”

      Jakes was a massive specimen of a man, but then he was more than just a man. He was a shifter, a creature of power and strength, able to draw more magical energy than nearly anything I’d ever seen. Built like a bodybuilder, he had a square jaw and black hair. A small scar worked across his neck, marring his rich brown skin. The scar hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen him. 

      Jakes pulled off his aviator sunglasses and set them on the seat next to him. “Morris. I hear you’re feeling a little better.”

      I arched a brow at him. “Really? From who?”

      “Well, she said you weren’t sleeping quite as much. That amounts to much the same when you’re recovering.”

      I suppressed a laugh. Devan hadn’t bothered sharing with me that she’d been speaking to Jakes, but then, I shouldn’t have been surprised. They were both magical creatures in a way I would never understand. And I’d seen the way she looked at him. Given the reason she left home, Devan understandably didn’t like to speak about things like that. She had no trouble harassing me, though. 

      “How are you holding up?” I asked. 

      He twisted his arms, muscles flexing as he did, and shook his head. “We heal quickly. I’m fine.”

      That’s not what I meant, but I’d let him grieve in his own way. His father had died during the hunter attack, a man I’d known when I was a child and still living in Conlin, a man who had always been kind to me, especially in the time after I left Arcanus and before I knew Devan. All that time, and I hadn’t known that he and his son were both shifters. 

      “I was going to stop by your house later,” he went on. “When I saw your truck, I figured what I had to say shouldn’t wait.”

      “What is it?”

      He opened his door and stepped out of his cruiser. Jakes had nearly seven inches on me, and probably a good fifty pounds of muscle. And that was in human form. When he shifted into his other form, he was enormous, something larger than a lion that looked more like a wolf. 

      “We watch the gates around this area,” he said.

      I didn’t need for him to explain which “we” he meant. The shifters. Creatures of massive magical power. It had only been a week since I first learned there was a shifter in Conlin. I thought it was trying to attack me. Only later did I realize it was Jakes trying to stop Taylor from opening the gateway my father had buried.

      “And?”

      He shrugged. “The one in the park is the most dangerous. It’s a gateway that leads to many different places. There’s a reason your father buried it.”

      “You said gates. Where are the others?”

      “You know of one.”

      I did, but hoped he might tell me of others. “I know of one,” I agreed. It stretched across the Threshold into the Trelking’s realm. The Threshold didn’t really lead to a different place, more like layers of reality. “Is that all you wanted to tell me?” 

      Jakes fixed me with a hard gaze. I couldn’t see what was going on behind his deep brown eyes, the same way Devan couldn’t detect when he used his magical abilities. It was the only time I’d seen her fail with that. 

      “Opening those gateways is dangerous. That’s the reason the Elder asked us to watch. Now that I’m the Alpha…” He trailed off, as if uncertain for the first time.

      “I have no intention of crossing the Threshold,” I said. Not only would it risk me, but more importantly, it would put Devan at risk. 

      “Something tried to cross to this side,” Jakes said. “And…” He hesitated, as if unwilling to say anything more. 

      My heart fluttered slightly. Was that what Devan had picked up on? The Trelking wouldn’t risk the crossing, would he? It would change his magic, potentially weaken him. I’d never known the Trelking to do anything that would weaken him. If the gateway was being opened, it wasn’t by him.

      “We have it secured. None will open it without our knowing.”

      “Like you did the other gate?” I shouldn’t have gone there. His father had died defending the gate. 

      “The other gate was under the protection of the Elder. He had placed more protections around it than we could manage.”

      After seeing the kind of power Jakes could manage, that was saying a lot. 

      “Do you know what’s trying to get through?” I asked.

      I hadn’t given much thought to hunters trying to come through the gate, but it was possible, wasn’t it? Wasn’t that the reason Jakes and his kind guarded them in the first place? If the hunters could come through one gate, why not another?

      Devan had never heard of the hunters when I met her. I’d taken that to mean the hunters couldn’t feed on her kind—their magic was different, after all—but maybe the real reason was because hunters hadn’t reached the Trelking’s domain. And the crossings around Conlin led straight to the heart of the Trelking’s realm.

      “It is not them,” Jakes said. “They have a certain power, a reflection of what exists in this world. That was how we knew the other gate had nearly opened before. Your friend was careless when she opened it.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “But she’s not the only one who was careless. There’s a door there—an actual door, nothing like what I crossed here—that led to other doors. I doubt the masters can comprehend what would happen if they crossed the Threshold.”

      “One of them did, if she tells the truth.”

      “Yeah. There’s that.”

      “You think he still lives?”

      “Probably not, but unlike most in Arcanus, he studied patterns that might have kept him alive.” Arcane patterns, those they called unnatural in Arcanus. Hard studied them, but at a level that would be considered childish across the Threshold. Patterns that had been difficult for Hard were some of the first, most elementary patterns the F’lian taught. “Had he crossed… and stayed alive, I think I would have heard.”

      Jakes considered a moment. “You will take her back?”

      I assumed he meant Devan. “Devan can’t return. She’ll come with me when we return Taylor to Arcanus.” Jakes waited for me to explain, but I wouldn’t. Not to Jakes and not about Devan. That story wasn’t mine to share. “Taylor wants to cross over. She thinks she can find him.”

      “Is that wise?” Jakes asked.

      I snorted. “Not where the Trelking is involved. She’ll likely end up owing some sort of service. I tried to tell her that I didn’t hear anything about another painter while we were on the other side, but she seems convinced that he still lives.”

      Jakes studied me a moment. “You would like help.”

      “Can you carry us to Arcanus?” I asked, laughing at the image of me riding atop a shifter in wolf form. “Because I intend to take her back there—drag her, if necessary. Anywhere but here.”

      “And if she continues her search there?” 

      I’d thought of that, but there was nothing I could do that would prevent Taylor from searching. Whether she did it here or in Arcanus or any other place where there might be a crossing. It wasn’t that Conlin was the only place to cross the Threshold, just one where it was easier. 

       “When will you leave?” 

      “Soon. I’m afraid that if I don’t, she’s going to try to resume her search.”

      His eyes twitched as we discussed Taylor. How much did the shifters blame her for what happened? As far as I could tell, she hadn’t known the hunters would try to push through the gate, but had she known, would she have done anything differently? I had to think she would, but what did I really know about Taylor? She was an artist, but she was also determined and stubborn and surprisingly skilled in ways that most in Arcanus were not. Probably why I was so attracted to her, but reason enough to be careful. 

      “Travel safely, Morris. And find me when you return. We have much to discuss.”

      I eyed him carefully. I didn’t like the sound of that. It almost made me consider taking Taylor across the Threshold. Who knew, we might have found Hard before the Trelking found me. Not likely, but it was possible. 

      

      “That’s your plan? This is more than a drop off.” Devan planted her fists at her sides, staring at the collection of items I was grabbing. She had a slender knife clutched in one palm, with the blade pointed behind her back. She fixed me with her “don’t fuck with me” eyes. I’d seen them before and knew better. 

      We stood in the garage, with the soft glow of a single overhead light. She’d flipped the fluorescent lights off for the day. She probably didn’t really need them, anyway; her eyesight was beyond excellent, especially in the dark. I think she left it on for my benefit. 

      I leaned against the front of the truck. The warmth of the engine seeped through my thin shirt as I looked at her. “I’m going to grab whatever I can of the Elder’s that’s still there. I need to know. It’s the reason we came here.”

      “Learning from the Elder is the reason you came here. I came for a different reason altogether,” she said. 

      I snorted, and she shot me an angry stare. “Yeah, well we’re running out of things to learn here in Conlin. This is an opportunity to find out a little more.”

      “Is it, Ollie?” She pulled her hands off her hips and waved the knife at me. There was no threat to it; at least, I didn’t think there was really a threat. “We’ve only been back for a couple of months and already you want to sneak back there after what they did to you?” She took a deep breath and lowered the knife. “You know what happened the last time you were there. After what you’ve learned—”

      “I’ve learned more than any of the masters there will understand.” There was more heat to my voice than I intended. 

      I started to turn away, but she grabbed my arm and spun me around to face her. Just because Devan was slight in stature, didn’t mean she wasn’t strong. I mean, really strong. So if she wanted to keep me from going anywhere, she could.

      I kept my hands stuffed in the pockets of my coat. My fingers worked over the charms, feeling the cool tingle of the metal she’d used to make them and enjoying the slight spring to the triggers. If I pushed even a little harder, powdered ink would explode in my pocket. 

      “Do you think there’s even anything there that you can use?” she asked, her voice softening.

      I took a deep breath. “I thought we might find something here to keep us safe, but there’s nothing. At least nothing that’s going to keep you from doing what your father wants, or that’s going to keep me from the servitude he demands. I just can’t learn what I need staying here.” 

      “You’re an idiot,” she said. At least she let go of my arm. I wasn’t going anywhere and she knew it. 

      “It’s more than that,” I started.

      “I know. Otherwise I wouldn’t argue with you.”

      “I’ve spent the last ten years believing he’s not dead. And I’m the only one who believes.”

      “I believe you,” Devan said. She arched a brow at me as I opened my mouth, cutting me off. “Don’t you go saying I don’t count. Who else has stuck with you over the years?”

      “And if we can learn even a little of what he knew, we have a better chance of being safe. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” I asked. “And if what Jakes tells me about the crossings is true, then we have all the more reason to try to learn as much as possible.”

      “What did Jakes say?” 

      “Only that they’ve detected attempts to cross. Maybe that’s what you sensed.” Devan’s face told me that was unlikely. 

      “And you mean to tell me that’s all this is?”

      “And maybe find some understanding,” I agreed. “All I know is that he was there one day and the next, he was gone.”

      And after my father was gone, there were three things in my room that hadn’t been there before. One was a key. Nothing fancy about it, just your average oversized gold key with a pyramid surrounded by circles and stars for the end, making it look like some game show prop. I kept safely hidden in the basement, where it had been since I left Arcanus, the entire time I was serving the Trelking. The second was a thick piece of blank vellum. The surface was smooth but had a crinkled appearance, as if it had existed for centuries, but blank. I had it rolled up and stored along with the key. The third was a book. I’d never had the opportunity to get through it; Hard had taken it from me, claiming only the masters could review the Elder’s work. But it had been in my room. I had to believe he’d left it there intentionally. Stealing it back was part of the reason I’d been expelled from Arcanus.

      My father and I might not have always gotten along—that comes from being the tagger son of one of the greatest artists in generations—but that didn’t mean I wanted anything to happen to him. 

      “What happens if you find something?” Devan asked. 

      I leaned on the hood of the truck, biting the inside of my lip. “I don’t know what happens. Maybe there’s a book like the other one. Maybe nothing at all.”

      She leaned against the truck next to me and looked up. Hints of green and brown seemed to swirl in her eyes. “I respect the Elder as much as anyone.” I shot her a look and she shrugged. “Okay, maybe not as much as anyone. You might not recognize it, but you’ve told me how he treated you. You’re his son, but just because you’re not some artist like the others, he made you feel unworthy.”

      “That’s not it at all,” I said. “He was busy. Between Arcanus and what happened to my mother—”

      “Yeah. So busy, he couldn’t slow down and help you understand what was happening. You don’t even really know what happened to her. Don’t you think you have that right?”

      Only Devan could really talk to me like that. She knew more about me than anyone else. “He did everything he could when my mother died.”

      “By taking you to Arcanus. Haven’t you ever wondered why you never went while she lived? Don’t you think maybe she didn’t want that life for you?” 

      I remembered so little about my mother. She’d died when I was barely eleven. The memories I had were mostly happy, but there was so much about her that was a fog. If I were to ever get counseling, I suspect I’d be told I repressed my memories. After everything I’d been through, I was willing to leave them repressed. It wasn’t long after she was gone that my father had taken me with him to Arcanus. 

      “Devan—”

      She reached up and touched my face. “Ollie, I have a little experience with shitty fathers myself, so don’t think you can blow smoke up my ass.”

      I smiled. “I’d never blow smoke up your ass. I’d let Jakes do the honor.”

      I held it together as long as possible, long enough to see her go a shade of red that I’d never seen on her before. A mixture of emotions crossed over her face before she decided how she’d respond. And when she did, my arm suffered for it.

      “Well, he did offer to help me, so maybe you don’t have to worry about him, anyway. Especially if you stay behind like it seems you want to.”

      “I’m not staying behind. You need me, like you always have.”

      The comment made me smile. The first time I’d crossed the Threshold, Devan had been on the other side. Almost as if waiting. I’m still not sure she wasn’t. Since then, we’d saved each other more times than I could count. “You still want to stay on this side?” 

      “I’m not returning for good, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      Returning “for good” meant was that she would be married. Yeah, Devan is a runaway bride. 

      I couldn’t blame her. As the nuptials drew closer, when it became real, Devan decided that it was time to get out. She had her reasons, mostly because of the visions she’d had of what would happen if she stayed. That had been my cue to leave, too. We’d made the crossing together, thinking to find safety and quiet in Conlin. So far, we’d found neither. 

      “Then we’re going to do this. Dump Taylor in Arcanus. Maybe sneak inside for a look-see. Find out if there’s anything my father might have left there that I missed. Then we’ll come back here. Hopefully nothing crosses over in the time we’re away.” 

      Devan shrugged and made her way over to her bench. She picked up the knife again and ran it over a sharpening stone, over and over. The soft snick repeating in a steady rhythm. “You know I’ll help you, Ollie,” she said, eyes staying focused on the knife. “And if you want to go back there—”

      “I don’t want to go back,” I said.

      She paused long enough to answer. “I don’t like this. And I don’t trust Taylor. Everything she does puts you in more danger.”

      “It’s not me I worry about,” I said to her. I had vowed to keep Devan safe, and I’d do whatever I could to keep that vow. “We don’t have to trust her. We just have to get her back there.”

      “That’s the part I don’t like,” she said. Then Devan flipped a switch and a grinding wheel kicked on with a heavy whirr. Sparks flew up around her as she worked the knife. 

      I waited, thinking she’d turn it off so we could talk more, but turned away when it became clear that wasn’t her intent. The grinding wheel was her way of ending the conversation. 

      I studied her back, thinking I needed to say something else, before turning away to prepare to return to Arcanus.
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      I headed out to the garage the next morning looking for Devan. She hadn’t bothered coming inside last night to eat. That wasn’t altogether uncommon—Devan had this thing where she’d keep working until whatever project she started was complete—but after our conversation the day before, I felt a little uncomfortable.

      The door to the garage was closed. Maybe she was angry, but more likely she was disappointed. She wanted to keep me safe in much the same way I wanted to keep her safe. I’d do anything in my power to protect her.

      Sunlight glinted off the faded metal door. I shielded my eyes as I grabbed at the door and heaved. It didn’t budge. 

      Had she locked herself in? She’d only done that once before. 

      I cupped an ear to the door and listened. I didn’t hear anything, but that didn’t mean much. Devan had ways to muffle the sounds of her work. “Devan! Open the door.”

      Taylor peeked out the back door of the house, and I waved her away. Seeing her would likely only upset Devan. 

      I tapped on the door again, but again there was no answer. She could be stubborn, sometimes annoyingly so. I pounded on the door again, but still no answer. 

      Taylor crossed the yard toward me, ignoring the fact that I’d tried keeping her away. She carried a leather satchel over one shoulder and had a loose black jacket covering a long sleeve shirt matching the streaks of color in her hair. Jeans hugged her hips, and I had to work to pull my eyes away.

      “How do you know she’s even in there?” Taylor asked.

      “Door’s locked.”

      “She couldn’t lock it from the outside?” 

      I tapped on the door and shook my head. “Nothing fancy about this garage door. You might not believe it, but the Elder didn’t exactly leave me with much here.” 

      I nodded toward the house. The once-gray paint now had a thick, dark layer overtop of it, left there from when Taylor and Jakes had their magical battle, except for where I’d started repainting. It wouldn’t damage my father’s protections, just cover them. At least the house still stood. It may not look like much, but there was value in the patterns and protections worked into the house. 

      “I don’t think you give him enough credit,” Taylor said. “The house is lovely. Where else will you find a place painted completely in the Elder’s hand?”

      “Whatever,” I said. “Anyway, she can’t lock the door from the outside. Not without placing—”

      I cut myself off as I looked around the door. Could Devan have left to see what she’d sensed on her own? If she had, wouldn’t she at least have left me some sort of message? If she thought she was protecting me, she might. Or maybe she and Jakes were off snuggling somewhere. 

      The image of that was hard to get out of my head. I don’t know why it annoyed me like it did. 

      As I turned back to Taylor, the sunlight reflected off something I hadn’t noticed before. Near the edge of the garage door was a single mark as if indented into the door. I crouched down to study it. There wasn’t much to it, but it hadn’t been there before. I studied the door and found another mark at the opposite end. 

      What the hell?

      The second one was different. The first mark was a straight line. The second was two vertical lines with a hash angled over them. Out of curiosity, I grabbed a pinch of powdered red ink I had in my pocket and dusted the marks. With a small trickle of energy and will, I infused power into the marks.

      The explosion threw me back. 

      Taylor ran over to me and helped me to my feet. “Oliver! What are you doing?”

      I wiped my hands on my pants, shaking off the effects of the explosion. I wasn’t hurt, mostly startled. “Not sure.”

      “Were you trying to blow the door off the garage?”

      “I don’t think you can,” I said, making my way back over to the marks. “You can’t see it from here, but my father placed patterns all the way around the garage, too.” Devan and I had thought that odd when we returned to the house and she made the garage space her own, but there’ve been some advantages. Explosions made while she worked wouldn’t have quite the same effect, almost as if the garage had been designed for her kind of tinkering.

      I leaned toward the marks. With the ink coating them, they were easier to see. Now that I’d been blown back, I knew to be more careful. Don’t let it be said that I can’t learn from my mistakes. I’ve made enough of them that I should be plenty smart by now.

      As I started to infuse another hint of will into the ink, Taylor grabbed me and jerked me back. 

      “Don’t,” she warned.

      A flash of light rippled as she spoke. The door to the garage briefly buckled before regaining its shape. Had I been standing next to it, I would have been thrown back the same as before. Maybe not even the same; this explosion seemed even more powerful than the first.

      “Why would she place that mark on the door?” 

      “This?” I copied the mark on the grass using my finger. 

      Taylor grunted and kicked it away, destroying evidence of the mark. “Don’t. And yes. That mark.”

      I shook my head. I’d never seen a marking like that before. Not a complex pattern, but maybe that was the point. Often times, simple patterns packed the most punch. That, and they strangely required more energy to fuel. It was nothing like some of the complicated patterns in my father’s book, patterns I still could only make a handful of. 

      “That’s not how her power works,” I answered. I moved closer to the door again and studied the pattern. As long as I didn’t push any power through the ink, I would be okay. I thought. “She doesn’t use patterns and paints the same way we do.”

      “Then why would you have placed it there?” Taylor asked.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t.”

      Taylor stood and turned on me. “That’s a mark only a painter would use. And a skilled one at that. See how the lines are perfectly parallel?” She pointed with one of her long fingers at the pattern. “And this? Angled so each side is precisely the same. That takes talent and experience. I don’t recognize what it is, but there’s power in that pattern.” 

      She was right. I hadn’t picked up on the level of exactness that would have been required at first, but now that she pointed it out, it was completely clear. Only, who would have made the marking? Not Devan. She had magical skill and could work with patterns, but this wasn’t the kind of thing she would have placed on the garage. It was subtle enough that it circumvented the protections my father had placed. That meant another painter. 

      Was that what Devan had detected? 

      “Did anyone follow you here?” I asked her. “When you left Arcanus, I mean?”

      “I’ve been away from Arcanus for the last year. When Ash was lost, Reem wouldn’t let me go after him.” 

      I laughed, imagining Taylor arguing with Reem. She might be small—even tinier than Devan—but she was powerful. And feisty. Even with her skill, Taylor wouldn’t have been able to go against her. 

      “Reem said I didn’t know enough yet to go after them.”

      “And Reem wouldn’t leave.”

      Taylor tipped her head. “She’s like the others. You know how they don’t want to leave Arcanus. They stay there so long and begin to know safety…”

      The hunters. All painters feared them. They were taught that the hunters chased painters, fed off their magic. Once a painter reached a certain level of skill, they stayed in Arcanus. Some taggers left, but they were considered safe, considered to be too weak to draw the attention of the hunters. Master painters—artists like Hard, Ash, and Reem—would surely draw the attention of the hunters. I thought myself daring and brave for my willingness to be outside of Arcanus knowing the risk of the hunters. Of course, that was before I learned the hunters no longer existed in our world. I still didn’t understand why we were taught to fear them.

      Well, maybe I did. After nearly dying facing the hunters, I could understand why painters should fear them.

      “But you left,” I said.

      “I wasn’t the first.”

      “But the first artist.”

      She shook her head. “No.” When I looked at her askance, she went on. “You’ve been gone for a while.”

      “I was never really there that much to begin with,” I said.

      Taylor smiled at me with a tight expression. “Well, Arcanus has changed in the time that you’ve been gone. And about four years ago, there was a falling out. Two painters—a couple—were pushing to be raised to master. I was still learning then and don’t know much about it, but I think the feeling was that she was skilled enough to be raised but not him. Worse, he didn’t get along with Mac.”

      I frowned. “Who doesn’t get along with Mac?” He was one of the few people who had been genuinely nice to me and had treated me well after I arrived in Arcanus. That was a hard time for me, especially being thrown into everything as I was. But Mac had welcomed me, explained how Arcanus worked, hell, he even showed me around his shop. It was nicer than what Devan worked with, though he might not have the same level of skill.

      “I know, right? I didn’t know the couple well. They came to Arcanus probably two years or so after you left. They were a little older, but they had real talent and worked at it, spending much of their time in the library, running through books of patterns and studying the importance of color and shapes and numbers.”

      It sounded familiar. It was what I had done when I first went to Arcanus. I always knew I had some artistic talent, and my father had worked with me to nurture it, but he hadn’t always been around. Before my mother died, he’d traveled all the time. For work, from what I had been told at the time. Only later did I really understand what his work entailed. I never knew my father like some did. He was never the Elder to me as he was to other painters, or even to Jakes. Just my father. 

      But when he took me to Arcanus and I learned of the power that could be drawn using my art, I had thrown myself into studying. There were hundreds of books in the library about patterns. Twice as many dealt with colors and numbers. Scattered among them were other books on things like art history and design philosophy, things higher-level artists would study. Taggers mostly struggled to even learn patterns.

      “So what happened?”

      “When the masters made it clear they wouldn’t be raised at the same time, the couple left. Stole one of Mac’s cars. It was all anyone could talk about for months.”

      I snorted. Arcanus was a closed community, so it wasn’t entirely surprising. “Mac didn’t want to go after them?”

      She shook her head. “He said he had other cars. Not sure why he likes them so much, anyway. All he does is use them to race into town for groceries, but he never stays long, always makes certain to get back well before evening. It still bothered him that the couple left.” She paused and met my eyes. “So, in spite of what you think, there were other artists who left Arcanus.”

      “Like my father,” I said.

      Taylor nodded. “The Elder was different.”

      “Is different,” I corrected. 

      She hesitated, her brows knitted tightly together. “Why are you so convinced he still lives? Everyone thinks he’s gone.”

      I started toward the end of the garage door, wanting to take another look at the mark made there. “Not everyone.” 

      The mark on this side of the garage door looked like a single line when I first examined it, but now that I was closer, I saw that it was more than that. Each end curled slightly, giving it a subtle rounding, almost like someone pierced a fingernail into the metal. 

      Using another small pinch of red ink, I dusted the pattern. This time, I knew better than to push my will through the ink. Instead, I simply listened to it, feeling for other patterns that I might be missing. 

      Power thrummed through the mark. Whoever had made it had strength. Now, I could tell what the intent of the pattern was, though not why someone would place it here on my garage.

      “Why would they lock it closed?” Taylor asked over my shoulder.

      “You assume I know who ‘they’ are.” I tried lifting the door again, and again it didn’t budge. 

      “Let’s say this is another painter,” Taylor suggested. “Or even a tagger.”

      “I’ve not met a tagger with strength to do this.”

      “Either way,” Taylor went on, ignoring me, “whoever placed this did so with intent. Why the garage? Why your house?”

      An anxious flutter worked through me. The garage might be mine, but what was inside—what Devan made—was all her. After what she sensed, I knew I needed to be concerned. And if Devan had gone after it…

      “We need to get this open.”

      “You’ve already seen what happens when you try to disrupt the patterns.”

      “I didn’t disrupt. I only tried to see what they were for. Now I’ll disrupt them.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? You got thrown back ten feet just trying to detect what that pattern could do.”

      “You don’t really know what I’ve spent the last ten years doing.” I pulled a knife out of my pocket and touched the blade. A single pattern, two interlocking triangles, etched carefully into the blade, made by the Trelking’s own smiths. Power suffused the blade. The hilt of the knife was smooth, made of a polished ivory. I never asked the source, but given where I got the knife, it was likely unicorn horn. 

      Taylor’s eyes widened as I used it to peel through a layer of paint on the garage door, effectively lifting the pattern off. 

      Doing this required concentration and understanding of the intent of the pattern, but it also took some balls. Taylor had seen what happens when powering a pattern backfires. I wondered if she’d seen real explosions before. It’s not like I haven’t gotten knocked on my ass by patterns I didn’t understand before. Doing that was easy, and unfortunately, too often necessary. It was getting back up that was the hard part.

      I brought the knife up to my face and sniffed at the paint. It was too bad I had to remove even a little paint from the garage door. Anything painted by the Elder carried more power than I could manage, but it was necessary. And besides, I’d already damaged the paint on the house. When I got around to finishing repainting it, nothing I could add would be greater than the protections placed by him. I mean, it had survived an epic battle between a powerful shifter and an artist with nothing more than a few soot marks. 

      The other pattern proved more difficult. 

      The knife had particular enchantments that allowed me to remove paintings. It was one of the tasks I’d done for the Trelking, sort of service for survival if you will. With the knife, I could detect how deep I needed to go to remove particular marks. Sometimes, only the top layer of a painting needed to be removed. I could skim away the thinnest layers of paint using the knife, just enough to lift the pattern clear. I’d had to do work so meticulously a few times that painters weren’t aware that their work had been disturbed until it was too late. Such had been my life.

      This mark went through the paint and somehow pierced the metal beneath. I hadn’t seen someone manage that in quite a while. Thankfully, I kept the knife sharp, and marked as it was, I could lift the paint and the layers of affected metal away. I flicked it off the tip of my knife, letting the wind catch it. Mostly, I didn’t want it in my yard.

      “How were you able to do that without setting it off?” Taylor asked.

      I slipped the knife back into my waist holster and lifted the garage door. It slid upward with a noisy rattle. The garage was dark, and a haze drifted toward me, acrid and biting. Something about it was familiar. 

      “Devan?” I called, suddenly not expecting an answer. 

      Taylor scraped a navy circle around her with the toe of her shoe. 

      “You expecting something?” I asked.

      “Can’t you feel it?” 

      Now that she mentioned it, I did. Energy pulled on my skin, making it dry and tight. A painter’s energy.

      Magic had particular signals. Working around it over the years as I had, you get to recognize different aspects to it. There was my type of magic, the type made up of power drawn through me, augmented by the inks and patterns I used. This magic gave a tingling sensation to my skin, drawing it tight like after a bad sunburn. When the magic released, the tightness eased. Then there was the magic Devan used. Far vaster that what I could draw, she had no need of the augmentations I worked. Either it worked or it didn’t. She couldn’t use her power the same way as I could, either. It gave her strength and speed and enhanced sight, but she couldn’t throw it off her or create protections around her like I could. 

      Devan had made me an amulet long ago that would turn cold whenever she was using her power. I reached for it and realized that I’d sensed nothing from it for a few hours. That wasn’t unusual, but with her missing, it made me worry. The others of her kind were different, leaving the air feeling light and refreshed. Strange, but you learn to detect it when you’re around it long enough. And then there was Jakes. I still had no idea how to tell his power. Maybe that was the point. 

      Without question, what came out of the garage was a painter’s power. 

      I reached for the light switch and flicked it, but nothing happened. My heart started fluttering. Between the painter in the garage and the fact that I couldn’t find Devan, I was beginning to get nervous. 

      I pulled a charm from my pocket and pressed. Yellow ink shot into the air, hanging suspended for a moment. In that time, I infused power through it. Soft yellow light glowed, lighting the garage. 

      Everything was chaos. An air compressor rested on its side. Devan’s long bench was crooked, two legs cracked so it listed toward me. Tools scattered onto the ground. From what I could tell, the truck looked fine.

      I hurried to the bench. A pair of tiny metal figurines Devan had been working on rested on their sides, half covered by a long metal file. I grabbed them and stuffed them into my pocket. A few incomplete charms lay near the back corner. One looked something like the sculpture Agony in the park behind my house, a sculpture my father had made. The other like some twelve-sided cube. As I reached for them, I paused.

      There was a pattern here.

      I wouldn’t have noticed had I not gone for the charms. Even then, I still wasn’t certain what I saw. Maybe it was nothing, but if it was what I thought, then Devan was in serious trouble.

      Using the scattered tools, a trapezoidal pattern was made on the counter. It could have been chance, but the lines were too equal. Devan had left it. 

      “Damn,” I said.

      Taylor looked over the counter. “What happened here?”

      I motioned toward the pattern. “That’s the other painter.” At least now I knew what Devan had sensed, and what had Jakes on edge.

      She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      I looked for anything else of use, but saw nothing. Either there wasn’t anything, or it was gone. Pulling Taylor with me, I ducked back out of the garage. Anger boiled inside me. 

      “You know who it is?” she asked.

      “Not exactly.”

      I knelt on the ground outside the garage. “I need brown,” I said.

      Taylor pulled a bottle of ink from her leather satchel and handed it to me. 

      With a pinch of ink, I made a careful reproduction of the pattern. “I wasn’t the only painter in the Trelking’s world. It was part of the reason he employed me, the reason I’m still alive today. I was useful to him.”

      “Devan’s father?”

      “You didn’t really learn much during your year away from Arcanus, did you?”

      “Enough to stay alive,” she said. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      I snorted. “Yeah. And you nearly got us killed trying to summon the gate. Nice work with that.”

      Taylor glared at me for a moment. “You’re the one who was going to take me back there. Is that no longer the plan? I can stay here, I can help…”

      I sighed. As much as I wanted to get Taylor away from Conlin and keep her from trying some other stupid plan, Devan’s absence made everything different. “I’m sorry. I’m upset. Devan is missing. If not for her, I wouldn’t have made it through the last ten years. She helped keep me safe. She taught me more about patterns than I ever learned in Arcanus. And once I knew what I was doing, she kept me company. I owe her more than you could ever imagine.”

      Taylor glanced at the garage. “You love her.”

      “Well, yeah.” I didn’t know how to explain it any better than that. Devan and I were closer than family. What we’d been through together forged a bond that I’d never shared with anyone else. And neither of us wanted to risk ruining that with any romantic crap. 

      Taylor eyed me with a strange expression and then turned to study the garage. “And this painter?”

      “His name is Adazi. And from what I know, he’s incredibly talented.”

      “Sounds Italian.”

      I laughed darkly. “Italian. French. German. Even American. I’ve thought the same thing over the years. He might not even be from this world.”

      “Is that possible?”

      I gaped at her. “You saw Jakes. You saw what he is. And you’re asking if something is possible?”

      “I’ve just never heard of painters from anywhere else. And I thought you said painter magic was specific to this world.”

      When I had been on the other side, when I was in the Trelking’s world, there had been a few other painters, but not many with my ability to master arcane patterns. That was what made me valuable to the Trelking. Without that, I would have either been sent back or more likely sent to die. 

      “So Adazi. He’s a painter from her world?”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know. No one does, not really. I’ve never seen him before.”

      “Then how do you know that was his mark?”

      “Because I’ve seen that before. Enough times that I learned to search for that mark before doing anything else. There were several times when Adazi made threats to the Trelking. Had I not removed the patterns, I’m not sure what would have happened.”

      “You make it sound like you were some sort of servant to a king.”

      I grunted. “Servant. Destroyer of magic. Breaker of oaths. Warrior. Occasionally protector.”

      Taylor nodded slowly. “I see.”

      I turned to stare at the garage. “No, I don’t think that you do. If Adazi was here and he knows about Devan, then she’s in real danger.”

      “I’ve seen what your friend can do. I doubt she’s in any real danger.”

      “If you’re around her long enough, you’ll get to realize she’s got a lot of power, but it’s not like ours. She can’t protect herself from magic the same way we can. She can’t attack with magic the same way we can. That makes her vulnerable.”

      “Why did she come with us to the park? If she’s so delicate, why risk her with the hunters?”

      I laughed. “Don’t let her know you called her delicate, or she’ll kick your ass. And she wasn’t at risk with the hunters. I was there.”

      “But what if something had happened to you?”

      I refused to think of what Devan would have done had I been injured. That was part of the reason I was willing to use the Death Pattern, but then she had prevented me from completing it. Devan was capable and fast, more than that, she was smart. 

      “Nothing did happen to me,” I answered. 

      Taylor watched me for a moment then touched the ground. “You need to find her before she’s injured?”

      “I don’t know what Adazi wants her for. But I need to find her before he succeeds.”

      “What if he crosses the Threshold? What if he takes her back?”

      That was my fear. If that happened, it would be all but impossible to find Devan. Not that I could find her easily now. But if they went back through, there was nothing I could do that would protect her. As soon as I crossed over to the Trelking’s world, I’d be detected. Hunted. There wouldn’t be time to help Devan. Even if there were, there was the little issue of what would happen to her when her father found her and where he’d send her. 

      That left only one solution. 

      I hoped Devan would forgive me.
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      I found Jakes at the Rooster, a local diner. Nothing fancy about it, just your typical bacon and eggs for breakfast, hot sandwiches for lunch, and—if you’re lucky—you might be able to get a slab of meatloaf for dinner. Not every night. Meatloaf was special. Once you had the Rooster’s meatloaf, you’d understand.

      An old-fashioned jukebox nestled into the corner was playing some modern hip-hop. For all I knew, that had been Devan’s work. She’d fixed the damn thing the first time she’d come here, curious about what it was and willing to tinker until she had it right. The owner, an older man named Tom Brindle, gave her free lunch in exchange. I think Devan came by here more for the challenge than the food, but I think she also really liked Tom. With his graying hair and glasses slid too far down his nose, he always looked a little dumpy, but he had a glimmer to his eyes and a smile that warmed you as soon as you saw it. 

      A long counter ran down from the jukebox. A slender girl named Kacey worked the counter. She had auburn hair always pulled back in a ponytail and a smile that matched Tom’s. She was here most days I’d come, and I wondered if they were related. When the door opened and Taylor and I slipped in, she smiled and nodded. Jakes was sitting at the counter.

      The rest of the Rooster was empty. Frankly, I was surprised. Usually at this time of the day, there were three or four old retirees sitting around sipping coffee, most of the time reminiscing about the olden days. Today, the booths were empty. The chessboard the retirees played on sat unused. 

      Jakes looked up, his eyes sliding past me to fix on Taylor. I wasn’t sure he’d quite forgiven her for what happened in the park. I couldn’t really blame him. Jakes had lost his father that night, protecting the gateway and keeping back the hunters. 

      He nodded politely and turned on his stool to face us. “Surprised to see you here, Morris. I thought you made plans to leave.”

      “Yeah, well I was getting an urge for some of Tom’s eggs.”

      Jakes didn’t smile. He rarely did.

      “You seen Devan?” I asked.

      His face clouded. “No. And from the question, that means you haven’t, either.”

      I glanced at Kacey. She worked quietly behind the counter, wiping plates and stacking them to the side. She seemed to be paying us no mind. “She wasn’t at the house this morning. The garage was locked, and I had to force it open.” The way Jakes’s eyes widened told me he recognized the problem with doing that. “Her shop was a mess. Stuff tipped over, projects left untouched. And this.” I made Adazi’s mark on the counter with my finger, smearing it across the slick surface. Even doing that much left me with a queasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. “You recognize it?”

      He shook his head slightly. 

      “Someone strong,” I said. “Strong enough to take Devan. You know who she is, right?” This was the part I was least certain of. Devan protected certain secrets about herself, and I’d seen the interested way she looked at Jakes, but I needed to help her. To do that, I would need his help. I might need all the shifters to help, though I still didn’t know who any of the others were. For all I knew, Kacey could be a shifter. Hell, even Tom Brindle could be a shifter. 

      Jakes lowered his voice. “I know what she is. That is enough.”

      I pulled out the stool next to Jakes and plopped down. It was green vinyl, probably from when the diner was first built, but still comfortable enough. A small tear in the covering poked at my legs, and I picked at it to keep from putting my hands on the counter and fidgeting so openly in front of Jakes. 

      “No, that isn’t enough,” I began. “Devan is the Trelking’s daughter.”

      Jakes met my eyes as he took a steadying breath. I’d expected him to know about the Trelking. Most with any real magical ability did. “If she’s missing and they took her across the Threshold, I can’t help, Morris.”

      That surprised me. “What? You were willing to jump in and attack the nightmare hell creatures at the gate. You were willing to help me get her back to Arcanus.” He pointed at Taylor. “But now that Devan has been abducted, you’re not willing to help me keep her from being dragged back to her father?”

      “We’re not permitted to get involved.”

      “I think you’re involved just by being here. What did you think you were doing helping to protect the gate?”

      “That’s different,” Jakes said, casting a sideways glance at me. He lowered his eyes as he spoke. “The Elder demanded service.”

      “Demanded?”

      Jakes nodded. “We’re to protect the gate, serve as its guardian. If hunters were to come through, we were to prevent it, destroy the gate if needed.”

      I hadn’t realized that, had we not managed to bury it again, the shifters intended to destroy it. But I also wasn’t sure I bought that. Had Jakes been able to destroy the gate, he wouldn’t have needed my help. We wouldn’t have needed to race through the park trying to trigger each of the sculptures before the hunters streamed from the gate. So what he said wasn’t completely believable.

      On the other hand, there was no debating how powerful the shifters were. If anyone could destroy the gate, why not Jakes and the other shifters? Who else would be willing to go up against the hunters, creatures straight out of a nightmare whose only desire seemed to be sucking the magical energy out of painters? 

      But I thought Jakes would help. From what I’d seen between him and Devan, there was some sort of connection. Maybe not much yet, but enough to know that it could develop. As much as it bothered me, I needed to use that potential. 

      “This guy,” I said, tapping the counter where I’d made Adazi’s mark, “has Devan. And if we don’t get to him before he crosses back, she’ll be handed over to her father.”

      “She made her choice by coming here. She knew what would happen if her father found her. Now that he has and has sent this Adazi for her, there is nothing I can do.”

      “Can or will?”

      “Does it matter?”

      I closed my eyes tightly and let out a frustrated breath. “Do you want to know why she left?” I leaned in as I spoke, and my voice got a little more heated than it needed to. Talking about Devan got me worked up, especially when it came to doing whatever I could to save her. 

      “That’s her business,” he said.

      “Yeah. And I wouldn’t tell you if I had any other choice, but seeing how you refuse to help, here it is. The Trelking has offered Devan to the Druist Mage.” 

      Living among Devan and her people, saying something like that didn’t feel so strange, but standing here in the diner, with Kacey working at the plates and the jukebox humming along with some dance song, that sounded really odd, even to me. 

      Jakes stiffened, but didn’t lift his eyes.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?” I asked. “You know what the Druist Mage will do once he has Devan. You know the power he wields already and what he might do when he weds the heir to the Te’alan. Whatever peace he claims will be but window dressing. The Trelking might find peace, but others will not.” I pushed back the anger rising within me. It served no purpose. “My father might have asked you to guard the gates, but that doesn’t mean that’s all you’ve ever done.” I lowered my voice. “I’ve heard of your kind on the other side. And I suspect if I went through the gate in the park, there would be others like you in those places, too. You could help Devan. You want to help Devan. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Jakes inhaled slowly. “You’re not wrong, Morris, but you don’t know half of what you think you do.” He turned and fixed me with wolfish eyes. The hairs on my neck stood on end. “You think she’s the only one who must make sacrifices for safety?” Jakes pushed back from the counter and stood. He towered over me normally, but with the simmering anger coming off him, he seemed even taller. “You have not lived long enough to know what it means to make sacrifices. The Alpha—my father—sacrificed by coming here. That was a price he was willing to pay and he paid gladly. We all do. And Devan may not wish to be joined to the Druist, but if that is what it takes for her world to find peace, then she has the responsibility to do so.”

      He turned and walked away from me. 

      As the door slipped closed behind him, Tom came out from the kitchen carrying Jakes’s lunch. A massive steak sandwich steamed on the plate. Tom looked from me to Taylor and then to the door. He shook his head and turned back to the kitchen.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Taylor’s arm.

      Taylor didn’t resist, and we left the Rooster.

      

      I stood in the center of the park near the plaza, staring out at Agony of the Chase, searching for answers. Answers didn’t come, not for me. When I looked at the sculpture my father had made, I saw half-man, half demon. Others considered him an anguished man made in my father’s unique style. I guess I saw that, but there was more to it than that. There was a darkness to the sculpture that few ever wanted to admit, a darkness I could feel when I got close enough. 

      Taylor sat on one of the rough cement benches that rimmed the plaza, making a sketch of Agony. I turned my attention away from the sculpture. I had come here for a different purpose. 

      Conlin Park might once have been your typical garden-variety park. It had a low river-rock wall working around the perimeter. Mature oak and pine trees grew throughout. Even the sculpture gave it a park-like feel, especially with the water feature that had been added after my father placed it here, designed so water spilled out of Agony’s mouth and pooled in the small reflecting pool near the center of the plaza. But there were other things about the park that were different. Power worked beneath the surface, only detected by those with the ability to draw upon it. There was something about the arrangement of the sculptures that fixed that power, holding it here. I hadn’t known until Taylor came to town that there was even more to the park. It wasn’t until she revealed the gateway near the fountain of Agony that I understood. But that was buried now, protected with power so the hunters could not return.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t use the power here.

      In the time since I returned to Conlin, I’d been placing various patterns around the park. Mostly because there was no doubting the power that resided here. I wanted to be able to control it if needed. If I could tap into it, maybe I could prevent others from doing the same. Had I been skilled enough—or better prepared—I might even have prevented Taylor from summoning the gateway in the first place, but how was I to know what my father had hidden? It wasn’t as if he ever shared things like that with me.

      But I could use the power for my own purpose. And right now, my purpose was to find Devan. 

      I made my way around the center of the plaza, creating a massive circle with brown ink all the way around. Ringing Agony, I’d found, seemed to augment anything I did within the circle, almost as if the sculpture had been placed here for that purpose. I sealed the circle with an infusion of power. It shimmered away from me. 

      The next part would be the hardest. It would require a deliberate infusion of power through Adazi’s pattern. Each time I even drew it, the pattern gave me a queasy sense, like my stomach was coated in oil. It was something almost like an arcane pattern, but a type I didn’t fully understand. I would have to infuse a considerable amount of power into it to make this work. 

      I knelt opposite Agony, still surrounded by my circle of power. Choosing the right ink would be almost as tricky. Red would draw power, but without knowing precisely what would happen, it could rebound on me and leave me incapacitated. Black was not a good idea, either, for the same reasons. I had brown and green with me, but neither felt right.

      “Taylor.”

      She looked up and set down her pencil when I called her name. “I’m still not sure this is the best idea. I’ve seen the power that can be pulled through this place. Are you really sure you want to risk that without knowing what will happen?”

      “Not really. But I need to. And I need your blue ink.”

      Blue connected to the sky and heavens, but also to thought and focus. That seemed more fitting with what I wanted to accomplish. 

      Taylor handed me her bottle of ink. I pried the stopper off and dipped a finger into the ink before handing it back to her. She stepped away. I didn’t blame her for that. Who knew what would happen when I completed this pattern?

      If it didn’t involve Devan, I might have suggested Taylor be the one to make the pattern. As an artist, her skills surpassed anything I could do, but finding Devan would take a personal approach, and would only work if Adazi hadn’t managed to get her to the other side already. As long as Jakes and his folk held the gateways, the crossing should remain closed. 

      I hoped.

      Using my index finger—in painting, even the finger used made a difference—I very carefully made Adazi’s mark. Then I used a pinch of green ink and made an equilateral triangle around the mark. Most of the time, I worked in a single color. The combination of inks could be challenging, but I’d had some experience with this type of painting before. Doing it this way would allow me to divide my focus, and if it worked, might allow me to track Adazi. And, if I got lucky, might even let me prevent him from stepping to the other side. That last part was more challenging. 

      I drew in a deep breath and focused, pulling as much of my will into me as I could manage and surging it through both patterns at the same time. With a practiced effort, I split the focus, sending it through them equally. A rolling, nauseated sense struck me as I pushed through Adazi’s mark and nearly destabilized what I did. But the other, the anchoring triangle, held me in place, secured me here. Distantly, I was supported by the brown circle of power I’d created around me.

      Adazi’s mark seemed to hum. 

      I cocked my head, listening. The tracing wafted away from me, almost like the fading notes of a song. 

      “What did you do?” Taylor asked.

      “A tracking pattern,” I said. 

      “How? You’d have to work more than one pattern at the same time for that.”

      I nodded. “Both Adazi’s mark and the summoning circle.”

      She made her way over to me and studied the markings I’d made on the ground. “But you’re also anchoring it at the same time.”

      “Yeah. If I didn’t, I’d lose the mark. Have you ever tried making an Adazi mark? There’s something slimy about it. I just don’t care for it.”

      Even now, the mark was giving me that queasy sense in the pit of my stomach. The anchoring helped, but didn’t eliminate it.

      Taylor studied me like she was trying to understand a new pattern. I turned away and listened for the way the Adazi mark called on me. Now that I had it anchored, I could follow it. Hopefully, it would lead me to Devan.

      “Come on,” I said to Taylor. 

      “Where are we going?”

      “To find Adazi.”

      

      We rode in Big Red, the faded red Ford F150, cruising on old Highway 16 as it led away from Conlin. Keeping myself attuned to the mark required an effort of will, but I’d done something like it before. With focus, I could track it. Marks anchored using the technique I had employed created something like a sound, each one distinct. This one had a low hum, like when you stand too close to power lines. With the humming, I managed to trace the pattern all the way out of Conlin. 

      “Where do you think it’s leading us?” Taylor asked.

      She sat next to me on the seat, her seatbelt snugged tight across her chest. A leather bag clutched on her lap, as if I might steal it. Inside, I suspected were all her inks and a few books she used to study. For all I knew, she’d stolen another one from my basement. 

      “The gateway.”

      “I thought the shifters were watching the gateways.”

      “They are,” I said, checking the pockets of my duster. I had a few charms, maybe enough to rescue Devan, and a few waxed satchels of ink. “But I don’t know if they’re aware of all of them.”

      “And you know this one?”

      I slowed as the pull from the pattern shifted. In the distance, a copse of trees surrounded an old barn the same color as the truck. Peeling paint left it looking weathered. Part of the roof had caved in. 

      “Yeah,” I answered. “It’s how Devan and I reached Conlin.”

      “You came through a gateway to Conlin?” She leaned on the door, her elbow slipping past the rolled down window. Wind whistled around her and blew against her blue-tinted hair.

      “Not like the one in the park. But yeah.”

      She pulled her eyes away from the barn. She could feel it, the same as I did, the way the gateway called to us. “Why do you think there’d be a gateway to Conlin here?”

      I squeezed the wheel, the engravings made by Devan rubbing beneath my hand as I did. “Maybe the same reason there’s a gate in the middle of the park.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “The Elder?”

      “And the same reason there are other crossings around Conlin needing guardians to keep them safe.”

      I didn’t think my father was responsible for everything, but the fact that there were so many around Conlin did bother me. 

      “If you knew about this gateway, why didn’t we come here first?”

      I breathed out, slowly releasing my grip on the wheel. As we closed in on the barn, I felt the draw from Adazi’s mark as it hummed in the air. “Because this wasn’t supposed to work to return.”

      “What do you mean? If you came through to get here, why wouldn’t it work?”

      My hands squeezed the wheel again until my knuckles whitened. “Because I closed it from the other side.” I took a deep breath. “When we came through, it was intended to be one way. Devan didn’t want to go back. Returning meant she would have to do something she refused to do. And if I went back, I would be forced to resume my nine and ninety year sentence with the Trelking. So we agreed that we wouldn’t return. To keep her father from following, I placed a series of patterns such that when I disappeared, the gateway would collapse in on itself.”

      “That would take more power than a tagger—” A flush washed over her as she caught herself. “What did you do?”

      “Does it matter? If Adazi is here, whatever I did on the other side didn’t work.” I pulled up alongside the barn and put the truck in park. Before getting out, I turned to Taylor. “You should probably stay here. If this goes the wrong way, you’ll need to get out of here. Find Jakes and tell him what happened. The protections in the truck should help keep you safe.”

      Taylor touched my hand. My skin tingled where she touched me. Another time, and I might wish her hand could linger. As it was, there was too much at stake. 

      “You need my help.”

      “I might. But if you come, you’re just as likely to get hurt. You’re an Arcanus painter. Adazi is…well, I don’t know what he is. Not Arcanus. The things he knows are dangerous. There are patterns and intents that even I haven’t been able to understand, and I’ve worked for the last ten years trying to learn things he knows so I can reverse the effects. So, please. Stay here.”

      As she nodded, the skin on my arms began to tighten. Power built around us. The air sizzled with it. 

      “Shit,” I said, grabbing Taylor and yanking her along with me out of the truck. 

      The blast hit a moment later.
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      Surprisingly, the truck didn’t fare too badly. All the patterns and charms that Devan had worked into the truck itself in the time since we’d come to Conlin seemed to make a difference. A blast of fire and clear white light struck at the truck. Tires smoked a little, and I thought some of the paint peeled, though to be honest, with that old truck, it was hard to tell. The body remained intact. And, amazingly enough, so did the windshield. I’d have to find out from Devan what she’d done.

      First, I had to reach her.

      “Are you all right?” I asked Taylor.

      We crouched along the edge of the barn. Energy built in the air again as Adazi worked another pattern. Taylor held a bottle of ink in one hand, a paintbrush in the other. Seeing it, I laughed.

      Taylor shot me a look of irritation.

      “You really think you’re going to have time to sit down and brush out a scene?” I asked.

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “You think this is the first time I’ve come under attack?”

      Now that she said it, I didn’t. I’d seen how she faced the shifters without flinching. That told me that Taylor had a little more resourcefulness than I gave her credit for, and more than most who came through Arcanus could claim. I wanted to say something clever or badass. Instead, I said, “Be careful.”

      I nudged past her, crawling along the ground with a charm in hand. This one was in the shape of a long rectangle. Well, as long as Devan’s charms got. With it, I could focus a shot of ink, enough to either contain or incapacitate, depending on how I chose to use it. It had many uses, serving as a sort of magical gun. The only downside was that it was a single fire. That’s why I had three. I wished I had the octagonal charm she’d made, but hadn’t thought to grab it.

      Shadows shifted in the barn. Light streamed through the area where the roof had collapsed. The power surging through the air continued to build.

      Somehow, Adazi targeted us.

      “Taylor,” I said, motioning in the air to create a circle. 

      She nodded and quickly created a protective circle around us. It surged into place with a shimmer. 

      I breathed out. I could have made the protective circle, but doing so would weaken me. I didn’t have the raw talent someone like Taylor had. What I did have was experience and knowledge gained from living among the Te’alan. 

      Most people would call them elves, but they didn’t have the pointy ears and weren’t really small like in the stories. Maybe they’d be better classified as fairies, though that wasn’t really quite right, either. 

      When the next blast struck us, it dissipated off the circle Taylor had made. She winced as it did. I knew from experience how it felt when one of those blasts struck your protections. It was as if part of your insides burned. A strong painter could handle it, but you felt it. That was the other reason I’d wanted Taylor to make the circle.

      Before another attack could come, I crept away from the circle, breaking it as I did. 

      “Where are you going?” Taylor asked.

      “Be ready,” I said. 

      I grabbed a different charm, lifting it overhead as I pushed down on its trigger. As pale, purple ink exploded above me, I infused power through it. 

      Color exploded outward. 

      The angle protected me. Had Devan not created the charm in just the right way, the ink would likely have drifted back toward me, leaving me as blinded as any other. I didn’t want to harm anyone else, just incapacitate them.

      Someone coughed in the corner. 

      I sprinted toward the sound, keeping my head low as I ran. The other charm remained clutched tightly in my fist, ready for the next attack. Power built around me as I skidded to a stop where I’d heard the sound.

      There was no one here. 

      Shit.

      I turned, but too late. Something struck me from behind, throwing me forward. 

      Had I not been wearing the belt Devan made me, it might have been enough to kill. Instead, it simply knocked me over, throwing me into the wooden wall of the barn. Splinters scraped my face, threatening to tear off my cheek. A spider dropped onto my head, and I shook it in a panic. What can I say? I’m more afraid of spiders than the blast from another painter.

      I rolled, readying the charm, swiveling it outward. But there was no one there. 

      “Devan?” I called out. 

      There came no response. The amulet I wore didn’t give any sense. Either she wasn’t here, or she wasn’t awake enough to use her magic. 

      A dark laugh echoed across the barn. “Could it really be Escher Morris? The son of the great master painter known as the Elder?” 

      I stood, my legs shaky and barely holding me up. Something twinged in my back. “It’s Oliver. And yeah, I came for my friend.”

      He laughed again. I assumed it was Adazi, though I’d never spoken to him before. 

      “Your friend has proven less useful than I anticipated. And here I thought the daughter of the Trelking would have the power to return to his realm.”

      There goes any hope that he didn’t know who Devan was. Not that I really expected it. Why else would he have grabbed her? He must have known, but it begged the question as to how?

      “I’ve felt the same way. You don’t always get what you want with the Te’alan.”

      Leaning forward, I made my way toward where it sounded like Adazi had been. I couldn’t be certain, but it seemed he was up in the loft near the back of the barn. It would explain how he’d attacked us so easily without me seeing him. Likely he had a few patterns prepared, but the attacks had built pretty quickly.

      “Perhaps you don’t, Escher, but I think I will.”

      I grunted. “Well, you’ve got to cross the Threshold first.”

      And since this had been a one-way gate, he couldn’t do that here. Thankfully, the shifters had the other crossings covered. I hoped. 

      “She isn’t really why I came.”

      I froze. “Then why did you come, Adazi?”

      He laughed. “You’re as clever as your reputation would have me believe, Escher. There is something I would like. A certain piece that has some value to me. And you are the only person I would trust to get it.”

      “Get it yourself.”

      Adazi stepped forward. He was up in the loft as I’d suspected. He wasn’t terribly tall and looked thin and wiry. He stood away from the ledge, careful not to come into the light. “That is the problem, Escher. When I tried to reach it, there were certain repercussions.”

      I wished he’d stop calling me Escher. It was the name my father had given me, but I’d never really liked it. My mother gave me my middle name after my grandfather on her side. That was the name I preferred. 

      I thought about ignoring his demands, but would I be able to get Devan back if I did?

      He wouldn’t hurt her, would he? I mean, would Adazi really dare harm the daughter of the Trelking? Doing so would put him smack in his crosshairs, but that was assuming he could cross the Threshold and reach the Trelking’s realm.

      “This was all about drawing me out?” I asked.

      Adazi laughed. “Not entirely, but I thought De’avan might be more persuasive than I.” 

      He said her proper name with the proper inflection, clearly having learned the language from the Te’alan. “Then what is it? Tell me what you want?”

      Adazi jumped down from the loft and landed lightly in a cloud of dust. I blinked. Painters weren’t superhuman. We could draw power and augment what we could draw naturally and use that for amazing effect, but we had limits. We got tired, hurt, sick, just like anyone else. He shouldn’t be able to just jump out of the loft. 

      He stalked toward me. As he did, the streaks of gray in his hair darkened, almost as if he were shifting. I hesitated. Could he be a shifter? It would explain his power and the fact that he’d surprised Devan. No one with any magical talent ever really surprised her. The only one I’d ever seen succeed was Jakes. 

      But shifters had no need of painting. Why would a shifter bother to spend the necessary time and energy to learn painting when they could simply manifest power? I didn’t even know if they could use painter magic. 

      “What are you?” I asked. 

      I held the rectangular charm carefully in my palm. If I needed it, I might not have many chances to use it, and if Adazi had anything like shifter magic, there wasn’t much I could do to protect myself. Taylor might be able to do a little more damage; I’d seen the way she battled Jakes before we realized what he was. Not many painters were able to summon that much power, at least not with any control. Taylor had managed to keep it focused on Jakes, to hold it tightly as she worked against him. Maybe I should have let her be the one to break the circle. 

      Adazi stood in front of me. He had a hawkish nose and deep green eyes. Sallow cheeks had scars worked along them, and the skin on his face looked as if it might sag free. He wore clothing, but it was rough woven cottons and faded, reminding me of what I’d worn when I worked for Devan’s father. 

      “Not who?” Adazi asked.

      “I know who you are. You might not know it, but I’ve been countering your moves for years.”

      Adazi smiled and stopped about five paces away from me. Could I get the charm to fire accurately at that distance? I thought I could, but I’d have to be fast. 

      “Yes. Unfortunate that the Trelking found you. What else do you know of me?”

      “I know he has wanted you dead.”

      “That’s sweet of him to think of me.”

      I laughed. “I don’t know if you should really consider it sweet. Besides, he didn’t think much of you.” Adazi arched a brow at me. “He assigned me the task of killing you.”

      “Ahh. I must say, a piss poor job you’ve done of it.”

      I shrugged, hoping the banter would put him at ease. Then I could fire the charm at him. Maybe—just maybe and with Taylor’s help—I might be able to contain him long enough to find out where he’d stashed Devan, assuming she wasn’t here. 

      “I didn’t really try. Killing isn’t much my style.”

      “Oh? You should try it. Taking a life can be so…revealing.”

      He moved faster than I could think. One moment he stood in front of me; the next, he was behind me. I had to spin to keep up, knowing there wasn’t much I could do to focus. I had no idea how he managed to move so quickly. 

      I lowered my arm. The charm would be useless against someone who could move as quickly as Adazi. “What do you want from me?”

      He forced a sickly smile. It made the skin on his cheeks seem to hang even more slack. Only his eyes looked alive, bright and vicious. “The Elder’s son returned to the place of his birth,” Adazi said. 

      He stepped around me again, another flicker too fast to follow. I turned, tapping my toe in the dust of the barn as I did. If nothing else, I could at least keep myself safe. 

      “I returned for peace and quiet,” I said. “And then you had to go and ruin it.”

      “Ahh, but you brought De’avan with you. Doing so has angered some on the other side.”

      “Like the Druist Mage?” I still didn’t know if Adazi worked with him, or not. 

      “The Druist, and others.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.” 

      The Druist Mage worked with dark powers. He used nothing like paints or patterns, rather he had a different type of magic, magi magic that I didn’t really understand. From what I’d seen, its focus was darkness. He wasn’t an inherently magical being, not like the Te’alan or shifters, but he controlled enough power that threatened the Trelking. It was why the Trelking had offered Devan in the first place, though I suspected the Trelking had another motive, one that I didn’t fully understand. 

      “Yes. The Trelking’s artist. There are some who speak quite highly of your skill.”

      I snorted. “If he thinks I’m an artist, then he still has quite a bit to learn. Now, why don’t you say who you’re working for?”

      His smile peeled back from his lips. “You think I’m only here for another?”

      “You took Devan. Other than the Trelking, there’s only one other interested in her.”

      “So rushed, aren’t we, Elder’s son?”

      “I was thinking I wanted to get back home in time for dinner. You know, they have a great meatloaf sandwich at the Rooster. Maybe you want to come with me?”

      Adazi stopped in front of me. This time, he was close enough to almost touch.

      I didn’t wait. I pointed the charm and pressed.

      It didn’t fire. 

      A few things happened. I’d like to say I handled them well.

      Adazi attacked. He moved like a gust of wind. Power assaulted me, but thankfully, I’d managed to power the circle around me, providing enough protection to keep him from incinerating me. This close to him, there was no way I would survive his power. 

      What could only be described as a deep purple orb struck Adazi in the chest. He flew back, catching himself within moments, and turned, actually catching the orb and throwing it back. It exploded back toward Taylor. 

      She crumpled to the floor with a grunt.

      Adazi turned back to me. Taylor’s attack had given me enough time to seal myself inside a proper circle. I’d used black ink, the color that resonated most deeply within me. Even with his power, I doubted Adazi would be able to attack me through a protective circle made in black ink. 

      He smiled. I thought his face might fall off. “She is powerful. Inexperienced, but powerful.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t listen too well, though. I’d told her to stay back.”

      Adazi’s dark smile considered me as he slinked along the outer edge of my circle. If I’d made it properly, there wasn’t much he could do to step past my protective barrier, but that was a big IF. With as hasty as I’d needed to be, I couldn’t be certain. It felt like it was secure. 

      He flicked something at the barrier. Fire burned through me as the barrier held. 

      I smiled at him. “Seems we have a standoff here.”

      Adazi tipped his head. “Do we? But you brought another to gain the upper hand. I think I will need to even the odds.”

      With that, he spun and flicked what looked to be a fireball—an honest to goodness ball of flame—at where Taylor lay crumpled. I tensed. There was nothing I could do, not without getting myself killed. 

      The fireball struck a barrier and diffused. 

      I let out a shaky breath. “You okay there?” I called.

      “Fine,” Taylor said.

      Adazi shifted his attention back toward me. “A standoff it is,” he said. “But I believe I hold the upper hand.”

      “For now. I will get Devan back from you.”

      “Oh, I fully intend to release De’avan.”

      The way he said it sent a chill up my spine. “What is it you want, Adazi? Why did you come here?”

      He moved, stepping in that weird, flickering way he had, that made him seem less than human. When he turned back to me, his eyes shone with anger. “There is something on this side that I would have.”

      “Yeah? It seems to me that you’ve got enough power to just go and get it.”

      Adazi leaned all the way up to the barrier I held. I resisted the urge to use one of my charms. Doing so would disrupt the protective circle, and from what I’d seen, I didn’t know if he would manage to slip through in that brief moment the defenses were lowered. It was a real standoff. 

      “You would think so, wouldn’t you?” he asked. His breath smelled fetid, and I leaned away, unwilling to be too close. He smiled and showed yellowed teeth. “And yet, claiming what I seek involves the sort of risk I’m loathe to take. That is where you come in, Mr. Morris.”

      My mind raced, trying to think what sort of item a painter like Adazi would want. Inks? Paints? Maybe even some historical piece of art? Anything like that wouldn’t be all that hard for him to secure on his own. Could he want something from my father’s house? That had been the reason Taylor came to Conlin, hoping to steal a book written in my father’s own hand, but doing so almost led her to release nightmares on this world. If he’d wanted something from the house, I got the sense he wouldn’t really need me. The way that he’d snuck in and abducted Devan told me that he had enough power and skill to simply take what he wanted.

      The only answer I could come up with was that he wanted something magical. And whoever guarded it had more power than Adazi. 

      Shifters? 

      “Are you going to tell me or am I going to have to stand here and smell your breath all day?”

      Adazi jerked back. I thought he might try attacking again, but he tilted his head back and laughed. When the laughter trailed off, he fixed me with those hard eyes. I resisted the urge to shiver. “Insults? Best be careful, Mr. Morris, or De’avan will return to the Druist. And I think we both know you do not wish for that.”

      “So if I do this, whatever it is you want, you’ll simply hand over Devan?”

      The dark smile that twisted his mouth made me question anything that might come out. “You don’t think you can trust me?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Fine.” He lifted his shirt, revealing pale, yellowing flesh beneath. I could almost imagine that it was translucent, that I could see the organs beneath. With a long nail, he carved a series of interlocking lines into his chest, drawing faint lines of blood. He touched the pattern and pressed. “When Escher Morris completes his task, I will release De’avan Te’alan back into his custody.”

      Power surged beneath his fingers. There was a flash of light and the scent of burnt flesh. Adazi sucked in a shallow breath. 

      Then he looked over at me. “You understand what that means?”

      I nodded carefully. I’d never seen anyone make a pattern like that on himself before. It was a marker of promise, one that would hold the bearer and bind him. If Adazi did not release Devan as he promised, the pattern would consume him. 

      “Now. Can we move forward with a measure of trust?”

      I nodded again, not trusting myself to speak. That he was willing to place such a mark on himself meant either he had no intention of misdirection, or that he had another way of escaping the mark. For now, I was forced to trust him. 

      “As you undoubtedly know, your home town sits at a waypoint. That is why, I suspect, the Elder chose this place as his home.” He sneered as he said it, a note of disgust in his voice.

      I had no idea that Conlin was a waypoint. Worse, I had no idea what Adazi meant by calling it a waypoint.

      “Your point being?”

      “Only that this is a place of power. One such as I cannot simply appear in the domain of the Elder and take what I seek. But the son of the Elder?” His smile deepened. “There are places you can go that I would never be allowed entrance. Do you understand?”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to spell it out for me.”

      Adazi tipped his head. His eyes shifted to Taylor. She stood in her circle, a wide pattern worked within her circle now glowing with soft light. Another ball of purple energy formed and Taylor appeared to hold it. Adazi grinned at her. “If she lives, she might be dangerous one day.”

      “I’m not dangerous?”

      Adazi turned back to me. “You are the son of the Elder.”

      I didn’t know if he said that as a compliment or an insult. 

      Adazi moved so that I, still inside my circle, was positioned between him and Taylor. He leaned toward me again. One of his hands slipped into his pocket. I tensed again as he reached in, uncertain what he had planned. 

      But he only pulled a single sheet of paper from his pocket and set it on the ground. “This is what you will acquire. Find this and bring it to me.”

      “And then you’ll release Devan?”

      His smiled darkened, and he tipped his head, either nodding or acknowledging whatever pattern Taylor had built. “I’ll give you three days.”

      I felt power build and looked over at Taylor. There was another surge of power, greater than anything I’d sensed so far, and when I turned back, Adazi’s mark glowed softly on the ground. He was gone. The folded sheet of paper rested on the ground outside my circle like a taunt.
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      Adazi’s page lay unfolded on the long bench in the garage. I’d righted the bench and done what I could to repair the legs. Devan would have to fix it better once she returned. I had no doubt she would be angry with me if I tried anything more than lightly cleaning up the mess. This was her space, as much as the house and the basement were mine.

      “What do you think it is?” Taylor asked. She leaned over my shoulder. The scent of her hair and the spearmint gum she chewed mingled together. At least it was better than Adazi’s breath. 

      Adazi—I assumed it was Adazi—had drawn a picture of a simple sphere. Worked on the surface of the sphere were a series of symbols, patterns, and shapes that could be marks of power or nothing more than writing in some foreign language. The detail to the drawing was more than anything I could ever hope to replicate. The sphere was set into a shaded stand. If I hadn’t known better, I would think it some sort of mystical snow globe. 

      “I don’t really know. It’s nothing of my father’s.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Since returning to Conlin, I’d searched the house for anything that might be artifacts of power, anything that might have been made or marked by my father. Other than the book written in his hand, I hadn’t found anything. 

      “I’m sure.”

      “What did he mean when he called Conlin a waypoint?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, what do you know?”

      I folded the page back up and tucked it into my pocket. “I know that Adazi has Devan, which means I can’t return you to Arcanus just yet. I’m sorry.” I met her eyes and noted that she didn’t seem terribly disappointed. “I know that he’s more powerful than you and I are. And I know he’s either incredibly skilled or…” I didn’t know what else. Nothing else made sense. “Beyond that? Pretty much nothing.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      I sighed, thinking of how Adazi had moved around me, the flickering sense I had as he did. “I’ve never heard of anyone else using a painter’s power other than us, but the way he jumped down from the loft and the way he moved to avoid me focusing the charm on him gave it away. And then there was his breath.” I made a face and stuck my tongue out. “It was like he swallowed death. Nothing I want to smell again.”

      “And bad breath and a few fancy jumps makes him something other than human?”

      I shrugged. “Do you have any other explanations?”

      Taylor motioned me outside the garage into the fading sunlight. Once there, she made a quick arcing pattern in green ink with her wrist, the movement clearly practiced. When she infused the pattern with power, she jumped, soaring nearly ten feet in the air. She landed in a rolling tumble and came to her feet just inside the garage. Amusement shone on her face. 

      “What were you, some kind of circus performer before they trained you?”

      She smiled. “You’re clearly skilled with certain patterns, Oliver, but you didn’t spend much time in Arcanus. The painters there have spent years mastering ways to use color and shapes to allow painters to do amazing things.”

      I stuffed the folded page into my pocket and walked outside to peer at the pattern she’d used. It was a zigzagging mark that ended with a curving upstroke. At least I understood how Taylor had jumped. 

      “Did you see Adazi move?” I asked, still studying the ground. Could I have been wrong? Could Adazi be nothing more than a skilled painter? It would be a simpler solution, but one that still didn’t feel quite right. I couldn’t shake the sense that Devan should have detected a painter approaching. With her magic, she should have managed to sense Adazi, unless she’d thought it was me. 

      I hadn’t really considered that option. 

      Taylor tipped her head. “I did. There are ways even painters can move like that, but doing so is dangerous.”

      Taylor meant patterns placed on the painters themselves. Mods. Dangerous patterns, but no different from what Adazi had done when he placed the marker of promise on himself. 

      “All right, so he might still be human. Either way, I have to figure out what this thing is,” I said, tapping the folded piece of paper in my pocket, “and get it to him so he’ll release Devan.”

      And only three days to do it.

      How was I going to learn what Adazi wanted, take it from someone more powerful than him, and get it to Adazi in the next three days? Doing that seemed impossible. Almost as impossible as the fact that I was still alive after all the time I spent serving the Trelking. I shouldn’t be, not with some of what I’d gone through, but Devan had helped, had kept me safe when my magic failed. I owed her this. 

      I started toward the house. Taylor ran after me. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to understand what Adazi said to me. He called Conlin a waypoint. Why would he have told me that unless it was important for what he needed? And he referred to my father several times.”

      “Most know of the Elder,” Taylor reminded.

      I glanced over at her as I opened the door to the house. A tingle of energy washed over me as the protections around the house surged into place. “Yeah, maybe in this world many know of the Elder, but Adazi has not lived in this world. He serves his own interests. Sometimes, the Druist Mage. So what would my father know about that would help someone like Adazi?”

      I made my way to the back of the house and triggered the arcane patterns on the wall. These were patterns designed to trick the eye, to draw someone’s attention away from what they thought they could see. After leaving Arcanus, I spent much of my time learning and using the arcane patterns. They were powerful in a different way from patterns the masters of Arcanus were willing to teach. These patterns focused energy differently and in a way that, if done incorrectly, could damage or kill the painter. 

      My father was a master of arcane patterns. I hadn’t known this until I left Arcanus and returned to his home in Conlin, where it became clear from the way he’d used them to hide the basement level. Over the last ten years, time spent studying with the Trelking on the other side of the Threshold, I’d gained skill with them, as well. Maybe not quite to his level, but enough that I could at least open the door to the basement, and I could use the patterns when needed. I had thought there were few willing to master these patterns, but then I met Taylor. She didn’t have my ease—skill gained from my decade learning under the Trelking—but she was more skilled than anyone else I’d met from Arcanus.

      She triggered the gateway with a practiced ease. It hadn’t even taken her long to figure out the entrance. In the short time she was in my house before the shifter attack, she managed to sneak downstairs, steal my father’s book, and escape. All before I managed to barely keep the house together.

      Of course, she was an artist. 

      Pale yellow light flickered on in the basement. The dampness to the air gave it an oppressive feel, one I suspect my father welcomed. It matched the type of room he’d claimed for himself in Arcanus. Not the most expansive of rooms, but one that was cozy and closer to the library in its own little wing, nothing like the rooms the other masters claimed. I couldn’t see them, but I felt the patterns of power worked within the walls of the basement. They were there, distinct and pulling on a distant awareness. 

      The old wooden desk filled much of the space in the basement. I’d searched through the desk since returning, thinking that there might be something hidden within one of the half-dozen drawers, but there had been nothing. Only a few notes made in my father’s hand. Those had value to me, but probably not to anyone else. I had hoped to find ink mixed by him. The Elder had more skill with inks than any other painter alive. That was part of the reason the house remained so well protected. I’d found none. 

      Tall bookshelves filled the remaining space. The books shoved into the shelves hadn’t been anything too exciting. Mostly journals and history books that were more like encyclopedias, nothing with patterns or anything in my father’s handwriting that would really be all that useful. But these shelves were all I had.

      If Adazi was right and Conlin was some sort of a waypoint, wouldn’t my father have kept records? There had to be something here that would explain what the hell Adazi meant by referring to it that way. Something that would explain what Adazi was after. 

      I stopped at the tallest shelf. The top two shelves were composed entirely of historical-type books, things that my father must have considered important. I scanned the titles, seeing everything from US history to European history, to older, looking back toward medieval times. He had a copy of the bible and the Koran on one of the shelves, both with spines bent, telling me he had spent time studying them. 

      “What are you looking for?” Taylor asked.

      I shook my head. “Anything that might give me answers. If I can’t figure out what he’s after, then Devan is lost.”

      “You don’t think he’ll really kill her, do you?”

      I looked over. “Not Adazi. Devan is too valuable. Even if he isn’t here for the Druist Mage, he’ll only take her to him. And then, the gods only know what will happen to her.”

      I didn’t let myself think of what might happen. I tried to avoid thinking of what already had happened to Devan. Captured by Adazi, trapped and held, was it possible that she wasn’t even still alive? 

      I had to admit that it was. 

      If Adazi had killed her, I would get revenge, even if it meant crossing the Threshold again. That might be nothing more than a suicide mission, but I didn’t care. 

      Taylor moved to one of the other bookshelves and started looked through the books there. “Where do you think we should start?”

      “We? You don’t have to do this. Anything I do will only draw the attention of Adazi and the Druist Mage. And I already think Adazi knows too much about you.”

      Taylor shrugged. “Devan helped when I made the mistake of trying to steal the Elder’s book. She helped bury the gate before the hunters had a chance to attack. And I think she saved your life. Why wouldn’t I offer to help?”

      A knot formed in my throat. All I could say was, “Thanks.”

      Taylor had made her way through most of the shelves before finally stopping in front of the lowest shelf. There, she crouched down, pulling one book after another off the shelf. “What are these?”

      “Journals of some kind. Don’t really know. They’re not my father’s.”

      Taylor selected a few and set them on her lap, propping them open as she read. She flipped through the pages quickly and then moved on to the next, and the next. “Why would the Elder keep these?”

      I looked over her shoulder. The journal she looked at now had a tight, flowing script. Nothing like my father’s perfectly neat handwriting. I didn’t recognize the language. I could tell from the way Taylor simply flipped the pages that she didn’t, either.

      “Sentimental?” I said.

      She frowned at me. “When did you ever know the Elder to be sentimental about anything?”

      “Not often,” I said. 

      Taylor was right. My father never kept anything without a good reason. So if he’d kept these journals, then maybe there was something in them we could use. 

      I grabbed a couple off the shelf and sat down next to her. My leg brushed against hers, and I felt the warmth flowing from her leg. Taylor looked up at me through her dark hair. I looked at the journals I’d grabbed. They looked much like the others. One had a thick cardboard cover and the other had stamped leather. A tight script much like in the journal Taylor paged through covered the pages of the cardboard-covered book. A looser, flowing script worked along the pages of the leather-bound book. 

      Nothing in the journals really made any sense. As I paged through, I couldn’t shake the sense that Taylor was right about the journals, only I couldn’t read them. Without any way to translate the pages, nothing in them would make sense. Either my father had a key to the translation, or he knew how to read the language. 

      I closed the journals and sighed. “Not much helpful here,” I said.

      Taylor glanced over at me. “You’re giving up too quickly.”

      I grunted. “Not giving up, just recognizing my limits. Nothing here that’ll help me. And I can’t simply sit around while Adazi has Devan.”

      Taylor leaned back against the shelf and drew her knees up to her chest. It made her look small and young. “What else can you do? You don’t even know what it is he wants.”

      I’d been thinking about that. I might not know what Adazi wanted, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone in Conlin who could help. Only, I wasn’t sure how much help Jakes would be willing to provide, especially when it came to Adazi. 

      From what Adazi had said, and from what I’d seen, there were others in Conlin with magical inclinations. Whatever he wanted had something to do with that, though I still didn’t know what. I didn’t even really know where to begin, but it seemed the place to start would be there.

      I stood and paced the room, trying to piece together what I could. Until I could figure out what Adazi wanted for Devan, I had no real way of getting her back. And he’d given me three days. Not enough. 

      As I started up the stairs, Taylor called after me. “Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      “I see that.”

      I leaned on the handrail, the carvings pressing beneath my hand. “See what you can come up with. Maybe my father coded some way to translate these in one of his journals.”

      Taylor shifted noisily on the ground. “You want me to go through the Elder’s journals?”

      Not really, but I couldn’t say that. Instead, I said, “Do what you have to so I can find Devan.”

      

      The old Ford rumbled as I rambled through town. I drove aimlessly, letting the sense of the town guide me. What I needed was to find whatever magical entities might be living in Conlin. And if Adazi knew of them, they must be powerful enough for me to find. At least, that’s what I told myself. 

      My eyes scanned houses as I passed. Rows of old brick homes, most well maintained and still solid, lined Thistle Street. I stopped at a stoplight, glanced down Main Street—yes, Conlin has a real honest to goodness Main Street with shops lining it and everything—before continuing onward. To the west ran Washington Street as it wound up toward Settler Hill. There was nothing there but an old monument to the town’s founders. 

      I thought about stopping at the park. If there was anyplace in Conlin infused with magical energy, that would be it, but I’d been through the park enough times to know there wasn’t anything there besides the sculptures. And if Adazi wanted one of the sculptures, he could go to the park on his own. He didn’t really need me to take anything from it. Not that I could. The sculptures were fixed in place. As far as I knew, no one could move them.

      A few shops caught my eye on the outer edge of town. There was the local veterinarian with the big dog runs out back for boarders. Nothing about the vet triggered anything for me, though I began to wonder if he knew about the shifters in town. There was The Pawn Shop with its cluttered windows and faded sign overhead. Nothing about it really set off any tingling sensation. Then there was the Rooster. 

      Something drew me to pull in. Jakes had been there, and I didn’t see sign of his car, but what if there were others inside who might know more than they let on? For a total dive of a diner, the Rooster had its regulars, though in the times I’d stopped, none of them made me think they had any real magical ability. The same could have been said about Jakes, though. 

      I stepped in, the bell over the door jingling as I did. The counter where I’d seen Jakes earlier in the day was empty. An older man sat in a corner booth eating a burger and fries. He glanced up at me, his eyes slowly drifting back down until they settled back onto his burger. He plucked another fry off his plate and slowly chewed it. 

      The jukebox was silent, though the neon around the inside was lit up, making it seem like it glowed, some sort of magical jukebox. Maybe after what Devan had done with it, it was.

      Tom Brindle came from the back room and frowned when he saw me, pushing his glasses up on his nose and wiping his hands along the apron covering his belly. “Oliver. Not used to seeing you here quite so often.”

      I shook my head. “Yeah. Me, neither, Tom.”

      “Not used to seeing you without Devan, either. Run a place like the Rooster, and you get pretty good at seeing things, you know.”

      The frustration building in me rose above the point where I could handle it. I dropped onto a stool along the counter and smashed my hands down. 

      “What is it?” Tom asked. He rested his elbows on the counter and fixed me with concerned eyes. 

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” I said. 

      “Maybe you start by telling me what happened between you and your friend.”

      I stared at the counter, picking at my fingers, wishing I knew something to say. Maybe I just needed to go and find Jakes. That would be easiest and might get me the answers I needed, but I didn’t know if he’d be willing to intervene. The last time I’d seen him, he hadn’t really wanted to do much of anything, happy to let Devan be returned to the Trelking, even knowing what the Druist Mage might do to her. 

      “I’m not sure you would understand,” I said.

      “Try me.”

      I looked up. The glimmer I always thought I saw in Tom’s eyes actually seemed to wink. Not that Tom winked, but whatever it was that worked behind his eyes definitely did. 

      My fidgeting stopped and my heart jumped. Had I really just seen that?

      Tom pulled a rag out from a back pocket and began wiping it across the counter. “You know, I was surprised when you returned to town. Been gone so long, most thought that house would stay empty. Of course, Sheriff Jakes made sure to keep away squatters. He and your old man were always pretty close. Shame how he died.”

      The way he said it told me that he knew more about how the older Jakes had died. Hell, I didn’t really know what all had happened that night, other than that by the time I reached the center of the park, one of the shifters had been down. I learned later that it had been Jakes’s dad. 

      “Tom,” I said, keeping my voice controlled. I made a point of fixing him with a level stare. “What do you know about how Jakes died?”

      He arched a brow at me as he wiped across the counter, pausing to push his glasses back up his nose. “Same as you, Oliver.” He hesitated. “Paper covered it pretty well. Given how long he served, not surprised by the amount of press or the write up. If anything, they didn’t cover it well enough.”

      I let out a breath. Maybe I’d been misreading things. Tom didn’t really know anything at all. I was about to get back up, when he went on.

      “Though when you were in here talking to Sam this morning, I started to realize maybe there might have been more to it than the paper let on. Maybe I hadn’t imagined hearing the howls that night he died.”

      He turned and started into the kitchen. 

      I watched him go, uncertain what to say at first. Then I jumped up and started after him, weaving around the counter and through the door to the back. The old man eating his burger barely looked over at me. 

      The back of the diner looked like every functional kitchen you ever saw: long butcher-block counter, large, cast-iron gas cooktop, rows of pots hanging from hooks overhead. Tom had already disappeared into a cooler near the back wall. I started after him when Kacey appeared from behind a different door. 

      I frowned. Where did that one lead?

      “Oliver?” she asked.

      “Hey, Kacey. Just trying to find Tom.”

      She looked at me funny. I realized not too many customers chased the owner into the kitchen, but it wasn’t often you heard someone make a reference to hunters, even if obliquely. The way Tom referenced the hunters told me that he knew something. 

      “Anything I can help with?” she asked.

      “Nah. Just need Tom.” I nodded toward the cooler. “I think he went back there. Mind if I check?”

      She shrugged, giving me a look that told me how she thought I might be a little crazy. I’d grant her that. Chasing Tom back here when I really should be looking for what Adazi wanted so I could save Devan might be a little crazy.

      I hurried toward the cooler and pulled it open, stepping inside. The door closed after me. The air temperature dropped by nearly fifty degrees, and my breath plumed out. Shelves with rows of industrial-style boxes stacked on them filled most of the space. Tom was bent over one and turned to look up at me. 

      “Oliver?”

      I hesitated near the door. If I’d read this wrong, there would be some interesting questions to answer, but I could deal with that. Besides, I suspected I already had a reputation as being a little off, especially considering the fact that I’d returned to live in my father’s house after it sat empty for so long.

      “Tell me, Tom, did you recognize the howls that night Jakes died?”

      Tom stood slowly and wiped his hands on his apron. I glanced at the box and saw he’d been reaching for a stack of hamburger patties. “Of course I did, Oliver. Last time I heard that sound was the night your father took you out of Conlin.”

      My breath caught. “How well did you know my father?”

      Tom pushed his glasses up on his nose again. “Most people around here knew him somewhat. Especially after he donated those sculptures to the park.” He smiled widely. “You know, he’s about the most skilled artist I’ve ever seen.”

      It was there in the way he said artist. Then I knew that Tom knew.

      “Are you a painter?” I asked.

      Tom shook his head. “Never had the talent, I’m afraid. I like to dabble, but anything more than paint by numbers, and it starts to look like a child did it.”

      I thought about what else to ask, how to approach the question I needed answered. “Are there other painters in Conlin?” 

      “Sure,” he said.

      I felt myself tense. How hadn’t I noticed? Hell, how had Devan not noticed? She was attuned to sense them, and she’d somehow missed the fact that there were other painters in town?

      “I mean, you and that girl who showed up about the same time as Jakes died.”

      “You know her?”

      Tom moved past me carrying a stack of frozen patties and pushed the door to the cooler open. “I can feel her.”

      I stood rooted in place for a moment. I shook myself and hurried after Tom, before the door whisked closed. He stood at the counter, separating the patties and restacking them. 

      “What do you mean that you can feel her?”

      Tom didn’t look up as he worked. “Why don’t you ask me what you really came here for?”

      I shifted on my feet. “Mostly because I’m not really sure what I came here for. I thought maybe I’d find Jakes, but instead, I learn you know more than you let on here.”

      Tom looked at me over his fogged-over lenses. “Don’t we all know more than we let on?” he asked. 

      He turned back to his work, letting the question linger. 

      I watched him as he pulled apart the frozen patties and tore away the paper separating them before setting them back in a neat stack. Within a few moments, the patties were all separated, and he moved to the gas cooktop and flipped the dial until flames burned with bluish red heat. 

      “What do you know about where Devan went?” I asked.

      Tom stopped his preparations and turned to me. The look on his face had changed. No longer did he have that warm, friendly expression. Now there was something harder. I couldn’t explain what it was, but I wished I hadn’t left my pocketful of charms back in the house. The only charm I had on me was the one woven into my belt, and if I used that, the Rooster would likely be leveled. I didn’t really want to be responsible for that.

      “I think you’ve already learned where she went,” Tom answered.

      “Yeah. I know who has her, just not what he wants.”

      Tom blinked. “If he’s come here, then he wants something of your father’s.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why. You know who—and what—your father was.”

      I didn’t bother correcting him and telling him my father wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. “Yeah, but I didn’t realize there were so many in town who knew what he was.”

      Tom offered a tight smile. “Really? Didn’t the sheriff tell you what they did for your father?”

      “Not entirely.” I pulled the page Adazi had left me out of my pocket and unfolded it. I flipped it in front of his eyes. He scanned it and nodded. “You’ve seen this before?” 

      “No. But I’ve seen markings like it before.”

      “Where?” 

      Tom sniffed and turned back to the cooktop, twisting a few nobs and setting a pan down. “You really should head back out of town, Oliver.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Tom didn’t answer. He placed the hamburger patties onto the cooktop where they sizzled. “Let the others know their dinner will be ready in a minute,” Tom said.

      “Who?”

      When he didn’t answer, I turned and made my way out of the kitchen.

      I was surprised to see Jakes sitting at the counter with a man who looked like his older brother. Both were muscular and dark complected. Their dark hair shared a similar loose style. Both had muscles that seemed to spill out of their clothes. But Jakes wore his sheriff’s uniform. A woman sat quietly next to Jakes, though I didn’t recognize her. She eyed me carefully. 

      Jakes frowned at me as I came out of the kitchen. “Morris?”

      “Your dinner will be ready in a minute,” I said. 

      He opened his mouth to say something, then bit it off and clamped his mouth shut. 

      I thought about showing Jakes the drawing that Adazi had given me, but what would that serve? Already, I knew he wouldn’t help, regardless of what it might mean for Devan. I would have to figure it out on my own, though I didn’t really know what that meant.

      I left the Rooster without another word.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          7

        

      

    
    
      As Tom had suggested, I drove out of town. There was only one real way to leave town. I headed west on Highway 16 like I had earlier in the day. Why would Tom have suggested that I head out of town? Could there be something there that I had missed? But if so, how would Tom have known about it? Or maybe there was something else, something that had to do with my father. Tom knew him better than he let on, of that I was certain. Maybe he even knew where he’d gone. 

      I reached the barn where I’d found Adazi and parked, leaving the lights shining into the barn. Getting out carefully, this time I made certain I had a few charms. I should have returned to the house, maybe even gotten Taylor, though I kind of wanted to be alone. Taylor was willing to help me find Devan, but more than that? She was mostly interested in my father. 

      It was an interest that I shared, but not for the same reason. I wanted to learn from my father so that I could keep Devan safe from the Druist Mage. Maybe even keep myself free of the Trelking, though that was less important. 

      The inside of the barn looked no different than it had before. The air had a musty odor and stunk of the power that had been thrown around earlier. Even this much later, I could still sense it in the air, like a burning ozone scent, the bitter stink following a lightning strike that left a definite mark. I could track three distinct energies. Surprisingly, mine was not the weakest. 

      Taylor’s buzzed against my senses, leaving a tingling sensation. I could tell where she’d left her circle and the way she’d shaped the ball of power, whatever that had been. When I had more time, I’d ask her to show me how she’d made that. Not that I expected to be able to replicate it. My ability was probably too weak for that, or at least different, but it might be cool to see, if nothing else. 

      Then there was mine. I could still feel where I had formed the circle. Had I not made the circle, Adazi would likely have blasted me. Or would he? He needed me if he intended to reach this orb he’d drawn. How would he have found it, otherwise? 

      I didn’t know. And maybe I was wrong. 

      I made my way to the back of the barn. The loft he’d jumped down from loomed in shadows overhead. A solid ladder snaked up the wall in the back, leading to the loft. None of the energy I felt as distinct to Adazi radiated from the ladder. 

      Back near the main part of the barn, I turned slowly, looking for Adazi’s work. It took a moment to recognize his mark burned into the floor. Actually burned. I crouched down, looking at it, trying to understand what he’d done. Had he really seared his mark into the wood? That would work no differently than using ink. It might work better in some respects, because it would be a more permanent design. 

      Painting required several elements to be effective. There was the pattern. Basic shapes had specific purposes and could be combined to make increasingly complex purposes. Then you add color. The color of the pattern adds another layer of complexity. Inks could be mixed in various colors and when added to the shapes, could be used to form different intents. Then the painter had to infuse will, that part of himself that powered the magic. 

      But power required levels of permanence. Most painters practiced in pencil because nothing was really permanent when made in pencil. Mistakes wouldn’t be magnified as they were when done with inks. Once the patterns had been practiced, most painters moved on to ink. Ink patterns were more permanent, and when combined with the infusion of the right amount of power, they could augment the painter’s natural ability even more. 

      That didn’t mean they were the only options. My father had layered the house in Conlin with protections, actually painting them on. Most painters rarely worked in actual paint. Strange, but it was true. Paint needed to cure and dry, and most painters refused to allow the necessary amount of time, but when done correctly, using paint was even more powerful than powdered inks. 

      The burned marking in the wood would be even more powerful. Much like the carvings on the banister leading to the basement, the level of permanence to the pattern was what gave it power. Adazi had needed power here. 

      Had that been how he managed to attack us so quickly and with such strength? 

      Maybe Taylor was right. Maybe he wasn’t some sort of supernatural, otherworldly power, but nothing more than your average painter, only one with time to prepare.

      Of course, even a well-prepared painter could cause significant damage. Hell, he’d almost knocked back Taylor, and I knew how powerful she was. Besides, he was known to occasionally serve the Druist Mage. Maybe that meant he had access to a different type of power—possibly a different type of knowledge—than I had ever experienced. Even my time serving the Trelking wouldn’t give me the same kind of knowledge that the Druist Mage had access to. 

      I stepped onto his pattern. With a hint of powdered ink and the barest touch of power, I infused Adazi’s pattern. 

      Pain bloomed through me. I almost abandoned the pattern, but stopped. As I did, there was the sense of something else. I stepped away, but kept my connection. The pain persisted, but the connection remained strong. I funneled a little more power through the connection. Not much more. The pain from even this much was nearly unbearable. Either I didn’t use the pattern correctly, or Adazi had done something that made certain others couldn’t use his pattern. I recognized what I could do, though, and released the connection. 

      Not what I expected. 

      Was Adazi tied to his pattern? Everything he’d done in his attack had been linked to this pattern, I was certain of that now. It still didn’t explain how he managed to jump from the loft or how he moved with what I considered otherworldly speed, but maybe there was another pattern I didn’t see.

      I spent the next ten minutes searching through the barn, including the loft, but saw no other patterns. Only the one I associated with Adazi, the mark he made on all of his paintings. Maybe he didn’t know any others. If that were true, that would be too easy. Probably, he’d discovered one that he was as attuned to as most painters were attuned to color. Supposedly, painters could find patterns that worked for them the same way. 

      Before leaving the barn, I carved another flourish onto Adazi’s pattern, tilting it in such a way that it inverted. With my addition, Adazi’s mark became arcane. Unnatural, as they would call it in Arcanus. It already had aspects that were arcane, but I inverted it completely. Part of me was tempted to see what would happen were I to power it, but without knowing, I could injure myself. Or worse. And then there would be no one to help Devan.

      When I left the barn, darkness had begun settling. A fat, silver moon hung bright in the sky, leaving the barn and my truck looking washed out. A shift in the shadows caught my attention and I spun. 

      I didn’t see anything. 

      I moved toward the truck when I noticed another shift in the shadows to my left. Spinning, I raised the one charm I had in my pocket out in front of me, ready to press it. The damn thing might destroy the barn, but it would do so without destroying me. 

      Part of me expected to see Adazi creep out of the darkness, but that would be too easy. Besides, he had given me three days. I’d only used the one. 

      When it came again, I decided I’d had enough. Quickly reaching into one of my satchels, I flung a handful of powdered green ink into the air and infused it with power, creating a shimmering light so I could see. It also weakened me. It took a lot of power to use it like that. 

      Yellow eyes stared out at me from the field near the barn.

      “Jakes?” I said. “If that’s you, then just come out. I’m tired and frustrated and only have a little more time to reach Devan.”

      A low growl rumbled. The eyes started toward me. 

      Not Jakes.

      But that didn’t mean it wasn’t another shifter. If it was, it would know about me—it would know about my father—so it wouldn’t attack. Would it?

      I couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling I had as the shifter made its way toward me. I made a quick circle in the dirt around me. Better to be careful than unprepared; I was a boy scout like that. Had I really wanted to be careful, I could have simply gotten into the truck. With all the patterns Devan had worked through the steering wheel and around the dash, the damn thing would likely survive a nuclear attack. What would a shifter be able to do compared to that?

      But I didn’t really fear the shifters. Not after working with Jakes and seeing how they served my father. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked as the shifter made its way toward me. 

      It didn’t stop, just kept prowling ever closer. 

      A nervous feeling worked through me. I infused my circle with power. 

      The shifter snarled, a deep and wounded sound, and jumped past me to make its way into the barn, leaving me standing, staring after it. 

      What the hell? 

      I debated going after the shifter, but inside the barn, I’d have to burn off too much power just to see. Already, I’d thrown around about as much as I felt comfortable in a day. I needed rest, even though I doubted I’d sleep. Not while Adazi still had Devan. But there were other ways for me to recuperate. And now, I needed to find Jakes to find out why one of the shifters had tracked me here.

      

      The truck rumbled along the road back into Conlin. As I neared the big, lit sign, Welcome to Conlin! with the “t” unlit, making it look like some Irish greeting, I slowed. Then I stopped and threw the truck into reverse. 

      There weren’t any cars behind me. With Big Red, I’m not sure it would have mattered if there were. 

      I got out of the truck and made my way over to the sign and stood about twenty feet away. On the sign, the letters lit had a faint pattern to them. As I made my way closer, I could see the pattern. It was similar to the patterns on the drawing Adazi had given me for the orb.

      That was new. 

      I’d never seen the patterns on the sign before. Mostly because I hadn’t looked. Had I not come out here at night, I’m not sure I would have seen them now. I stepped close to the sign and ran my hand over the letters. A soft humming came from them. Not an electrical hum, though there was one of those. This was a magical hum, a low-level energy that stayed layered atop the letters. The signature to the energy was familiar. It was the same as that which protected my house. 

      My father had placed the protections here, but why on the sign?

      I walked around it, listening for another energy signature, but didn’t find any. There was nothing all that exciting about the sign, either. It was a tall, rectangular brick sign, with lettering that looked to be made two decades ago, outdated, as was so much else in Conlin. Without knowing that my father had placed these protections on the lettering, I would have wondered why the city left it alone, but I was beginning to think others in the city knew of my father and what he was.

      If that was the case, it meant others in town in positions of authority knew about the Elder. I already knew about the sheriffs. Jakes and his father and whoever he’d had with him at the Rooster tonight. How many of them were shifters? Could there be others I didn’t know about? 

      If there were, then it meant there was more to Conlin than I had ever guessed. 

      I got back into the truck and drove into town. When I passed the park, the flickering lights drew my attention to Agony. I could see only the top of the sculpture from the road where it towered above the center of the park. The sculpture pulled power, but I had never learned the purpose. With my father, there was always a purpose. 

      I swung the truck around and made my way back to the Rooster. Jakes’s car was still there, along with a half-dozen other cars. 

      Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I jumped out and went back into the Rooster. Tom would probably question why I’d come back for a third visit, but he was the one who told me to head out of town. He’d known about the patterns on the sign. He knew my father, as did Jakes’s dad. How many others in town were there like that?

      The diner was busier than it had been earlier. Now two booths had people sitting and eating, and a row of people were eating at the counter. Jakes still sat at the counter, working over a slab of meat. He swiveled toward me as I approached.

      “How many people knew about my father?” I asked. 

      Jakes finished chewing and set down his fork. He wiped his large hands on a napkin that seemed too small for him and met my eyes. “Many people knew your father, Morris.”

      “No. How many knew my father.”

      Jakes took a breath and nodded, eyes scanning around the diner. “Many people.”

      “They know why he placed the sculptures in the park? Why he put the protections on the sign leading into Conlin?”

      Jakes tensed and flicked his eyes toward the kitchen. He lowered his voice before he spoke. “Your father left specific instructions that his work not be disturbed,” he said. 

      “Yeah. About that. I don’t really have any idea about my father’s work. And since Devan is missing, I don’t really care about his work. I want to get my friend back before Adazi drags her across the Threshold and to the Druist Mage.”

      Damn, some of the things I got to say were odd. 

      Jakes took a slow breath and stood. He towered over me. I wondered if that was a trick of the light or maybe something stemming from the magic he pulled, or whether he really did tower over me that much. I mean, he had to be something like six-foot-seven, solid muscles. He had those six inches on me, less if I wore my boots with the tall heels. 

      “Morris. This is not the place for such discussions,” he said, his voice a low growl. 

      He grabbed my elbow and steered me toward the door to the diner. I frowned and jerked my arm back, ripping it away from him. “No. We do this here.”

      Jakes leaned close to me. I’d never felt threatened by him before. Intimidated by his sheer size, yes, but never really threatened. When he leaned into me, I felt a surge of his power. “Not here.”

      He started toward the door, this time not waiting for me. 

      I scanned the diner, this time really seeing it. A few of the faces focused on their food. There was a younger woman with jet-black hair and pale white skin sitting alone in her booth, resting back against the wall, one elbow propped in the window. She fixed me with a curious expression as she slowly took a bit from what looked like some sort of stew. I hadn’t seen her in town before, and she didn’t look like the sort of person you’d find in Conlin. 

      Another booth had an older couple. Not old, but older. The man had hair shorn close. Thin scar lines weaved across his scalp. He had a sharp nose and cloudy eyes focused straight ahead of him. The woman sitting across from him had silver hair that hung almost too long down her back, reaching to her waist. Large librarian-style glasses framed her face. She didn’t look up, but I felt her eyes darting toward me. 

      Then there was the line of people along the counter. The one guy who reminded me of Jakes sat at one of the stools speaking quietly to the girl next to him, a mousy-looking woman with rumpled brown hair. A trio of men sat along the end of the counter, all with their heads down. 

      Suddenly, something struck me as off. Had Devan been with me, I might have picked up on it sooner. There was power here. Too much power, which meant more than one person could wield it. 

      Was that why Jakes warned me to silence? 

      What was the Rooster?

      I glanced at the door before hurrying after Jakes. The door opened with a soft tinkle of bells overhead, and I stepped back into the cool night air. Jakes leaned against his cruiser, waiting for me. He had his arms crossed over his chest, looking forward. All he needed was a cowboy hat and a long piece of straw to chew on, and he’d look like some sort of cowboy. His stance made the pistol holstered at his side more pronounced. 

      “What’s going on here, Jakes?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you get into the car,” he suggested.

      I shook my head. The idea of sitting next to him—of giving him that power without quite knowing what was going on—made me nervous. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then your truck.”

      I glanced back at it. At least in the truck, I had protections. They were protections Devan had made certain I had, not knowing what else I might need or what I might need them for. And here I’d thought she had simply been bored. Maybe she knew something I didn’t. 

      If that was the case, then why had she hidden it from me?

      “Fine. My truck.”

      I climbed in and quickly made a circle around me in the seat with a line of black ink. It was the only color I had handy. At least it would blend into the seat itself, disappear so that Jakes wouldn’t necessarily be aware of what I’d done. 

      He climbed in and arched a brow at me. “Really think that’s necessary?”

      So maybe he was aware. “I don’t know. I didn’t think so, but now I’m not certain.”

      Jakes sniffed. “Go ahead, then.”

      I nodded and infused the circle with power, creating a protection around myself. Normally, my circles had plenty of power. It was a basic shape, and one that I’d been forced to practice so often over the years that I’d become something of an expert. Powered by the protections in the truck, it became something else entirely, more powerful than what I would have managed on my own. For that, I had Devan to thank.

      “Tell me,” I said to Jakes once the protections were in place. “What’s going on in there?”

      Jakes turned in his seat to face me. The whole truck moved as he did, groaning under his weight. I don’t think even Big Red was meant to hold someone like Jakes. I imagined that the cruiser needed extra reinforcement to hold him. His knees pressed against the dash, and if he pushed too hard, he ran the risk of buckling it. 

      “This is a place created by the Elder.”

      I frowned. “Conlin?”

      Jakes tipped his head in a shrug. “Conlin partly. But this place,” he said, motioning toward the Rooster. “It’s why he asked Tom to serve. It’s a place of convening, a waystation of sorts, where people like me and you can meet.”

      I stared out the window of the truck, studying the front of the diner. There wasn’t anything particularly impressive about it. A sign with faded lettering hung over the door. Paint peeled in places. Wide windows with frosted glass. Inside had always been warm and welcoming, something I’d always attributed to Tom. 

      “So Tom serves…magical people?” I asked. 

      “And others who know of our world.”

      They were the familiars, those who understood there was magic in the world, but who couldn’t use it. The few I’d met all had that look in their eyes that told me how badly they wanted to use magic, though would never be able to. It was a dangerous expression, one I’d learned to fear. 

      “And my father created the Rooster?”

      Jakes studied the dash, his arms now set on his tree-trunk legs. “Your father wanted a place of safety. There aren’t many of them in this world. Arcanus is one. It is warded so tightly, nothing can really get through without knowing the key. The Rooster is another. It’s a place for those who seek our kind. As I said, a place of safety.”

      “Was my father responsible for Arcanus, too?”

      Over the last week, I’d learned that my father had a greater hand in the magical protection of our world than I’d ever known. I knew he was a powerful artist, his abilities exceeding everyone’s in Arcanus to the point that they deferred all decisions to him, but I hadn’t known it extended outside of Arcanus. Then again, I hadn’t known about the shifters in Conlin, either. 

      “That place precedes your father,” Jakes said. “But here? He wanted to be able to bring all sides together, a way for all to be granted peace, however uneasy. Doing it this way avoided the need for the gateway.”

      “Why uneasy?”

      Jakes twisted to look at me again. “You’ve seen what happens when differing agendas meet. Had it not been for your intervention, that artist friend of yours would have unleashed the hunters into our world. We would have done anything to stop her.”

      His voice was cold, leaving no doubt what he meant. And after seeing Jakes and the other shifters attacking the hunters, how could Taylor have lasted against them? She was skilled—more skilled than any painter I’d seen in quite some time—but even painters had limitations. She couldn’t draw on the same source of power that the shifters did. 

      “What kind of agendas?” I asked.

      “The kind that takes one of the Te’alan across the Threshold.”

      My hands tensed on the wheel. I steadied my breathing to keep from getting too angry. It wouldn’t do anything. Jakes could handle me as easily as I could handle a child. “You know what happened to Devan?”

      “No. Only what you have said. But, Morris, it doesn’t matter. Doing anything risks upending the peace the Elder forged. More than that, it upsets the balance of this place. You don’t understand—not yet—but if you remain in Conlin, you most certainly will. Then you’ll understand why the only thing that matters is that the balance is maintained.”

      “Devan,” I began through clenched teeth, “she matters to me.” 

      Jakes took a breath and nodded. “Yes. She matters, but does one of the Te’alan matter more than what you saw come through the gateway? If the hunters are released, there is only so much we can do to stop them. They have numbers and feed on the power of this place. Balance will be lost.”

      “I don’t think you understand what will happen if the Druist Mage gets ahold of Devan.”

      “You’ve told me. She is bound to him, committed by the Trelking to marry. For what purpose, Morris?”

      “Yeah. The Trelking. Do you know him?” I looked up and forced Jakes to meet my eyes. 

      “Only by reputation.”

      The way he said it told me that he knew more than he let on. Per usual. “His reputation does not do him justice. He’s powerful. That he would be willing to offer his daughter to the Druist Mage should worry you. Why should the Trelking need to make a bargain, unless he recognizes the threat the Druist Mage presents?”

      “He has seen what will happen?”

      “I don’t know. He never really told me his plan. I think the fact that Devan and I are friends made that a little difficult for him. But he’s prescient. I don’t know the limitations to his visions, but if he sees the need for the union, then there’s reason to fear the Druist Mage.”

      Had I stayed over the Threshold, I would have been forced to face the Druist Mage eventually. Even without the Trelking’s abilities, I saw how he steered me toward that confrontation. It was what the Trelking claimed was my destiny. First Adazi, and then the Druist Mage. Likely there were others I’d be expected to face along the way. 

      Jakes sat silent for a moment. His hands squeezed together, as if trying to wring out what he needed to do. “Then it is even more important that she be returned. Anything you might do risks the safety of this place.”

      “And if it’s not me?”

      Jakes shot me a look. 

      “Listen, I didn’t force Adazi to come here.”

      “You’ve seen him?” Jakes asked.

      “Yes, I’ve seen him. He tried to destroy Taylor and me. Had we not been prepared, I think he might have succeeded.”

      Only, that wasn’t quite right. I didn’t think Adazi really intended for us to be injured, otherwise, he could have surprised us with a different trap. From what I could tell, he only intended for the appearance of an attack. And it had worked. 

      “He should not be here.” Jakes spoke softly to himself, and his brow knitted together while he leaned forward on his elbows, as if wrestling with some difficult question.

      “Yeah, well he’s here. And he wants me to find something for him.”

      Jakes shifted his gaze to stare at me. His dark brown eyes weighed heavily on me. “What would Adazi need from you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe something of my father’s? Seems there’s quite a bit in this town that he did that I still don’t know about.”

      “There is nothing in Conlin that can help Adazi.”

      “Are you certain of that?”

      Jakes nodded. “Anything of the Elder’s would lose its power if it crosses the Threshold. It becomes nothing more than an object and would need the Elder’s power to be reborn.”

      “He could use the object and infuse it with power,” I suggested. I’d known the problem with painted items losing their power crossing over. My experience crossing over had taught me that lesson. But the patterns remained. Once on the other side, the painter only needed to infuse it with power again. Magic worked the same on either side, only the paintings changed.

      Jakes shook his head. “It will not work like that.”

      I started to argue, but then caught myself. Jakes was right. I should have recognized the problem on my own. What would a shifter know about paintings that I didn’t? “Not if it’s keyed to the painter,” I said. And with my father—with the Elder—that was likely. “So if it’s not something of my father’s, then what is it?” 

      “Show me.”

      I glanced at the Rooster, debating whether I should even bother. Jakes had shown no interest in helping me rescue Devan. He feared the disruption of the peace my father had somehow secured more than helping Devan. I wasn’t so rigid. Whatever else happened, I would save her. If that meant showing Jakes what Adazi wanted, then whatever. 

      I unfolded the paper and set it on the seat between us. I considered flipping on the dome light, but Jakes wouldn’t need it. His vision was probably better at night, anyway. 

      He stared at the page, unable to drag his eyes away. 

      “Um, Jakes?”

      “You cannot let him have this,” he said.

      I shook my head. “I don’t even know what it is, so telling me to keep it from him makes that a bit difficult.”

      Jakes looked up. His eyes seemed to swallow the darkness, leaving them hollowed and haunted. “This is what Adazi seeks?”

      “That’s what he told me. He said he couldn’t reach it, but that I could.”

      Jakes took a deep breath and swept the page into his hand, crumpling it in one smooth motion. “He was right on both accounts.”

      “Dammit, Jakes!”

      He turned toward me. I had the uneasy sense that he could shift at any moment, and that if he did, there wasn’t anything I could do to stop him from tearing me apart if he wanted to. I’d seen how he handled the hunters. Anything that could tear apart a nightmare should terrify me. And it did. 

      “This is not simply some painted item of your father’s.”

      “Then what is it?” I demanded.

      “An item of power. One a select few can use.”

      “And Adazi can?”

      Jakes shook his head. “I do not think that he could.”

      That meant the Druist Mage. That would explain why Adazi was sent to simply retrieve it. Otherwise, what would keep Adazi from using it himself? “So who can?” I asked. 

      “You can, Morris,” Jakes said. 

      I frowned. “If I could use it, then why would Adazi want me to take it?”

      Jakes stared at me until the answer came. 

      Adazi intended to use me, as well.
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      I sat in my garage, the light burning softly overhead as I stared at the bench where Devan made all her charms. The two incomplete charms I’d found were in the pockets of my duster, nestled next to the tiny figurines she carved. As far as I knew, the figurines never served any purpose other than to soothe her. And now she wouldn’t have any with her. 

      I didn’t want to go into the house. Doing so meant admitting failure, and I wasn’t ready to give up on Devan. But Jakes had convinced me. If Adazi wanted the orb, and if he really couldn’t use it, then I didn’t really dare get it for him. Not if Jakes was right and I could use it. He hadn’t told me what it would do, but the nervous way he spoke of it was reason enough for caution. Was it even a creation of my father’s or was it something else? 

      After closing the garage door, I started toward the house before changing my mind. Clouds covered the moon, leaving the night dark, but I wasn’t ready to go back inside. There wasn’t anything I could do there, anyway. Taylor might find some value in searching through the old journals, mostly because she seemed determined to understand anything about the Elder with an obsession that exceeded my own, but I doubted there was anything there that would help me. The one person who seemed to know what Adazi wanted refused to help. 

      Instead of going back inside, I started toward the back of my yard. Trees stretched overhead, silhouetted against the dark sky, filling the air with the scent of pine and the earthy scent of fallen and decaying leaves. It hadn’t been all that long ago that Devan had gone with me into the woods, using her abilities to search for whatever Taylor had wanted. And without Devan, I wouldn’t still be here. 

      The transition between my back yard and the park was gradual. I’m sure there was some demarcation, but here, along the yard, the low rock wall circling the rest of the park had been knocked down or never built, giving me free rein to wander. Energy sizzled over my skin as I entered the park. The source hadn’t been clear when I first returned to Conlin, but now, I recognized that the statues my father had placed here created the power I sensed. 

      I wasn’t drawn to those statues. Rather, I found myself drawn toward the center of the park, toward the steady burbling of water spilling from Agony. When I reached it, I simply stood, staring at the strange stone sculpture.

      I had no idea how old it was; only that it had been in the park as long as I could remember. The light from the lamps circling the paver-stone plaza softly reflected off the sculpture. The blank copper plate in front of Agony shone slightly, brighter than anything else around here. 

      All sharp lines and odd angles, the way it had been sculpted made it difficult to recreate on paper. Taylor’s copy had been the closest I’d seen. Even Devan struggled, determined instead to make a charm out of Agony. That charm had an interesting effect, creating a blast zone of nearly two hundred feet. Given what I’d learned of Conlin, how there was other magical power in the city, I had to wonder what purpose the sculpture served.

      “Do you always come here so late?”

      I spun. Kacey from the Rooster sat on one of the concrete benches, eyes intently studying Agony. “Kacey?”

      She nodded. Her hair was shoulder length and straight, framing soft features and gentle eyes. She turned away from Agony and looked at me. “I’d never seen you around the Rooster so much before.”

      I laughed darkly. “Yeah? I never realized what it was before.”

      “You’ve been gone a long time.”

      “I keep hearing that,” I said.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “Who?”

      She stared at the sculpture. “Your father.”

      I noticed that she didn’t call him the Elder, not like everyone else around here I’d met. Sure, he was the Elder, but that didn’t mean I needed it thrown in my face. I might never reach his level of ability, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. 

      “Nope.”

      “Didn’t think so,” she said.

      “Why do you ask?” 

      Kacey stood and began to make a slow circle around Agony, stopping near the pool to sit along the edge. She trailed a finger in the water slowly. “Folks starting to talk,” she said. “When you returned but he didn’t, folks began to think that he’s not coming back.”

      “Haven’t you heard?” I asked. “In Arcanus, they think he’s dead.”

      I probably shouldn’t have assumed she knew about Arcanus. That opened me up to more questions if I was wrong, but I had a feeling that Kacey knew about what happened at the Rooster. Why else would she be allowed to work there?

      She nodded. “That’s what they said, isn’t it?”

      I moved to a spot near the edge of the plaza and faced Kacey. “Why are you here, Kacey? Come to study Agony at night? That can be dangerous, you know.”

      That was how we’d lost the older Jakes. Partly, it was Taylor’s fault, but there was a deeper part of me that blamed my father. If he knew about the hunters, and knew how they reached this world, what was he doing placing a gateway here in the first place with a way to summon it? Didn’t that simply invite trouble? Especially when there was someone like Taylor who wanted to reach the other side. 

      “The night has always been dangerous for some,” she said. 

      “Not for you?”

      I began to wonder what abilities Kacey might have. She could be a painter, though if that were the case, why would she have stayed working at a place like the Rooster? There was another possibility, one that was a little less likely. Could Kacey have some other ability I didn’t know about? Was she one of those who’d come to the Rooster for the peace Jakes mentioned? If she was, I wondered if Devan had known.

      “Not tonight,” she said.

      “Why is that?”

      She turned to me and smiled. “Because you’re here.”

      “I think you have a higher regard for my abilities than most.”

      Kacey stood. “Really? Because the way I hear it, you saved an entire pack by yourself.”

      “That’s not quite the way it went down. And I nearly died doing it.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No.”

      Kacey started back around the water. She moved with a casual grace, and I suddenly understood. 

      “You’re one of the pack.”

      Kacey paused long enough for me to know that I was right. “Tell Jakes I don’t need someone watching over me,” I said.

      Kacey turned. “You can tell him yourself.”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      She laughed. It sounded deeper and huskier than I would have expected, hinting at her shifter form. The only shifters I’d seen looked like wolves, though that didn’t mean they had to. From what I understood of the ability, they could just as easily take on the form of fox or coyotes or cats. 

      “I came to listen for the Elder,” she answered.

      “You won’t find him here. Nothing here but his leftovers.”

      Kacey smiled, showing a flash of teeth as she did. “If you listen well enough, you can hear the echoes of his passing and learn from him.”

      “Or you might nearly destroy yourself not knowing what he knew.”

      She shrugged. “Or that.”

      “If you’re not here to follow me, why did he send someone after me when I left the city?”

      “There wasn’t anyone.”

      “Trust me. There was.”

      Her face darkened, and she tipped her head back to sniff at the air. Her nose elongated slightly, forming her animal shape, before returning to human form. 

      “I smell nothing.”

      I laughed. “And you’d smell something out at the old barn?”

      “Yes.”

      The confidence in her tone told me that arguing with her would do me no good. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter, anyway, does it? I don’t know what the hell this guy wants and your buddy Jakes isn’t about to tell me.”

      “There are reasons for what he does.”

      “I’m sure there are. He thinks he’s following my father’s instructions, or his father’s instructions, only it’s been at least a decade since my father was here.” I wasn’t completely certain of that, but given the way the house had appeared when Devan and I returned made it likely. “Does that mean he intends to follow whatever the Elder told him until he shows up again?”

      If he shows up. I didn’t believe he was gone for good, not like they did in Arcanus, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t abandoned Conlin the way he’d abandoned me. Was it my fault I didn’t have his ability to paint? As much as I’d love to call myself an artist, I was a tagger, forever a disappointment to the Elder.

      “Sam will follow the instructions until he’s asked not to,” Kacey said. 

      “And I’ll do what I can to save Devan.”

      Kacey froze, turning slowly around to face me. “That’s what this is about for you?”

      “You don’t know?”

      She shook her head. “I thought she was in her shop working. She hadn’t been in the diner in a few days, but I didn’t know.” Kacey’s eyes were wide and dark. Light from the lanterns caught them. “She can’t be gone.”

      I wondered if Devan had known about Tom and not shared. Likely she did. But she didn’t know about the shifters in town, so maybe she didn’t know about Kacey. Shifter magic was hidden from Devan. That was how Jakes nearly got past us when Taylor first showed up. As far as I knew, it was the only type of magic that was hidden from her.

      If that was the case, how had Adazi gotten to her?

      A memory of the shifter I’d seen out at the old barn combined in my mind with the way Adazi had jumped. Taylor had convinced me that he’d only been a painter, but what if he had been more than that? 

      “Are there shifters who can use painter magic?” I asked Kacey.

      She frowned at the change in topic. “There’s no need. Wait… Why do you ask?”

      “Would it be possible? If you painted a pattern, could you power it the same way that I do?”

      Kacey shifted into a sleek wolf form and back in the blink of an eye. In that moment, she appeared before me, standing only a step away, the top of her head at my nose. She smelled of musk and fresh grass; it was not unpleasant. 

      “What need would we have for such powers, Oliver?”

      I thought about what I’d seen Adazi do, the way he’d moved. Maybe Taylor was right and everything he’d done was nothing more than a painter’s trick, but I couldn’t shake the idea that there was more to him. And if Adazi was a shifter and he could use painter magic, how powerful would he be?

      More than me. That was all I had to know.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I glanced up at Agony and took a deep breath. “I’ll be seeing you, Kacey.”

      “Oliver?” she asked, stopping me at the edge of the plaza.

      I turned and waited.

      “What did happen with the Elder?”

      I sighed. “No one really knows. We were in Arcanus, and he simply disappeared.”

      “They think he’s dead?”

      “My father took risks other artists didn’t. The masters think he took one too many, even for the Elder.”

      “And you don’t?”

      I thought of the items I’d found in my room after he disappeared. They belonged to him, of that I was certain. The book was the easiest to understand. Now that I’d seen how he intended it used, I understood why he’d left it for me. Without the book, there was no way to summon the gate. The others I understood less well. The strange gold key that was too large for any lock I’d ever seen in real life, and the blank sheet of ancient vellum. After everything I’d been through on the other side of the Threshold, I still managed to hang onto them. Eventually, I might even begin to understand why he’d left them for me.

      “No. I don’t.”

      I turned and left her standing next to Agony as I made my way back home. 

      

      The basement light seemed unreasonably bright after my time outside in the darkness. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust and another moment to realize that Taylor had used a single painted mark to increase the intensity of the bulb, spilling light throughout the basement and pushing back the shadows that usually clung to the walls like cobwebs. 

      “Where have you been?” Taylor asked, looking up at me as I came down the stairs.

      “Oh, only realizing that Conlin is a hotbed of magical power and that my father seemingly controlled the whole place.”

      Taylor shifted a stack of journals off her lap and pushed up to her knees, stretching as she did. I tried my damndest not to notice the way her breasts pressed out as she did and turned away as a flush came to my cheeks. 

      “What do you mean it’s a hotbed?”

      “Well, the owner of the Rooster is at least a tagger. Probably learned from my father,” I said, deciding then it must have been true. If that was the case, why had my father been so reluctant to train me? Did I show even less ability than Tom? “A shifter works the counter. And the gods only know who else was there tonight when I stopped by.”

      “Why did you go back there?”

      I told her about the barn and the symbols on the sign leading into town. “I’m not sure what they’re for, but they’re a protection of some kind.”

      “Can you draw them?” she asked.

      Those I thought I could draw. They weren’t complex, simply a few crossing lines and a single arcane pattern, but one that I’d used enough times that I could draw it with my eyes closed. I grabbed a sheet of paper and pencil and quickly reproduced the symbols. 

      Taylor frowned, studying them. “These don’t really have much inherent power behind them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Try it yourself.”

      I hesitated pushing power into anything my father had made without really knowing what I was doing, but it couldn’t hurt doing it with patterns made with paper and pencil, could it? 

      Taking a deep breath, I pressed what I could into the pattern. There was a surge in response, just enough to let me know the pattern worked, and a faint smell of smoke. But nothing else. Even a circle drawn on the page in pencil would have generated more of a response. 

      “Well, damn,” I said. “Why even bother putting them there?” And why did they have much the same shape as the patterns I’d seen on the orb? I couldn’t know for certain, not now that Jakes had taken the sheet from me, but there was no doubting the similarities. 

      “Unless they serve as a kind of mark, sort of like Adazi’s,” she said.

      “No. Adazi’s mark has power.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Trust me. I made the mistake of trying to power his pattern. I don’t have any idea how he tolerates it unless the pattern itself is attuned to him.”

      “There aren’t patterns like that.”

      “Really? Like there aren’t colors you’re more attuned to? Don’t you have a few favorite patterns that you use in your art more often than others?”

      “No,” she said. 

      “A color?” I have always been more drawn to black than any other color. 

      She frowned. “Every color is different, but I’m not really drawn to one more than another.

      I stared at her, my eyes catching on her hair streaked with blue before turning away, annoyed. As an artist, maybe she wasn’t. “Well, taggers do have a few patterns they favor. And maybe that’s where Adazi learned.”

      My patterns were simple but powerful. I couldn’t do the fine work someone like Taylor could manage, but with the right pattern and the right color, I could make things go boom as well as almost anyone. 

      I glanced down and saw the stack of journals spread across the floor. A few were folded open, as if Taylor intended to mark the page. “Did you find anything?”

      “I’m not sure anymore. None of what’s written in those journals makes any sense.”

      “Right, because they’re not in English.”

      “That’s what I thought at first, too, but the more I studied them, the more patterns began to jump out at me. It’s like they’re in code, only we need some sort of key.”

      My first thought was the massive gold key, but that was taking her need for a key far too literally. “Or it’s simply written in another language.”

      Taylor shrugged. “I’ve studied languages. It’s not one that I recognize.”

      “What do you mean you’ve ‘studied languages’?”

      Taylor tapped the top of the desk. “You’ve seen the Arcanus library. Not everything in there is written in English. In order to understand some of those books, you’ve got to study other languages. And languages are nothing but patterns.”

      I hadn’t spent enough time in Arcanus to really know what hid within the stacks, but her comment on languages made a certain sort of sense. “So you don’t recognize this writing, but that doesn’t mean it’s not just written in some language that has no pattern you’ve seen before.”

      Taylor grabbed one of the journals from the floor and flopped it onto the desk, pointing to the page. “Look at the way it’s pieced together,” she suggested, “and tell me you think this could mean anything.”

      I studied the writing, this time really trying to read it. It felt like my brain got all twisted as I tried. Even the characters on the page didn’t really make sense. But they repeated, sometimes within a single word. Other times, characters wouldn’t reappear until far down the page. Maybe Taylor was right. 

      “Unless the person writing this journal was repeating himself, some of what’s written here can’t make sense.”

      I didn’t know whether to be impressed or annoyed that Taylor had discovered something in my father’s shelves of books that I had missed. If I was honest with myself, it was probably a bit of both. 

      “This doesn’t matter. Without a way to decode them, they’re useless,” Taylor said. “Worse, I think each of them has a different key. This one,” she said, holding up one of the journals, “seems to have a different pattern to it than this one.” She tapped one of the journals lying on the floor with her foot. “Only a few seem to share any sense of regularity.” 

      I took a seat on the chair behind the desk and rested on my elbows. Around the room, rows of books lined the shelves, but it was the books I couldn’t read that I cared about the most. So far, it was the only thing I’d found that had the potential to explain what Adazi might want. 

      “We’ll get her back,” Taylor said.

      I didn’t look over at her. I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to do it. “Like we’ve gotten Hard back? Or Ash?” 

      She seemed to react more to Ash than to Hard. I wondered why. “That’s different. He’s been gone for…for a long time now.”

      And, if he went across the Threshold to someplace outside the Trelking’s realm, he was likely dead. At least I knew Adazi wouldn’t kill Devan. She was far more valuable alive than dead. 

      But there had to be a way to find what Adazi wanted. Jakes wouldn’t share what he knew, but there was no question that he did know what it was. Why should that be? My father wouldn’t have known Jakes all that well, not Sam Jakes, but I’d now heard from a few people that he had been close to Jakes’s father.

      I sat up. “Ah, damn,” I whispered.

      “What is it?”

      I looked over at her. She sat crouched on the floor again, one of the journals resting on her lap, the pages opened as she ran her finger along, following the pattern. In enough time, I wouldn’t put it past her to translate everything in those journals. Taylor had a determination that few artists I’d met ever had. 

      “I think I know where else to look.”

      “You don’t sound too excited about it.”

      I took a deep breath. “Because I’m not.” I stood and paced around the desk. “I’ve struggled trying to find answers about what Adazi wanted. He was convinced I would know where it was, but I’ve only been in Conlin a few months. Hell, I didn’t even know the shifters existed here until you showed up.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      “No. I think I needed to know. Without you, I would never have known the patterns in my father’s book were tied to the sculptures in the park.”

      “You would have figured that out in time.”

      I wasn’t as convinced. “Doesn’t matter now. And if my father’s book had some purpose here in Conlin, then the other things he left me might be useful here, as well.”

      She set the journals carefully on the floor next to her. “Other things? You mean the Elder left you with more than his book?”

      “That’s why I never believed he was gone. The masters—well, mostly Hard—never wanted to listen. They thought there were plenty of reasons my father would have left the book and key and the paper in my room, but I’m pretty sure they weren’t there the day before he disappeared.”

      Taylor remained motionless. “What paper? Do you think it might have the key to translating these?”

      “Not those. It’s only a blank roll of paper.”

      The hope that had started to fill her eyes faded. “It was a thought.” She hesitated. “You said you thought you knew where we could look?”

      “Yeah, well my father apparently was close enough to the shifters to ask them to guard the gateway he buried. He knew they’d be powerful enough and, for some reason I haven’t learned, motivated enough to protect it.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “I haven’t even told you what I’m thinking!”

      “You don’t have to. You wonder if the shifters were protecting anything else for him.”

      “Not the shifters. My father might have asked them to protect the gateway. Jakes sure thinks he’s some kind of magical guardian. But Jakes’s father? He and the Elder were supposedly close. Jakes told me that, and then Tom Brindle mentioned it. Who better to protect something for him than his friend?”

      Taylor glanced toward the stairs. “You want to go see what he might have protected?”

      “That’s the problem. Since he died during the attack, it’s not like we can just go demand the item my father had him store.”

      “His house? You’re thinking you want to break in?”

      I nodded.

      “To the sheriff’s house.”

      I shrugged.

      “The shifter sheriff’s house.”

      “When you say it that way, it sounds a little crazy.”

      “It sounds a lot crazy.” Taylor stretched, and I made a point of looking away as she did. “I’ll help. It’s my fault he’s gone, and if you’re going to do something like that, you’ll need someone to keep an eye out for you.”

      Probably more than that, but I didn’t tell her that part yet. 

      “When do you want to go?”

      I smiled sheepishly. “Now?”
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      It was late and I was tired. What I needed more than anything was rest. I hadn’t used a lot of power throughout the day, but enough that I could feel the way it drained me. Facing Adazi once had been hard enough. If it came to a second time, I’d need to be at my best in order to survive. Devan’s life might depend on it. That’s why I wanted to find the damn orb as soon as I could. Once I did, then I could take an hour and nap before confronting Adazi and getting her back. 

      I wouldn’t let myself consider anything else. I would get her back.

      We drove through Conlin, and for the first time, I wished the truck wasn’t so loud. The damn thing seemed to rumble through the streets like a tank. I kept the lights on but was ready to dim them quickly if needed and kill the ignition. It wouldn’t surprise me to find Jakes following me, especially since he knew what I was after and seemed determined to keep me from it. 

      “Are you sure about the address?” I asked Taylor.

      She was a shadow next to me in the truck. “I looked it up. Unless it changed in the time since that phonebook was published, it’s accurate.”

      “That phonebook was over ten years old,” I reminded her.

      Taylor shot me a look I managed to see through the darkness. “And your point?”

      I snorted and shook my head. “No point. This is Conlin. Not too many people move.”

      And old Sheriff Jakes hadn’t really even been a person. How much did shifters move? 

      We rolled onto Ridge Street. If the phonebook was right, then we’d find Jakes’s house here. About halfway down the street, I saw the house number. Tall oak trees grew out front. A large weeping willow dipped toward the street, sweeping branches just overhead. A long drive led off the street, set off by a simple fence.

      “Nice place,” Taylor whispered. 

      It was nice for Conlin. The kind of place that gave off a sense of home and permanence. It was the kind of house that told me Sheriff Jakes had been in town for a long time. Long enough to set down roots, to establish himself in the community. And then to die protecting Conlin from magical creatures out of a nightmare. 

      I sighed, letting the truck move past the house. 

      “What are you doing?” Taylor asked.

      “I’m not going to just pull into the driveway. It’s not like this is an inconspicuous truck. If Jakes sees me—”

      “If Jakes sees us, we’ll be ready.”

      I shifted in my seat and turned to her. “No. Not like that, Taylor. We’re here to find out what we can, not attack him again. The last time, you nearly destroyed my house.”

      She lowered her eyes. “We couldn’t really destroy it, could we? The Elder placed protections around it.”

      “With enough energy, I think anything can be destroyed. Even my father’s work.”

      I shifted the truck into park and got out, closing the door as quietly as I could manage. It still groaned slightly as I pressed the door closed. Taylor moved more silently, shutting her side with barely more than a click. 

      A pulled my coat around my shoulders and made for the nearest yard. No fence surrounded this yard, and the house was set nearly as far back from the street as Jakes’s house. The air was cool, and my breath plumed in front of me. Loose twigs crunched under my feet, and I longed for Devan’s ability to move silently through the woods. She managed to keep her steps light as she walked, not leaving so much as a footprint. Another gift of the Te’alan.

      Taylor jogged next to me, managing more silence. I glared at her. 

      I cupped a charm in each hand. One was the odd-shaped charm that looked something like Agony. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need it, but I wanted to be ready in case something happened. Partly, I didn’t know if Adazi followed me. It was unlikely. Regardless of what Taylor thought, I suspected the patterns on the sign outside of town—and maybe other patterns in town that I’d yet to discover—kept him out. And then there was the issue of shifters. I didn’t want to have to attack any of the shifters. Too much had happened to them lately as it was. But I wanted to be ready to at least slow them down. I would do whatever was needed, even if Jakes wasn’t going to help me reach Devan.

      The other charm had a simpler purpose. It would create a wide circle, and I could seal a protection quickly if needed. It would give me one shot, but that should be all that I needed if it came down to it. 

      Taylor held a bottle of ink. I’d offered her one of the charms, but she preferred not to use them. She thought she would be fast enough without the charms. She was probably right.

      We reached the fence around Sheriff Jakes’s yard. I grabbed the top of it and threw myself over. As I did, I felt power wash over me. 

      “Taylor!” I hissed.

      It was too late. She’d flung herself over, as well. 

      “What?”

      “Didn’t you feel it?” 

      She tilted her chin forward and brushed her hair back from her face. Then she shook her head. “I don’t feel anything. What is it?”

      “My father,” I said. “The fence had protections within it.” I’d have to return in the daylight to see exactly what he’d placed around the yard, but with power strong enough for me to sense, I imagined it was something like what was on the railing leading to the basement. 

      “What’s the issue? If it was your father, at least we know it’s not something dangerous.”

      I sniffed. “It’s my father. It’s always something dangerous. Besides, can’t you feel what it’s done?”

      She shook her head.

      How could she miss it? “Try a pattern. Something small.”

      Taylor eyed me strangely but shrugged and made a simple slashing mark across the ground with a splash of ink. It would do little more than create a blink of light. I waited as she infused it with power. 

      Nothing happened. I hadn’t really expected anything to happen. The protections on the fences washed out a painter’s power. It was similar to what I experienced when crossing the Threshold. Not quite the same, but enough that I recognized the sensation. Maybe that was why Taylor didn’t realize what had happened. 

      In time, the protections could be overwhelmed, but that would take enormous power, more than I was willing to use tonight. More than I was willing to have Taylor attempt. It left us weakened. Not defenseless, not entirely, but enough that I hoped we didn’t run into anything with heavy magical abilities. Like shifters.

      Could I use it to help us? If I could draw Adazi here, use the patterns my father had already placed, and disarm him enough that I could…what? Torture him into giving up Devan? There was no way he would bring her into the city. Not without assurances that I had what he wanted. And would I really risk not being able to get her back based on my hopeful presumption that my father’s protections around the sheriff’s house might work to contain him?

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

      “What we came to do. This doesn’t really change anything other than the fact that we have to be more careful. Hopefully, it won’t even matter.”

      I started forward, and Taylor walked next to me. “Why do you sound like you don’t believe that?”

      “Because if my father put that protection around the yard, then it stands to reason he placed additional protections around the house, as well.”

      “You’re not worried about shifters?”

      “Yeah, I’m worried about shifters, but they would have to be here, wouldn’t they?” I asked it rather than stating it. Regardless of what Kacey claimed, I remained unconvinced that shifters couldn’t learn to use painter magic. Why couldn’t they create patterns and infuse them with their power, unless there was something about painters that made us different. I knew my magic was different from Devan’s, but that was mostly because she had no interest in attempting to use my type of power. With her skill at creating sculptures and charms, I’d always suspected that Devan would have made a skilled painter.

      “I suppose,” she agreed.

      We neared the house. It was a low, ranch-style house that looked brown or green or some dark color. A simple sidewalk led up to it with a dimly glowing lantern along the walk. The house was dark, and I paused, waiting for some sign of movement, but there was nothing. I didn’t let myself relax.

      “Come on,” I said.

      We circled around the back of the house. A large deck stuck off the back, angling toward a wooded back yard much like my own, though no park abutted the sheriff’s yard. There was a tidy shed in the corner of the lot, covered in shadows. The house looked dark from this side, as well.

      “Are you going to break a window to get in?” Taylor asked. She stared up at the house, eyeing the windows there. The hesitation in her voice told me what she thought of attempting that method of entry.

      “You were willing to break into my house and steal my father’s book, going so far as to fight off a shifter, and you’re afraid of breaking a window to get inside the house?”

      “That was different.”

      “Really? You were looking for your father. I’m trying to reach Devan. How is it all that different?”

      She coughed softly. “When you put it that way, I guess it’s not.”

      “Besides, I don’t intend to break one of the windows and slink inside.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope. I’m going through the door.”

      I made my way up onto the deck. Standing there, I felt exposed, as if anyone in the woods around the house could simply see me. For all I knew, the shifters prowled through those woods and already knew we were here. The sliding door opening into the house had a long handle. I tried it, not really expecting anything, but it slid easily. 

      I glanced back at Taylor and shrugged. 

      Without waiting for her, I stepped into the house. The air inside felt warm and stale. Only gone a week and already the house seemed like it hadn’t been lived in for months. I debated flipping on the lights, but that would risk drawing attention. 

      Taylor held out her hand. A ring on her finger glowed softly. “Thought it might be helpful.”

      “That was Devan’s.”

      “It was in her shop,” Taylor agreed. “Doesn’t mean it’s hers. Besides, would she care if I borrowed it?”

      And here I’d thought Taylor hadn’t wanted any of the charms. It fit her finger snuggly, as if made for her. Maybe that was part of the magic Devan had imbued into it. Devan’s charms worked funny like that. The one on my belt had sort of woven itself into place. I’d barely had to do anything more than place it there. Like the charms I carried, it would give me one shot, but the power worked into the charm should make it plenty potent. As long as I’d worn it, I had never had the need to use it. Hopefully, I wouldn’t ever have to; it would probably blast my pants off.

      “She probably wanted you to have it,” I decided. “But be careful. The damn thing might explode if you push too much energy into it.”

      We made our way into the house. The room leading in off the deck was a living room. Outdated furniture angled toward an old tube TV sitting atop a solid oak stand. Magazines stacked on top of a sturdy coffee table. I was somewhat surprised to see the TV. Did shifters even have shows they watched? 

      “Did he have a wife?” Taylor asked. 

      She stood near one wall looking at pictures. They made Sheriff Jakes seem like any other family man, with pictures of kids splashing in a pool. There was baby Jakes, half naked and already more muscled than I would ever become. Another boy, slightly older and with the same build, appeared in many of the pictures. In another picture that looked older than the rest, there was a young girl with blonde hair. She had a soft face and a playful smile and carried a striped kitten. A woman behind her had the same blonde hair, though curled and with eyes of a steely gray. Other pictures were like those. 

      “Never knew if he had a wife,” I said. “But I never really knew much about him when I was in Conlin.”

      “I thought you were nearly fifteen when you left for Arcanus?”

      “More or less. But I was a normal kid. Played with the neighbors, went to school and came home. I think I played baseball for about two years before my parents realized I didn’t have the coordination needed to be any good. But I wasn’t a bad kid. I didn’t really have any reason to know Sheriff Jakes.”

      “I thought he and your father were friends?”

      I shrugged. “My father kept to himself. He’d work with me a little on painting, but never too much. He made certain I knew specific patterns, and what they meant. He even worked with me on mixing inks, but the kind of training you got with the masters I never got from him.”

      “That’s not really how the masters teach in Arcanus, either,” Taylor said. “You have to prove a certain level of competence, and then you’re able to study with the masters. For some, it takes a year or two. For others?” She shrugged. “There are some in Arcanus who’ve been there twenty years and still haven’t studied with the masters.”

      “And you think that’s a good system?” I asked. “When I crossed the Threshold, I learned more in the first week I was there than I ever did during my year in Arcanus. Mostly because I had to. I’d be dead if I hadn’t.”

      “You really think all painters need that kind of motivation?”

      “Not that kind. But something. And teachers motivated to teach.”

      “They are motivated to teach,” Taylor said. “You have to be ready for their lessons.”

      I turned away, unwilling to argue with her about it any longer. That she might be right didn’t matter. Would I have been ready to learn the same lessons had I not spent the year in Arcanus studying, searching through the library for the next text that might help me better understand the patterns I knew to be important? Would I have been prepared for my father’s passing had I not discovered the book on arcane patterns and devoted time to it? I might have remained in Arcanus longer, but I doubted I would have managed to cross the Threshold. I doubted I would have been able to learn the lessons the Te’alan offered to teach. And I would never have met Devan. Had that not happened, she would have been married off to the Druist Mage, lost to whatever darkness he had in mind for her. 

      Instead, I had taken the time to learn those lessons. I’d studied, focused on the patterns the masters were unwilling to teach. In time, I became proficient at the arcane patterns, those the masters thought to protect me from. Had I not, much would have been different for me.

      I made my way into the kitchen. Simple dark cabinets hung on the walls. A gas stove pressed against one wall. Counters were Formica and stylish, clearly recently replaced. It was the only allowance to modern style I’d seen in the house. 

      A long oak table filled the dining room. Slatted wooden chairs surrounded the table. Across from the dining room, I found a library. Books covered shelves built into the walls. A plush, orange chair was facing a fireplace. The smell of old logs still lingered in the room.

      “Find anything?” Taylor asked.

      “Nothing that would make me think Jakes protected anything for my father. You?”

      “Just two bedrooms. This isn’t a big house. One’s a guest room. The other must have been his, but there’s nothing too exciting about either.” She joined me back in the kitchen where I leaned on the counter, trying to think if there might be something I missed. “Maybe there’s a basement. Like at your house.”

      I took a pinch of ink and made a quick triangle on the tile of the kitchen. Nothing permanent. I wouldn’t defile Sheriff Jakes’s home by using an ink that would leave permanent marks, but I needed to see if I could come up with another reason my father placed protections on the fence around the home. It couldn’t only be because of Jakes. There must be something here.

      Pushing an effort of will through the pattern, I used it to sense for any other magical items. Nothing resonated to me. I wondered how much of that was the barriers placed around the yard. My father’s pattern might prevent mine from working, but I felt a surge of power as I tried to power it. That told me something should work.

      “Can you try?” I asked Taylor.

      “Oliver,” she glanced at the pattern and shook her head, “you seem to have it in your head that I’m better equipped to do things you can’t.”

      “You’re the artist.”

      She looked at me with an amused expression. “And I’ve seen you do things I couldn’t imagine attempting. I mean, you split your focus when facing Adazi. I’ve never seen a painter do that. And some of the patterns you use so easily…” She shook her head. “You might not be what we consider an artist in Arcanus, but you have more talent than any tagger.”

      I took a breath. That talent had been cultivated working with Devan and her father, working with her father’s men, and I’d paid dearly for the knowledge. But I still wasn’t an artist. I’ve seen work artists can make. There is a skill level there I can’t replicate. 

      “Will you try?” I asked again.

      Taylor shrugged. 

      She stepped into the middle of the summoning pattern. Energy surged from her—great amounts of it that left the skin on my arms dry and tight—and then my ears popped as she released it. “Nothing.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “No,” she said, looking around the house. “It’s not that there’s nothing here. It’s that I can’t sense anything. You said the Elder placed protections around the house?” I nodded. “That might be what’s keeping me from sensing anything.”

      “Are you sure? You should be able to sense something.”

      “Well, I can’t. And didn’t you say the protections around the fence would seal our power to us?”

      I sighed. It worked like that, but it didn’t. I wasn’t sure quite how to explain what the patterns carved into the fence did, only that I could feel the way they diverted power, twisting it away from me. 

      I frowned. Why would they be necessary? 

      With a quick wipe of my sleeve, I removed the evidence of the pattern from the floor. To remove the ink entirely I’d need alcohol and water, but my sleeve would keep the casual person from knowing what we’d done here. Then I started out the back of the house, heading off the deck and toward the center of the back yard.

      Taylor followed close behind. “What did you find?”

      “Why would my father have placed such protections around the yard?” I asked.

      “For the sheriff, I thought you said.”

      I glanced at the house. “Yeah, but there was nothing there that made any sense. The house was simple, nothing magical about it. Not like my house, where the walls were infused with his patterns. This was only the fence, and a pattern like one I’ve felt before.” I motioned toward the edge of the yard. “The fence. It’s designed to draw away a painter’s power. Not remove it or mask it, but simply divert it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Yeah. Me, neither,” I said. “That’s the problem. Why divert the power?”

      I made a tight circle in the yard and then began working out in spokes from the center, making a trail of ink as I went. Much more like this, and I would run out of ink. That would leave me defenseless, but I had my charms. And Taylor. We’d be fine.

      The pattern I made was an arcane pattern. It was one of the first I’d learned past the Threshold, one that wouldn’t be limited by the protections placed in that world by the Trelking. Magic there had different limitations than it had here. There, I had to work around what the Trelking allowed. And, when I was not near him, I had to fear what the Druist Mage would notice. Some patterns bypassed their power, letting me use my full potential. I don’t think the Trelking realized that I’d learned until it was too late. By then, I had very few limitations to my magic, only limited by my ability to craft arcane patterns.

      Taylor watched me, brow furrowed in curiosity. She followed behind me, repeating my steps, but not adding additional ink to the work. Almost as if she was feeling out what I did to determine whether she could recreate it. I had no doubt she could.

      After taking a deep breath, I infused the arcane power with a surge of energy. 

      It glowed softly in the night. I wouldn’t have much time before someone noticed something, but that wasn’t the intent. The intent was to determine flows of magical energy. Flows my father sought to control. 

      I closed my eyes and listened. 

      Magic has a distinct pull to a painter. When you learn to listen to it, the humming of power creates something like a song. Given enough practice and time and skill, painters can learn to follow the song and tease it apart. I’d gotten plenty of practice since working with the Trelking. 

      The pattern the Elder placed on the fence around the yard buzzed off my pattern, leaving me with a discordant sense, but there was movement to it, a flow. I could follow it. 

      My father’s work tried drawing away my pattern, but this was a powerful arcane pattern, one that resisted such things. I pressed more energy through it, determined to hold the connection. Another moment, and I’d know where it led.

      I stumbled and opened my eyes. My connection to the pattern faded.

      Taylor grabbed me by the elbow and kept me upright. “Careful,” she whispered.

      We stood next to the shed. I frowned. This couldn’t be where my father’s magic led us, could it?

      It was made of simple construction. Framed in what looked like plywood, it had an angled roof. There weren’t any windows, and the single door had a padlock hanging from it.

      “This can’t be it,” I said. 

      I made a circle around the shed. Logs were stacked along the front of the shed, most split. There was nothing else that would make me think my father’s pattern would draw us here.

      “This is what you think your father protected?” Taylor asked.

      “This is where the power leads,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “You can track the flow of patterns. This is where it went.”

      “You can’t do that, Oliver. Tracking another pattern doesn’t work.”

      I shrugged. Living with the Trelking, I had to learn the trick. When he wanted to know where to find certain painters, it was my job to take him there. This tracking pattern had allowed me to do that more than once. 

      “With practice you can,” I said. “And it led here. Only, I’m not exactly sure why.”

      I ran my fingers along the shed, looking for something that might signal to me that there was something—anything—worth protecting in the shed. This was probably where old Jakes kept his lawn mower and gardening tools, not some sort of magical shed where my father stored items of power. 

      By the time I made my way back to the padlock, I was feeling more and more frustrated. Jakes’s father wasn’t the answer as I had hoped. And now, we were back to where we’d been before, which was exactly nowhere. I had no idea how to find what Adazi wanted, and if I couldn’t, I’d lose Devan.

      I smacked the padlock in frustration.

      My hand bounced off from the force of it. Something protected the lock. I frowned and leaned toward it. “Bring me that ring,” I said to Taylor.

      She stretched her arm forward, the ring on her finger glowing with a soft yellow light. The padlock wasn’t one of those combination-style locks. This required an actual key, one that would have to fit in the lock.

      As I twisted it, wondering whether we’d need to go back into the house, I saw a symbol on the back. I’d seen it before. 

      The pattern was of a pyramid surrounded by circles and stars. It matched the key my father had left for me, only there was no way the key would ever fit this lock.

      I started away from the shed and Taylor ran after me. 

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To get the key.”
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      By the time I returned with the oversized gold key, something had changed. 

      There weren’t lights on in the house or anything that made me think something was different, or anything in particular in the yard, it was just a general sense I had. I’d learned to trust those senses in the past. 

      I held out my hand to Taylor as we approached the fence. “Careful,” I warned. 

      “Do you see anything?”

      “No.” And I couldn’t sense anything, either, but that didn’t mean there was nothing to worry about. We were breaking into the yard of one of the shifters. We needed to be watchful. 

      Before grabbing the fence, I reached out for the sense of the pattern I’d made in the back yard. It was vague and faded, as if the energy I’d infused it with had burned out the pattern, but that wasn’t how arcane patterns like that worked. Normal patterns could burn out. If I pressed too much energy into a pattern, I could burn out myself or the pattern, sometimes both. That was sort of the intent with the Death Pattern I’d used on myself before Devan had stopped me. But arcane patterns were different. By their very nature, they held energy differently, more efficiently. 

      For me to lose track of the power in that pattern meant something had happened to it. It could have been as benign as a deer running across it, distorting it, but I didn’t think that was quite likely. More than likely, it meant we had been discovered. 

      Rather than making my way through the sheriff’s yard, I followed the fence around the outside, trailing along the outer edge of his yard. When I reached the back, I paused and stared into darkness. Nothing moved. 

      I crept forward, moving as silently as possibly. As before, Taylor followed me, though this time, she wasn’t quite as quiet as she had been before. We stopped every so often to listen, but I found no sign of anyone else. 

      When we reached the back corner of the lawn, I hesitated again. Shadows spilled through the yard. The main part of the lawn was nearly black. By now, my eyes had adjusted. Not to the extent of how a shifter would be able to see, but well enough to pick out differences in shadows. Still I saw nothing.

      I raised a finger to my lips, and Taylor shot me a look like I was being stupid. I was, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t warn her. We moved a step at a time, practically crawling toward the far corner. 

      Then the shed came into view. 

      “Wait here,” I whispered.

      She shook her head. “What if you need my help?”

      “I think you can help more from this side of the fence than the other. If something happens, I need you to make sure I get back out. Don’t let the shifters keep me here.” I hated talking like that. I had no sense of Jakes harboring ill will toward me, but neither had he been that helpful when it came to finding Devan. I wasn’t about to be detained by Sheriff Shifter and lose the opportunity to find Devan.

      With a quick jump, I cleared the fence and sprinted toward the shed.

      As soon as I did, I felt movement around me.

      Shadows drifted away from trees. Shifters prowled around the back yard, but they seemed to be looking toward the front of the house. It gave me a moment to reach the shed. 

      I pulled the gold key out of my pocket and grabbed the padlock. There was no way the key would fit. It was nearly three times the size of a normal key, the kind of thing you’d give to a kid to play with if you were afraid he’d swallow it. And if you weren’t worried he’d lose a gold key. As I tried to figure out how to make it fit, a shifter sprinted toward me.

      It shifted in a heartbeat. 

      Kacey stood behind me. I was aware of her by her scent. 

      “Let me just look inside,” I said.

      “I’m not supposed to do that,” she said.

      “Why? Because Jakes doesn’t want you to?”

      “Because your father didn’t want you to.”

      I tensed. I hadn’t expected that answer. “How do you know? He’s the one who gave me the key. He wanted me to open this.”

      “Not like this, Oliver. Not for this purpose.” 

      It was Jakes. He stood next to Kacey. 

      I turned and faced them. A third shifter, nearly as massive as Jakes, prowled in wolf form toward the front of the house. How much longer until they detected Taylor? If she could buy me a moment, that might be all I needed to figure out what to do with the key. Then I could see whatever my father had stored in this shed. 

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your father, Jakes. I really am. But I won’t lose Devan because you’re so committed to some memory of my father that you can’t help me in the present.”

      “You don’t even understand what it is that Adazi wants.”

      “You’re right. And it’s probably something only I can use, but something that’s too powerful for me. Is that about it?”

      Jakes just tilted his head toward me in assent. 

      “Why can’t you trust that I’ll do what’s needed?”

      “Because you brought her here.”

      “Taylor?”

      Jakes took a step toward me, moving faster than I could react. “The Te’alan. The Trelking’s heir. Having her here is dangerous. I know you don’t see that, but she needs to return to the other side. If she doesn’t, more can be lost than you’ll know.”

      I shook my head. “The balance?” When he didn’t answer, I knew that I was right. “You talk like you know what you’re talking about, Jakes. I’ve lived on the other side. I know what she’s running from. I know what’s at stake if the Trelking gets her back. There’s darkness through the Threshold, and it’s because of the Druist Mage. That’s who the Trelking wants to give her to. There is no ‘balance’ with what he intends.”

      Jakes’s face tightened, as if he puzzled through something. “That is not for me to decide. The Elder left instructions—”

      “Then show me!”

      “They were destroyed when the gate was summoned.”

      I sagged, leaning back against the door. Could Taylor be the reason I wouldn’t know what I needed? Could her trying to summon the gate have led to all the trouble I’ve had since then?

      But I didn’t think that likely. Devan had been on this side since I first returned. Had there been a concern, why wouldn’t Jakes or his father have told me then?

      Because they didn’t know. 

      There was something else he wasn’t sharing. 

      “Taylor?” I yelled.

      All I needed was a moment, a distraction to draw Jakes away long enough for me to open the shed. The secret had to be the matching pattern, but I had to figure it out. Maybe the key didn’t actually fit into the lock. Maybe with the patterns, they simply had to make contact.

      It was worth a try. 

      A bloom of power and light exploded from the opposite end of the back yard. It was more power than I could have made with twice the time to prepare, but Taylor had managed it in moments. She thought I underestimated my abilities, but clearly she underestimated hers. 

      Kacey and Jakes started toward the explosion. 

      Jakes howled something, and Kacey stopped and spun toward me.

      She was too late. I’d already taken the key and pressed it against the lock. As I did, the key shrunk to a size that I could jam into the lock and twist. The lock snapped open, and I pulled out the key, barely able to hide my surprise as the key returned to its original size. 

      I yanked the door to the shed open as Kacey grabbed my arm.

      She was shifter strong, but I had placed my feet into a particular pattern learned from the best of the Trelking’s archers, a pattern that infused my body with power, holding me in place.

      With a shake of my wrist, I freed myself from her grasp and jumped into the shed, pulling the door closed behind me. 

      “I’m sorry,” I said. 

      I traced a quick pattern along the door, locking it with an infusion of will. The shifters would probably be able to break it down eventually…or maybe not. There was a series of tight patterns worked on this side of the door and all along the walls. Protections meant to strengthen the walls. It would take a magical battering ram to break into the shed. I still didn’t put that past the shifters, but it would buy me a little more time.

      Hopefully, Taylor didn’t need my help. She was skilled and had avoided the shifters in the past, but now there were three. Could she keep herself safe long enough for me to figure out if there was anything to this shed?

      There had to be, especially with the way Jakes worked to protect it.

      The inside was bigger than I expected. I flicked a pinch of powdered ink into the air and infused it with power. A soft glow came from the red ink. I wished I had Devan’s ring; with that, I wouldn’t have had to use power quite so wastefully. Already, I felt the drain from everything I’d done today, especially tonight. 

      Inside the main part of the shed was a row of gardening equipment, everything to make a useful shed. Even an old push mower covered with dust tucked into the back corner. There were a few shovels leaning near the door. Nothing but what I would expect in a shed.

      Then, to my left, the ground sloped down, disappearing into darkness. I followed. Beneath the ground, walls stretched back impossibly far, as if I stood in some massive hall rather than in a tiny shed. What had my father done here?

      There was no lawn equipment here. No mower or rakes or shovels. 

      Rows of benches lined the walls. It looked something like Devan’s space, but these were covered with sculptures in various stages of completion. One looked something like Agony, but only about four inches high and for all intents complete. I tried lifting it, but it was too heavy. Another sculpture was made of what appeared to be smooth stone and shaped like an inverted version of the obelisk found in the park. All along the bench were other items like this.

      What was this? 

      There were no tools, nothing that would explain how my father had made everything here. For all I knew, he’d done these by hand, slowly crafting them with his fingers. If so, that was even more impressive. 

      I wondered what would happen if I had the book of patterns. Or if Taylor had been here with me, since she already seemed to have mastered all the patterns. Would I be able to unlock some secret of his or had these not quite been marked with his patterns yet? Maybe that was why they were still here, in this shop.

      But why here? Why would my father keep these items in this shed rather than at the house? The garage seemed as good a place as any to store them. If he feared for safety, he could as easily have locked them in the basement. I don’t think anyone else knew how to reach what he kept stored there, and the journals and books had not seemed any worse for the fact that they’d been there for the last ten years.

      There had to be another reason. 

      Maybe this wasn’t my father’s work. What if Jakes’s father had done this, creating these sculptures. If that were the case, then why let my father take the credit? He might be the Elder, but that didn’t mean others didn’t have skills.

      I came upon a cabinet with locked doors. I studied the locks, considering simply trying to pry them open, when I saw the pyramid surrounded by circles and stars. I touched the key to the top door, and it sprang open. 

      A two-inch figuring rested inside. It was the only thing there.

      I grabbed it and looked at it. The figurine looked much like what Devan would make and with nearly the same level of skill. This one looked somewhat like Jakes, with a thick, muscular body but long hair. Lines of red streaked across the face. I decided to keep it, slipping it into my pocket.

      The next door revealed another figurine. This one looked less like a man than some sort of troll from bedtime stories. A long club hung in its hand. A single spike jutted from its nose. The metal had a greenish tint, as if baked in. 

      The third door down held three figurines. One was a large creature, like some hairy beast, and stood nearly five inches tall. I wondered if there was any purpose to the scale used in forming the figurines. The other two were distorted, as if bent and twisted. Spindly arms and legs worked at odd angles. They seemed to be made of a dark stone and tinted slightly blue. 

      The last door was empty. 

      I closed them all, keeping the one figurine to study later. The others would stay.

      There still was no sign of the orb Adazi wanted. Or why he wanted it. 

      I continued around the lower level of the shed, working along the benches. A small ring, much like the one Taylor had taken from Devan’s workshop, rested atop one of the benches. I picked it up and turned it in my hands. An arcane pattern curled around it, forming a sweeping line around the side that my eyes found difficult to follow. I pocketed this, as well. 

      Some benches were completely empty. Had my father—or Jakes’s father—not had time to work on these benches, or were they already used? Had these once held the statues that now rested in the park? 

      That seemed unlikely, but so did the idea of finding essentially a warehouse running beneath a shed. 

      I reached the back wall and stopped. There were no benches here, nothing but open space. Curious, I made a quick pattern on the ground, a replica of what I’d used outside earlier, and pressed through it. Power flowed through the entire room, working along the walls and overhead in enormous bursts. From the skill involved, there was no question that my father had placed the patterns here. 

      I still didn’t know why. Other than protecting his sculptures as he made them, what about this shed was so valuable?

      The power faded slightly along the back wall. 

      I stopped in front of it, running my hand along the dark stone. Without the pattern, I wouldn’t feel the change, but it was there, a subtle shift in the energy running through here. 

      And there was a pattern to it. 

      I tried to trace where the energies shifted, feeling for the pattern my eyes couldn’t see. Then I had it. 

      With a pinch of red ink—I didn’t dare switch colors now, or I might contaminate any pattern I could make—I made the pattern along the wall. A massive equilateral triangle with stars on each corner. It nearly matched the pattern on the key.

      I had no idea what it would do, but there was only one way to find out. It was why I had come here. Drawing upon my power, I pressed through the pattern. 

      It glowed, taking on the energy and shimmering, shifting, and sliding across the wall. 

      The outline of a door formed. In the center, was the shape of a keyhole. Taking out the gold key, I reached for it.

      “Don’t.”

      I hadn’t heard Jakes coming up behind me. I didn’t take my eyes off the door. “What is this place, Jakes? Was it your father’s or mine?”

      Jakes sighed, and I glanced over my shoulder at him. He stood near the cabinet that held the figurines. “Both.”

      “What is it?”

      “A storeroom.”

      I frowned. “What kind of storeroom? It looks more like some sort of workshop.”

      “No work was done here.” He touched the front of the cabinet, his eyes lingering on the shelf from which I’d taken the figurine, and the bottom, where there had been none. “Can you not feel the power through this place, Morris? Your father taught you that much, at least.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was taunting me or simply stating a fact. “Yes, I can,” I said. “I just don’t know why it needed to be here. Why not at my father’s house? Since you know so much about him, I presume you know about the basement. That’s equally difficult to enter.”

      Jakes nodded slowly. “Your house is well protected, but it’s not the same as having my father keep watch. The Alpha’s power is intermingled with the Elder’s. It makes this place powerful.”

      The comment left me with more questions than answers. “It’s behind this door, isn’t it?”

      Jakes glanced to the wall and the key in my hand. “I did not realize he’d gifted you the key.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to get in here otherwise, would I?”

      When he didn’t answer, I pressed. 

      “Would I?”

      “You are the second person, other than my father and yours, to enter this place.”

      “Someone else came through here?”

      Jakes nodded. “Shortly before Devan disappeared. There are protections around the shed that told me that someone entered. I thought it might have been Adazi, but he would not have known of this place.”

      “How can you be sure it wasn’t my father?” I asked, knowing it wouldn’t be true.

      “Your father wouldn’t have come through that door. He had some other access. And now that I see you have the key, he could not have come through that door.”

      “Then how did someone break in?”

      Jakes shook his head. “We don’t know.”

      “Was anything missing?” I thought of the empty bottom shelf and wondered. 

      He looked around and shrugged his massive shoulders. “My father might have known, but I don’t.”

      I looked at the empty benches. Maybe there had been other items here, but who would have wanted them? This was where Adazi had wanted me to come. He’d said he wouldn’t be allowed entrance, so it couldn’t have been he, unless he’d lied about being unable to access this storeroom.

      “I’m going to open the door,” I told Jakes.

      I thought he might say something or reach to stop me, but he didn’t. Instead, he fixed me with that hard stare of his. He didn’t shift or race toward me. 

      “Maybe the key is the key,” I said to myself. Had it not felt so damned serious, I might have laughed.

      Jakes only frowned.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled, and turned back to the door. I pushed the key into the slot, not surprised that the oversized key fit perfectly. When I turned it, I expected something more than the soft click that came. I pulled on the key, bringing the door open with it. 

      Beyond the door was a small space. It was dark, and the dim light that shimmered from the ink suspended in the air didn’t really reach very far into the opening. The light that did make its way into the opening revealed the orb, reflecting softly off its surface. I stared at it a moment and debated whether or not I dared lift it and take it out. 

      “Morris—”

      I glanced back. Jakes wore a serious expression, his eyes drawn, and he shook his head slightly. “You don’t understand what that is.”

      “And you do?”

      His eyes drifted toward the cabinet. “More than you.”

      I reached into the opening and grabbed the orb. The drawing depicted it as having both the orb and a base, but they were separate, the base more for holding it than anything else. I grabbed them both and carried them out to set on the bench. 

      “Is there any light?” I asked Jakes.

      I thought he might simply refuse, but a lantern I hadn’t seen suddenly flared with pale yellow light and glowed. I hadn’t even felt any power drawn through it. Again, I marveled at the power of the shifter. What else could Jakes do that I only imagined? How much energy could he move? If he had really wanted to stop me, I had no doubt that he would have been able to simply overpower me. 

      That left me wondering why he didn’t. The respect he clearly felt for my father couldn’t extend to me, could it? 

      No—I’d done nothing to earn that level of respect. Or maybe I had. Nearly dying to help the shifters might have given me a little sway with them.

      The orb was smooth and seemed to be made of some sort of glass. The symbols that I’d seen drawn on the page were pressed into the glass, though when I ran my hand over the top, I couldn’t feel them. The base was a heavy wood and stained nearly gray. A series of alternating shapes worked around the base as if burned there, reminding me of the way Adazi had burned his pattern into the wood of the floor in the barn.

      “What does it do?” I asked Jakes.

      “If you need to ask, then you shouldn’t hold it.”

      I looked over at him. “You don’t know, do you?”

      Jakes breathed out in irritation. “No.”

      “Then why not simply take it from me.”

      “You have the key.”

      “That’s been the problem all along? You didn’t think I had the key? Hell, we could’ve been a whole day closer to getting Devan back if I knew that was your whole reason for not helping me find this.”

      Jakes stepped up to the bench and eyed the orb warily. “That’s not the entire reason. Adazi cannot acquire this orb.”

      “I don’t think he could even use it. Painter magic is different from yours,” I explained to Jakes. “The patterns aren’t attuned to him. But you know that. You already told me that he couldn’t use it.”

      “Because he can’t. But he can convince you to power it.”

      “What would happen?”

      Jakes took a deep breath and glanced around the storeroom again. “You saw the power released when the gateway opened.” 

      “Yeah. I know my father did what he could to protect it, to keep the hunters from coming through and feeding on painter magic.”

      “Yes. The Elder protected this world from many things.”

      The way he said it gave me pause. “Wait. There are other creatures he prevented from coming here?”

      “There is other power in this world, Morris. Power you don’t fully understand. Your time on the other side may have given you a different perspective, but it doesn’t make you an expert. The Elder understood what he was doing. Through his power, we are kept safe.”

      “You said ‘we,’ but you don’t mean me, do you? Something my father did protects the shifters here, as well, doesn’t it?”

      Jakes nodded. “The Elder is respected for what he did. Without him, many of our people would have been lost.” He looked at me with a darkened expression. “Yours are not the only people who are hunted.”

      The idea of something capable of hunting the shifters sent chills down my spine. How much power would there need to be in a creature to be able to manage shifter power? Not only manage it, but overwhelm it?

      And how powerful had my father been if he’d managed to stop something like that?

      Here I thought I was beginning to know my father. There was much more to the Elder than I could ever have known.

      “You think this orb will release creatures who hunt your people?” I asked.

      Jakes fixed me with his hard eyes again. “I don’t know, but if the Druist Mage seeks it, then I fear that it does. That it has the power to release great danger upon this world and others.”

      Well, damn. 

      I had thought it straightforward. Find the orb and take it to Adazi, consequences be damned. But if it had the ability to release something more powerful than the hunters, something that even the shifters feared, then I’d be a fool not to at least pause before doing something really stupid. 

      But if I didn’t get this orb to Adazi, then I’d lose Devan. 

      I looked at Jakes, and he stared back at me. I had the sense that if I tried to take it past him, we’d come to blows of a sort. I had no doubt which of us would win that fight. 

      “Help me,” I asked. “I know you’re not convinced it’s the right thing to do, or you think she deserves the fate her father set for her, but know that I don’t. She’s my friend, Jakes. I can’t… I can’t lose her.” Just thinking of it nearly drove me insane. “Help me save her.”

      He hesitated a moment and then nodded once in answer.
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      I stood in the living room of Jakes’s father’s house, too close to the sliding door. It felt different standing in the house with the bright lights on than when Taylor and I been sneaking around. Taylor sat next to me on the old leather sofa, glancing over at me occasionally, the expression on her face warning me to silence. A bruise had formed on her cheek, and she’d shot me a look telling me to back off when I asked her about it. 

      “You can’t trust him, Sam,” I heard through the glass. 

      My ears perked up. The other shifter I’d seen seemed agitated, though I didn’t know why. 

      “Chase,” he started, “this isn’t for you to decide.”

      “You’re not the Alpha, Sam.”

      I heard a low snarl. “And neither are you. The pack will decide, and until they do, this is my house, so my rules.”

      “He’s not the Elder—” Chase started.

      “He also didn’t break into the shed. You were on watch that day, and you let someone through?”

      There was another snarl that cut off quickly. “How do you know it wasn’t him? He came back here didn’t he?”

      “It wasn’t him,” Jakes said. 

      His boots thumped across the deck, and he yanked the door open with a little more force than needed, slamming it closed. He took a deep breath and crossed to the wall of pictures, blocking them with his massive body as he leaned against the wall. He wore a tight black T-shirt and jeans. 

      “So,” I said. “Chase seems fun.”

      Jakes’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, Morris. He’s lost more than I have, so cut him a little slack.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      Jakes didn’t answer, only turned and stared at the pictures on the wall. Now that I’d seen him here, I realized that the shifter I’d seen in the Rooster and in most of the pictures on the wall had been Chase. 

      Kacey perched atop the counter in the kitchen, looking from me to Taylor with a concerned expression. She wore a thin white shirt and clearly no bra. She noticed me looking and gave me a wolfish grin. “Back when your father was still here, Chase lost his father and older brother. There was an assignment and neither returned. Bill basically raised Chase.”

      I began to understand. Jakes and Chase were clearly close, practically brothers. “What was the assignment? What happened to his brother and father?” Hell, what happened to Jakes’s mother?

      Kacey opened her mouth to answer, but Jakes turned then and cut her off with a low growl. “Tell me what you know of this Adazi,” he said. His tone took on a hard edge, something that reminded me of a cop interrogating a witness. All he needed was a notepad, and he’d complete the image. 

      I glanced from Taylor to Kacey, wishing she’d had the time to explain more, but Jakes clearly wasn’t interested. Taylor only stared at her hands. 

      What had happened to her while I was in the shed with Jakes? After sealing the orb back behind the wall, I’d come out to find her sitting on the lawn staring blankly toward the shed, her blue-tinted hair disheveled and a small tear in her jacket. Kacey had been next to her holding her arm awkwardly, but smiling as she did. 

      Later, I decided. There had to be a story worth hearing.

      Finally, I turned and studied Jakes, but I couldn’t read him. He stood stiffly, seemingly shaken by the argument with Chase. Now wasn’t the time to fuck around with him. “He’s a painter,” I answered. “Probably an artist, though I can’t say with certainty. You understand what I mean when I call someone an artist?”

      Jakes gave me that same “What are you, stupid?” look that I’d gotten from Taylor before. 

      “Anyway, I’ve come across him before. When working with Devan’s father—”

      “The Trelking,” Jakes said, interrupting.

      “Yeah, the Trelking. When working with the Trelking, we’d find traces of his work. At first, it was simple things. Marks meant to disrupt scouts. Later, they became more significant. He began to use patterns to disrupt troop movement.”

      “The Trelking is at war?” Taylor asked. 

      I wondered how much of this she really followed. She was bright, I’d give her that, but I hadn’t really explained everything about the Trelking. I mean, what can you say about a being so powerful that he could will me to work for him if he chose? That was the power of the Trelking. That I’d escaped had been luck and planning…and Devan. 

      “The Trelking is always sort of at war. His realm always faces incursions, but he’s always pushed them back.”

      “You helped with this?” Jakes asked.

      “I helped him keep peace,” I answered. “My power is nothing compared to what the Trelking operates with, but I could offer him something his men couldn’t. I could recognize another painter. Painter magic is different from the Te’alan. It made painters useful.” I shrugged. “Most are taggers, like me, but there are a few who can draw a little more power, painters like Adazi. That was part of the reason why the Trelking found me useful, for when another painter came for the Trelking. Over time, I got good at deflecting them.”

      “How many painters were there?” Taylor asked.

      “Our power isn’t confined to this side,” I told her. “There are some painters who’ve lived their entire lives on the other side.” They had a different type of painting ability, and I’d never met anyone with the same skill with traditional patterns as existed in Arcanus. “The world is bigger than Arcanus.”

      Taylor stiffened and rubbed the bruise on her face. Her eyes darkened. “I know,” she said.

      There was conviction in her voice. What had she seen in the year since she’d left Arcanus? What had she learned? Where had she gone? Most of the masters feared leaving, feared the hunters, and for good reason, though the hunters hadn’t really been in our world for many years. Not until Taylor had almost unleashed them again. 

      “Yeah, well, not all painters want to help the Trelking. That was my role. Most were easy to stop, but not Adazi. He is powerful, clever. And basically offers his services to whoever hires him. One time, he nearly destroyed the Trelking’s palace.” Had I not seen the mark, he would have. That was the time I first learned how to remove a painter’s work without damaging the substrate. And that was when I truly bought the Trelking’s trust.

      “And this is the man who’s taken Devan?” Kacey asked. “What’s he want with her? If he hates the Trelking, it seems he’d just as soon kill her.”

      I looked over, forcing myself to keep my eyes on her face. She smiled as if knowing how I struggled. “I doubt he’ll kill her.” I took a steadying breath, hating that I had to keep revealing Devan’s secrets, but if I could get the shifters to help, it would be worth it. “From what I can tell, Adazi often serves the Druist Mage. The Druist Mage has a bargain with the Trelking, but it’s contingent upon the successful joining of the Te’alan to the Druist Mage.”

      Man, all that sounded strange to say.

      “You’ve said this before,” Jakes said. Annoyance surged in his voice. “Why would Devan not want to join with the Druist if it will bring peace to her people?”

      “She almost did.”

      “What stopped her?” Jakes asked.

      “You know the powers of the Te’alan?” 

      He nodded carefully. “Some.”

      “Devan has many abilities, much like her father. On the other side,” I began, knowing that Devan had lost the ability on this side of the Threshold, “one of hers is a certain type of prescience. It’s not as powerful as the Trelking’s, but no less accurate. As she made her way to the Druist Mage, she had a vision. It was brief, but powerful. In it, she wedded him. She suffered, but that wasn’t why she turned away. It was what she saw beyond her suffering. Her father tortured. Her people starving. Her realm razed. All by the power of the Druist Mage.” I paused and made a point of fixing Jakes with my eyes. “So Devan isn’t just running from the marriage, she’s running to protect her people.” 

      “The Trelking also has this prescience,” Jakes said. 

      I nodded. 

      “Would he not have seen the same? Why would he have offered Devan if he knew what would happen to his people?”

      It was something that had troubled us both, but neither of us had a clear answer. Either Devan’s vision was wrong—which was possible, considering what it had entailed—or the Trelking knew something else that we didn’t know. “Does it matter? Either way, she couldn’t remain on the other side of the Threshold, not with what was at stake.”

      Jakes crossed his arms over his chest and drummed his fingers on his biceps. “You don’t know what you ask, Morris. What it will do to the balance—”

      “And you don’t know what I’ll do to save Devan, Jakes. Do you really think I care about the balance when it comes to helping my friend?”

      He shifted his gaze to Taylor. “You will help with this?”

      “I’m in,” she said. “Whatever it takes. I want to help Devan.”

      “You won’t summon the gate again?”

      “Once was enough,” Taylor answered. She made a point of looking at me. After this was over, we would have to talk more. I’d planned to return her to Arcanus. Since then, we’d done nothing but search for Devan. After this was over, I still intended to see her returned, even if what she truly wanted was to remain and study my father’s things.

      Jakes studied us for a moment. “Fine. I will help.”

      “I will, too,” Kacey piped up.

      Jakes shot her a look. “No. This is not for you.”

      “Sam,” she started, “don’t you think to keep me away from—”

      Jakes silenced her with something that sounded like a snarl. “I won’t lose you, too,” he said softly. 

      I looked over at Kacey, then glanced to Jakes. Had I been reading things wrong? It wouldn’t have been the first time. Maybe Jakes hadn’t been interested in Devan. 

      “That’s not for you to decide. You haven’t claimed the Alpha,” Kacey said. 

      Jakes stared at her and then nodded, turning away. It was the same argument that Chase had with Jakes. I didn’t know enough about the shifters to really understand. 

      “Well, if you’re on board,” I said, trying to break the tension, “then I have an idea, but I don’t think I can do it without your help. For now, I need some rest. I don’t like the idea of Devan hiding out with Adazi any longer than necessary, but I can’t do what I need while tired. You’ll find me in the morning?”

      Jakes stared at me a moment, and then finally nodded.
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      We stood in Devan’s workshop. Early morning sunlight drifted into the garage, and I rubbed my eyes. The few hours of sleep I forced myself to get had helped, but not nearly enough. My head throbbed from fatigue, but I pushed away the sensation. Devan might be dealing with that and worse right now. 

      Taylor leaned over the bench. She’d been up before me and had come out here. HeAmazon USd a deeper shade of blue than last night, as if she’d died it again. I didn’t know how she used the color in her hair, only that it helped her somewhat. She fumbled with something small on the counter, though I couldn’t see clearly what it might be. 

      “You’re up,” she said without turning toward me.

      “Yeah. Figured it was time.”

      “What do you think she meant to do with this?” Taylor asked, turning with a small metallic shape in her hand. 

      It looked like the start of one of Devan’s figurines. I don’t think Taylor knew about them yet, just like I didn’t know what motivated Devan to keep making them. Maybe it was something soothing, a way to challenge herself and keep her mind off the other issues we faced, but knowing Devan, that wasn’t likely. More likely, she used them for some magical purpose, but I’d yet to figure out what that might be. 

      “She likes to tinker,” I said. “Things like that. The charms. Other stuff.” I shrugged. “She’s always done it.”

      “Always?”

      “Well, definitely since we got here. She did some on the other side. I have a bow she made for me that has a very particular shape at each end.”

      That brought a smile to Taylor’s face. “You have a bow? Did you learn to shoot it?”

      “The Trelking demanded it.”

      “So you became something like Robin Hood?”

      “There was no stealing, if that’s what you’re after. More for protection. I placed some patterns on arrows and…”

      I trailed off as she started to laugh. 

      “Whatever,” I muttered. “Wish I had the bow now.”

      “What would you do? Hold me up at bow point?”

      I gave her my best condescending look but probably failed miserably. “Why’d you come into the garage?”

      “From what happened at Sam’s house, I take it you saw the orb that he wants.”

      She didn’t hide the eager tone. It was an object of the Elder. I didn’t blame Taylor for wanting to study it. “I did. It’s still in the shed.”

      “And you decided you couldn’t give it to Adazi.”

      I took a deep breath. “Jakes convinced me it wouldn’t be a good idea. If that orb will free creatures worse than the hunters, I don’t want to be the one responsible for it.”

      “You trust him?”

      I started past her as I made my way to the back of the garage. She grabbed my arm and turned me toward her. 

      “Do you trust him?” she repeated.

      I took a deep breath and stared into her dark eyes. I could get lost in those eyes if I somehow managed to forget how dangerous she could be. Devan was right about me. I had a tendency to let beautiful women drag me into their schemes. But with Devan, I was the one who had forced my way into her schemes. Not the other way around. It was a good thing, because I wouldn’t want romance to ruin our friendship.

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?” Taylor asked.

      A strange thing that Taylor would ask about trust, especially given the deception she’d laid upon us since arriving. “Three reasons. I have no reason not to trust him. I’m convinced my father trusted his father. And what other choice do we have?”

      Taylor considered a moment. “You don’t think he’d lie to you to get the orb?”

      The thought had crossed my mind. Jakes seemed surprised that I had the gold key, but it seemed more about the fact that my father had entrusted it to me rather than desire to claim something for himself. “I saw the look in his eyes,” I told her. “There’s something he genuinely fears. And if a shifter fears something, I think it’s a good idea for us to fear it, too.”

      Taylor laughed softly. She still hadn’t let go of my arm. “That’s sound advice. But if we can’t give the orb to Adazi to trade for Devan, what are you planning?”

      I’d lain awake most of the night working out the details of what to do. There seemed no way to get Devan without giving Adazi the orb. I thought about giving him a fake, but I had no idea what the orb actually did, so if he demanded some sort of test, it would inevitably fail. Then what would happen to Devan?

      I could simply give him the real orb, trusting he’d return Devan. I’ll admit, a large part of me felt tempted. Then, with Devan safe, I could chase Adazi and reclaim the orb. But there was no guarantee that would work, either. 

      The easy out was to let him keep the orb and cross the Threshold with it, leaving whatever trouble he intended to those on the other side, but I didn’t like that idea, either.

      So I was back to my first idea, but the one that seemed the least likely to succeed.

      “I need to make a fake,” I said. 

      “Can you make a fake?”

      “I’ve held the orb. Studied it. So I know what it looks like. Maybe enough to fool Adazi.”

      “You don’t sound too hopeful.”

      “I’m not sure I’d know how to recreate the patterns on the orb to be close, but not exact. And even if I could, I don’t know how to trap them in the glass.”

      “Why can’t you copy it?”

      “Taylor—I told you the orb is dangerous.”

      “Yeah. To the shifters.”

      “And if the shifters are injured, what happens to us? What happens with the hunters? Besides, do you really want to tangle with something shifters are afraid of?”

      Taylor released me and tucked her hands under her arms as she started pacing around the garage. “I could help with the patterns,” she said, thinking aloud. “But you’ll have to tell me what you mean by the patterns being under the glass.”

      Taylor offering to help was welcome, but I wasn’t sure what her motivation actually was. I know that she wanted to study anything that might have been the Elder’s, but could I use that motivation to get real help? I’d be every bit the idiot Devan always called me if I didn’t try. 

      “It’s a sphere,” I started, still not certain that I could trust her. “The patterns from Adazi’s drawing were on it, but I couldn’t feel them on the glass. It was like they were encased beneath a coating overtop of it, leaving the whole thing perfectly smooth.”

      Taylor stopped. “Do you think Jakes would give you back the page with the patterns?”

      “Well, he offered to help, so if he hasn’t destroyed it—”

      “I did not destroy it, Morris.”

      I turned to see Jakes practically blocking out the light coming into the garage with his massive frame. He was dressed the same as last night, only this time, he wore a pistol holstered at his waist. “On duty or off?”

      He held out the folded sheet of paper we’d gotten from Adazi. Lines from where Jakes had crumpled it left it wrinkled, but it was otherwise still legible when I unfolded it. Taylor leaned into me as she peered at the page. 

      “Why don’t you just take it?” I suggested.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      I couldn’t argue with that. “Look here. See how these work around the top of the orb? You can’t really tell from the drawing, but this pattern”—I pointed to a series of stars surround the points of tiny squares—“works all the way around the top and the bottom.”

      Taylor frowned at it. “That would make it some sort of containment,” she said. She looked up at Jakes as if expecting an answer, but he stared at her blankly. 

      Now that she said it, I realized she was right. “You see these here?” I went on, pointing to where a basic pattern, repeating triangle and squares and circles, made its way up and over the orb. Basic patterns were weaker, but with the repetition, I suspected it concentrated everything. 

      “Then there’s this,” I said, pointing to irregular curved marks that practically writhed across the page. They were arcane patterns, the only ones I’d seen on the orb, though I had no idea what they were intended to do, if anything. Maybe simply help it draw more power. Arcane patterns were good at that. “These work around it like this.” I made a motion with my hand. 

      “And this was entirely smooth? You didn’t feel the patterns?”

      “Nothing. It was like glass. The rest of the orb had a frosted appearance.”

      Taylor laughed and Jakes shot her a glare. 

      She smiled at me, her eyes arched with her laughter. “You’re saying it’s a crystal ball?”

      “Well, yeah. But not just any crystal ball. The Elder’s crystal ball.”

      Taylor laughed again. 

      Jakes covered the page with his massive hand, forcing our attention to him. “You would disrespect the Elder?”

      Taylor shook her head. “Not at all. I know how capable he was. And if I didn’t, everything I’ve seen since coming here has told me just what he could do.”

      Jakes fixed her with a level stare. “You have seen nothing of what the Elder can do.”

      What more did Jakes know about my father? 

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get back to figuring out how to make the crystal ball. How do we get these patterns trapped inside the glass?”

      “Heat,” Jakes said simply.

      “That would distort the patterns,” Taylor answered, already composing herself.

      “Not necessarily,” I said slowly, thinking about how to make it work. “If I hold power in the patterns while adding the heat, I can force them to maintain their shape.”

      “There are too many patterns here to hold them in place,” Taylor said. “Why can’t you just make the patterns, then coat them in something clear to make it look the same?”

      “We need to fool him long enough to get him to hand over Devan,” I said. “Anything we do that alludes to chicanery, and who knows what will happen. Will he take her back across the Threshold without giving us a chance?”

      “Chicanery?” Taylor asked. She kept her focus on the page, not turning away from the patterns marked there. 

      “Yeah. Thought I’d fancy it up.”

       She laughed again. 

      “Anyway,” I started. “I don’t have to do anything more than hold the patterns, not trigger them. It should take less power that way.”

      “But there are at least three distinct patterns on the orb,” Taylor pointed out.

      “I think I can probably hold those three. It’s this one that I don’t think I can add at the same time.” I pointed toward the single repeating pattern of basic shapes that she had drawn. Often, basic shapes took more energy from a painter than anything complex. That was because the more complicated the shapes, the more they augmented the power of the painter. 

      “You can split your focus three ways?” Taylor asked.

      “Not easily. And I’m not saying I can make these patterns, only that I can hold them in place while we heat the orb. But we’re going to have to heat it smoothly and symmetrically. I don’t really know how to do that.”

      “That will be me,” Jakes said. 

      “You’ll do this?” 

      “I said I’d help. If this is what you intend, I will do what I can.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Perfect. Now if only Taylor can get to work on the patterns.”

      “But you don’t have anything to use as the crystal ball,” Taylor said. “What do you expect me to make the patterns on?”

      I arched a brow toward Jakes. “Shifter magic again.”

      

      Jakes managed to make the cloudy orb, recreating it out of scraps of metal, glass, and probably fairy dust as he applied his power to it, shaping it into a perfect sphere. I wondered if that was how my father had made the first orb. When he was done, a replica of the orb that I’d seen in the shed rested on the bench. 

      Taylor studied it. “It really does look like a crystal ball,” she said, waving her hands over top of it. “If I look into it, will I see my future?”

      “Be careful about the jokes you make when dealing with items of power,” Jakes warned.

      “Wait—the orb can tell the future?” I asked him.

      “There are many uses for the power stored in the orb.”

      I wondered if we could use it to figure out whether we’d be successful getting Devan back. Probably not without risking releasing the creatures Jakes feared. 

      “How do you know that we’re not actually recreating an orb that carries the same power as the original?” Taylor asked. She’d started to make tiny marks on the top of the orb using a permanent marker. She had a steady hand, and each mark was perfectly placed. “What if we hand over the orb to Adazi, and he can actually use it?”

      “I’ve thought about that,” I admitted. “That’s why it can’t be exact. I think we have to leave out parts of the arcane pattern.”

      Taylor glanced down at the page lying folded open next to her. “Good. I’m not sure I could make those marks exactly right, anyway.”

      “I’ll do those,” I said.

      She turned, and for a moment, I thought she might argue or tell me that she was better trained to create patterns, some typical artist comment, but she only nodded. 

      Taylor worked quickly. I paced behind her, thinking of the passing of time. We had today and then tomorrow. If this didn’t work, that meant we’d have to take Adazi the actual orb, which I really didn’t want to do. And if it did work, then we still had to deal with Adazi once we got Devan back.

      “Your people can handle him once we make the trade?”

      Jakes nodded. “We’ll be ready.”

      “How many will come?”

      “As many as can be spared.”

      Would that be enough? 

      But then, it wasn’t only shifters. Taylor and I would be there. If I had enough time, I could even prepare a trap, but that would require Adazi overlooking the marks or the power I used to fuel it. 

      “We will save your friend, Morris.”

      I stopped pacing and looked over to him. “You weren’t willing to help before. We could have taken him when we found him at the barn.”

      “I doubt he would have made it quite so easy.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll never know, will we?”

      Jakes nodded. “I should have helped. You’re the Elder’s son, but then…” he glanced at Taylor, and then back at me, “you broke into my father’s house. Had I known you possessed the key, it might have been different. I thought you were the one who broke in the first time.”

      “And had I known you knew where to find the orb, it would have been different.”

      Jakes turned toward me and thrust his hand out. “Trust?” 

      I shook his hand. “Trust,” I agreed. 

      Jakes turned his attention back to where Taylor worked, watching her. 

      I did the same, taking a deep breath as I did. Other than Devan, I didn’t have any friends, certainly no one I could trust. Taylor helped, but the gods only knew what agenda she had. She was tied to Arcanus and Hard, but what happened during her year away? What else had she done that she hadn’t shared? Something that gave her the ability to face down a shifter and not blink. 

      And really, what did I know about Taylor? 

      I watched her as she worked on the orb. Her hand moved with skill as she created the patterns atop the glass. Once they were in place, I would draw the arcane pattern, then all we needed was Jakes to send his shifter magic through it to smooth the surface. Sure, I would have to hold the patterns in place with Taylor’s help. That would be difficult, but not impossible. I think if I’d had to do all of it on my own—not only creating the patterns, but holding them while heating the orb—it would have been too much of a challenge, but I didn’t need to do that. 

      Before Taylor had shown up, I’d fumbled around looking for evidence in the house that my father might still be alive, anything that Devan and I could use to learn from, to keep her safe and free from the Druist Mage. Since Taylor’s arrival, I’d discovered the patterns made in his book, the way those patterns could be used to summon and bury the gate hidden in the park, and realized that shifters lived in Conlin, serving as its guardians. More than that, I’d learned that there were other magical creatures in Conlin, granted some sort of peace, protected by whatever treaty my father had enacted. And I’d learned there was a power even the shifters feared, one that my father had a hand in protecting them from. 

      None of this would have happened without Taylor showing up in Conlin. Was that coincidence or providence? 

      She looked over her shoulder, her hand hesitating in place as she made the patterns atop the orb replica. There weren’t too many painters with the level of skill needed to halt in mid-pattern like that. I wouldn’t be able to do it, not without distorting what I intended to make. Taylor turned back to the orb and continued working.

      I didn’t think she was a part of this, but what if I was wrong? If my time spent with the Trelking had taught me anything, it was to question everyone’s motives. And I’d never fully questioned Taylor’s.

      She wanted to find Hard, but once Devan went missing, she hadn’t pressed me at all. Either she was incredibly understanding, or there was something else she hoped to gain. Maybe it really was all about learning from the Elder. 

      Or maybe none of that was true. Maybe Taylor was exactly who she said she was. An artist from Arcanus with incredible skill.

      I needed to be careful. For Devan’s sake, I needed to know more about Taylor. 

      “I’m ready for you,” Taylor said.

      I made my way over to the bench. Her work was exquisite, perfectly recreating the patterns on the orb. All that remained was for me to add the arcane pattern. Once I did, there became some risk. If I made the arcane pattern too loosely, the orb may not look quite as it should. If I created the pattern too much like the actual one on the orb, then we ran the risk that it would work as the original orb worked. 

      I glanced at Taylor, and she held the marker out to me. With as steady a hand as I could manage, I added the arcane pattern to the orb. 

      Arcane patterns were difficult and took a painter with knowledge of the patterns and the right temperament to place them. Most arcane patterns shared similarities. I’d been making them since I arrived in Arcanus, though without any guidance at first. Ironic that the place is called Arcanus and they won’t teach the arcane patterns. It wasn’t until I left that I began to gain real skill.

      The shapes in the pattern on the orb weren’t terribly difficult for me. And I had some sense of what they would do, though I’d never actually made this particular pattern before. It should push power out from the orb, though in a specific way. 

      I made certain not to include the entire pattern, but did add an extra flourish. It was subtle enough that, unless you looked for it specifically, you would never see it. My nod to Adazi.

      “I’m ready,” I said to Jakes. 

      He took the orb, holding it carefully, almost as if it were the real thing. 

      “Taylor, you’ll need to hold these patterns in place,” I told her, pointing to the series of basic patterns she had made worked around the orb. “I’ll be responsible for holding the rest. Then Jakes can do his shifter thing and…” I waived my hand over the orb.

      She nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Remember, you’re only holding them in place while Jakes seals it. Nothing more.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” she said. “You said the patterns were clear on the orb?”

      She was right. “Fine, then give it enough extra juice to burn off the ink as you hold them.”

      That meant I’d have to do the same. I could split my focus and hold several of the patterns at once, but it would drain me. I’d need time to recuperate. Time Devan didn’t have. 

      “Let’s do this,” I said.

      I started with the patterns ringing the top of the orb. These were complex patterns and wouldn’t take much energy. If Taylor made them right, and I had no reason to think she didn’t, then I should be able to hold them easily. 

      Energy flowed into the orb, held there by the pattern. 

      I split my focus, working with the pattern along the bottom of the orb. This was as complex as the other one, and when I funneled power into it, I felt it take hold. 

      Taylor added hers while I worked. The simple pattern, that of triangle and squares and circles that made their way up and over the orb, began to glow softly. “Hurry, Oliver,” she said.

      I suspected that even holding that series would be difficult. It was why she’d needed to do it. If my father had done this alone on the original, it would have taken more strength than I could fathom.

      I split my focus again and funneled energy into the arcane pattern. 

      This was the trickiest part. If I’d done it right, it should hold, but I’d intentionally left part of the pattern off and changed one of the series. I didn’t know what effect that would have. Maybe nothing, but maybe enough to rebound back at me. With all the power now in the orb, that could be disastrous. 

      Maybe I should have done the arcane pattern first.

      Too late to change, not without having wasted energy. I pressed into the arcane pattern. Like the others, it began to glow softly, taking on its shape. I held the patterns, pushing and storing power in the orb.

      As the last of the arcane marks engaged, fire burned through me. 

      I had expected it, but the suddenness took my breath away. “Now, Jakes!”

      I felt nothing as he worked, but the orb started glowing. It became increasingly difficult to hold my focus, diverted as it was. The fire burning through me left my insides raw, as if my brain—my entire being—was being seared from me. I tried not to scream by grunting loudly instead. 

      Then the glowing eased. 

      Jakes held the orb carefully. “It is done.”

      I released the energy I’d pushed into the orb. As I did, I felt a strange fluttering in the pocket of my duster that faded as I let go of the power. I patted the pocket, but found nothing more than the sculpture I’d taken from the shed. 

      Taylor stepped away. Sweat left a sheen on her brow, and she wiped it away. 

      “That was…difficult,” she said.

      I could only nod. 

      “Did it work?”

      I took the orb from Jakes. It felt the same as the one in the shed. The dark ink we’d used to make the patterns had disappeared, but left behind the patterns, just as we’d planned. In the light of the garage, the patterns caught the light and distorted it somewhat, leaving the entire orb looking hazy. Had I not ever seen the other orb, I would have believed this to be what Adazi sought. 

      “Yeah. I think it worked.”

      I handed the orb back to Jakes. He took it carefully, practically palming it like a basketball in his massive hands, and watched me.

      “Now for the base,” I said.

      “I’m not sure I have the strength to hold another pattern like that,” Taylor said.

      “We won’t need to for this.” I pointed to the wooden base on the page. I could find an old oak log to craft it from, but what if it didn’t look the same as the silvery wood that held the orb? “Nothing quite as difficult. All I need is a log from your father’s house,” I told Jakes. “And I think I might even have enough skill to carve it.”
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      We rested most of the day after forming the orb and the base. They were safely stored in the basement of my house. I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the orb in the garage, not if what Jakes said about its potential was true. The patterns around the house would protect it as well as possible. I barely dared touching it for fear of dropping it before we got it to Adazi. From the way Taylor looked, I doubted either of us would have the energy needed to forge a new one. 

      “Maybe we should just have let Jakes make the whole thing,” I said as I stared at the orb.

      Taylor looked up at me from where she sat on the floor. One of the journals lay open on her lap, and she had a pad next to it that she took notes on. “Could he do that? I know you thought there was something strange about Adazi, but can shifters use our magic?”

      Taylor had proven it didn’t take a super-powered painter to jump like Adazi had managed, only someone with skill. “I asked the same question.”

      “And what answer did you get?”

      “That there wouldn’t be any reason. Shifters control enough power on their own. They wouldn’t have any reason to attempt painter magic.”

      “Jakes told you that?” Taylor shifted and lowered the journal so it rested next to her.

      “Not Jakes. Kacey. I ran into her in the park the other night. She was studying Agony when I found her. Kind of like you,” I said.

      “You’re wondering why I was there that night.”

      I took a deep breath. Might as well have at it. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “I told you how I left Arcanus?”

      “You told me you left after Hard disappeared. That you’d been gone a year.”

      “More or less.”

      “But you were also terrified that hunters followed you. Which tells me you hadn’t been out in the open very long. Either that, or you were playing it up to get me to help.”

      Taylor smiled sheepishly. “Maybe a bit of both? When I left Arcanus, I knew I needed to learn a different type of patterns if I was to help him, the kind I couldn’t learn in Arcanus. I started by going to a monastery in China. The monks there are renowned for their artistry.”

      “Another place like Arcanus?”

      “Sort of. You weren’t there long enough to understand how unique Arcanus is. The way it’s protected and the knowledge stored in the library…well, there’s nothing else like that.”

      Not in this world, but I still didn’t know if I trusted Taylor’s motivations to share that with her. “Why the monastery then?”

      She flipped a few pages in her notebook, turning to one she’d shown me before. It was the hall of doors. “This. Hard knew something about this place when he reached it. That’s how he managed to open one of the doors. If I could just figure out what he learned, I could at least know what happened to him.”

      I suspected I knew what happened. He’d crossed the Threshold, but to a place outside of the Trelking’s realm. Had he ended up there, I would likely have heard of it. “And you thought the monastery was the place to do that?”

      “The monks know more about certain patterns than anyone in Arcanus.”

      I stared at her and finally smiled. “Not often an Arcanus painter is willing to admit that Arcanus doesn’t have all the answers.”

      Taylor closed her notebook with a quick snap. “Not all the answers. Only more questions. From the monks, I learned celestial patterns.” Her eyes drifted closed, and she tipped her head back as she remembered. “The nights were clear and bright and full of stars. We’d sit atop the mountain, staring at the sky, using the stars for our patterns. Mine were basic, never as complex as the monks’, but I saw the potential. They tolerated me, I think. I got so that I no longer jumped when I heard a howl in the night, thinking that hunters were after me.”

      “How long were you with them?”

      She stretched and sat up. “Six months? Seven at most. I think I could study a lifetime and never really understand the celestial patterns. Even the senior monks claim they learn something every night, though I’ve seen their mastery, so I’m not sure that’s quite true.”

      “What are celestial patterns?”

      Taylor pushed up to her knees and made her way over to me, holding her notebook open to the back. A few pages held nothing but scattered dots. She flipped the pages slowly. As she did, I realized that the pages depicted stars in the sky. Not just stars, but patterns within the stars. “Constellations?” I asked. 

      She pulled the notebook away and closed it again. “Not just constellations. And nothing like the Big Dipper or anything. There are other patterns there. Power that a painter can access with the right pattern.”

      I wondered how much of that power my father understood. The stars on the key seemed significant, especially how they tied to the pyramid and the orb. Or was it nothing more than another simple pattern?

      “Where did you go after the monastery?”

      Taylor looked down. Dark hair hung over her face, covering it. “To hell,” she whispered. “I came down from the monastery looking for a different type of pattern, something darker and more complex. I didn’t really know where I was going until I ended up there. What I saw turned my stomach, but I forced myself to learn. Patterns placed on skin, inside mouths and on tongues. Piercings that changed the painter. And worse things, too.”

      I’d seen painters like that, usually on the other side of the Threshold. They’d changed their bodies, using them as a canvas. Most were taggers who would never amount to much power, but when they started changing themselves, they managed to tap into something more. And they became dangerous creatures of power. It was dark magic, an ominous kind that I hadn’t ever dared to attempt. I could do more with arcane patterns and painting, anyway. I didn’t need to risk myself. 

      “Modders,” I said. 

      She nodded. “I thought about leaving, but how could I leave when he was still lost? Wouldn’t he have searched for me? So for him, I did what I could, forced myself to learn what I could.”

      I looked at her hair in a different light. That was what she’d modded. “What else did you do to yourself?” I asked. I knew the ink in the hair gave her some strength, but not what price she paid adding it. With modding, there was always a price. 

      “Nothing.”

      I could tell that wasn’t entirely true but chose not to push her. “Where did you go from there?”

      “I hadn’t found anything that resembled any of the patterns we found in that room, nothing that will help me open one of the doors and find where he went,” she said. “It had been eleven months. He’d been gone long enough that I knew he might not ever return. Not alive.” She shivered. “I spent nights hiding in basements, too frozen to move, reaching for the scraps of heat the furnace would offer. Then I heard about this master of arcane patterns. He was said to be able to recreate any arcane pattern, but the way most people spoke of him, I thought him mythical. The person who told me about him hadn’t seen him in nearly five years. He made crazy claims about his ability, including that he was descended from a powerful artist.”

      She fixed me with her eyes, and I knew she meant me. I was not a master of patterns, but who else could she be referring to? 

      And five years. The timing was right. My heart hammered. “Nik? He’s alive?”

      An anguished look passed over Taylor’s face as she nodded. “He’s alive.”

      I let out an unsteady breath. I’d met Nik while serving the Trelking. Nik was me, except for having started a few years earlier and with less skill. When the Trelking learned how I could help him, Nik was pushed to the side, eventually jailed for failing to recognize some pattern. We were friends, painters in a land where our powers weren’t the most impressive, just another magical aspect. I’d never had a friend like him before. When I found out what the Trelking had done to Nik, I became disillusioned with the Trelking.

      “He said he had you to thank for it.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know what happened to him. When I helped him escape from prison, all I could do was sneak him out of the city. From there, he was on his own. I heard nothing more from him. As far as I knew, he was dead.”

      “He wouldn’t speak of it much,” Taylor said. “I think it still pained him. But he said this arcane master might help me find the patterns I needed. When I learned it was you, I knew he was right.”

      “How? I mean, how did you meet him?”

      She touched her hair, pushing it out of her face. “He was the one who taught me about modding, showed me that there was another side to my magic.” Taylor crossed her arms over her chest, grabbing her shoulders, and leaned forward. “And now I’m here.”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat that formed thinking of Nik. “But you knew about my father’s book. You came here specifically for it. You didn’t come to ask me about arcane patterns or anything else.”

      She straightened her back and relaxed her arms. “That’s not totally true. Once I saw the park and realized this was the work of the Elder… I’m sorry, Oliver, but whatever you could teach me about arcane patterns paled next to what I could learn from a master like the Elder.”

      There was no use arguing that. “Why do you keep working through the journals?”

      “It seems everything he’s left has its uses, doesn’t it?” Taylor asked. “The bowl in his chambers had patterns Hard needed to discover the secret to the door. The book he left you gave patterns that we needed to unseal the gate. You needed the key to access the shed. These journals are another part of the mystery.”

      How did the blank sheet of parchment fit into the mystery? Maybe not at all. Or maybe I hadn’t looked hard enough. After we saved Devan, I’d have to give it more time.

      “Well, I’m going to rest. I need to have energy to face Adazi.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?” Taylor asked.

      “Then I have to hope Jakes and the shifters are powerful enough to contain him.” And if they’re not, then Devan will truly be lost.
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      I awoke at night, having fallen asleep in the chair. Taylor had turned the light out in the basement, leaving me alone. The orb glowed softly on the desk, practically calling to me. I felt somewhat refreshed, though stiff from the way I’d slept. I stretched, shaking off the aches in my joints. My knee bumped the desk, and the orb slipped off the base.

      I lunged for it as it started toward the ground. I wasn’t going to be fast enough.

      Without thinking, I used a surge of energy and pulled on the arcane patterns in the orb.

      Arcane patterns worked differently. I could push through them, but I could also pull. I wasn’t sure it would work, but the orb hung in place before racing into my hands.

      Fire burned through me again. I clenched my teeth against it. The strange wriggling sense came from the pocket of my duster again. 

      I put the orb back onto its stand with more force than needed and released the energy I’d used. Everything gained resting had been spent in that one burst. I was weakened. Not completely spent, but weak enough that I didn’t want to face a painter like Adazi. At least I had until morning. That would be the third day, but if anything went wrong, I’d have lost time.

      I slumped in the chair, staring at the orb. It glowed more brightly now than it had when I first woke up, but that might only be my imagination. 

      A loud knock came from the top of the stairs.

      I left the orb and started up, holding tightly to the railing to keep from falling. Jakes stood on the other side of the door, fixing me with a dark look. He filled the hallway, almost to the point where he had to bend his head down. “He’s there.”

      “Who and where?” My mind struggled to wake up, worse now that I’d nearly lost the orb.

      “The painter. Kacey reports he’s at the barn.”

      “He gave us until tomorrow.”

      “Devan is with him.”

      More than anything, that sent a jolt through me. I glanced down the stairs. “I’ll grab the orb.”

      “I will meet you there,” Jakes said. 

      He’d already started to shift as he turned away from me. 

      I heard his feet thump through the kitchen. So much for getting another night to rest. If we didn’t go now, there was a real risk that we could miss Adazi. At least this way, we knew Devan was there, but it seemed odd that Adazi would bring her to the barn before the time he’d given me was up.

      Unless he knew that we watched him. If that was the case, then I had other issues to worry about.

      I hefted the orb and the base and carried them to the top of the stairs. I’d found an old leather shoulder bag in which to carry the orb, and was able to fit the base along next to it. I’d have to be careful not to bump it against anything and damage it, but with the strap slung over my shoulder, I wouldn’t have to fear dropping it again.

      I paused at the cabinet where I kept my powdered inks. My belt had hooks for up to five satchels of ink, but I probably only had strength enough to use one. After packing red and black ink, I debated what other color to use. Brown could help if I needed an anchor, especially to the barn. Green might help, given Adazi’s ties to the Druist Mage. I grabbed both. I rarely worked in blue, not like Taylor did. 

      I had charms in my pocket from earlier, including the obelisk-shaped charm that Devan had made, and patted it to make certain they were still there. 

      The sun had already started to set when I stepped outside. Taylor waited near the truck. She wore her jacket and had the purse with her stores of ink. The bag with the orb seemed like it matched her purse. 

      “It’s a man’s bag,” I said as I made my way to the truck.

      She arched her brow at me. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

      As I settled into the truck and gripped the wheel, I left the bag around my shoulder. We might need to get out quickly, and I wanted to be ready. Taylor glanced at it after getting in.

      “You sure it’s safe in there?”

      “Nope. I damned near dropped it about five minutes ago.”

      “Is there another way for you to carry it?”

      “Hopefully, we won’t need to worry about that too much longer.”

      I put the truck in reverse, and it rumbled out of the driveway.

      We rode in relative silence as we made our way out of town. I’d driven this way now a few times in the last few days, enough that I had a sense of the road. Taylor turned silently as we passed the sign welcoming people to Conlin. 

      “See the patterns?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the road.

      “I see them.”

      “Know what they do?”

      “A warning, I think. Not much more than that.”

      That had been pretty much what she thought when I’d drawn them before, but a warning for what? We continued on the road as it led away from Conlin. In the distance, I saw the barn and turned off the road toward it. The sun reached the horizon as we pulled up to the barn. 

      I got out of the truck and looked around for the shifters but saw no sign of them. 

      “Think they’re here already?” Taylor whispered.

      “I hope so.”

      “But no way of knowing.”

      “Nope.”

      I wished there had been more time to prepare. I wouldn’t have needed much, but anything would have been better than rushing out to the barn, holding this orb and hoping that the switcheroo worked long enough to convince Adazi. Even if I’d had the chance to make a protective circle, I might feel better. At least one of the charms I carried would let me shoot a circle into the air. I could use that if needed. 

      We stepped into the barn. Even though the sun had just set, it was dark and the air was still and musty. An ominous chill worked along my back. 

      “Light?” I asked Taylor.

      She held out the ring she’d taken from Devan. If this worked, I might need to use my power more than she would use hers. Of course, if it didn’t work, both of us might end up unconscious or worse. 

      The ring glowed with a steady white light. Taylor swung it around the barn. Nothing moved. “Are you sure they’re here?”

      I scratched a tiny Adazi mark into the dust of the floor and placed a summoning pattern around it. With the barest infusion of power, I felt the draw. He was here.

      “The loft,” I whispered. 

      We started toward the back of the barn. Taylor stayed close, pressing against me as we moved so that I could sense the tension within her. 

      As we neared the back of the barn, the loft exploded with light. 

      I cupped a hand over my head, straining against the sudden change, trying to force my eyes to adjust. 

      “Adazi?” I said.

      He laughed darkly from above us. Power built in the air, leaving my mouth dry. I resisted the urge to form a circle, but Taylor did not, quickly placing one around us. When it closed, I felt the protections press out against Adazi’s magic.

      “Like I said, she’ll be powerful,” he said. 

      He appeared out of the shadows at the back of the barn, rather than from the loft. He dragged something—someone, I realized—with him. Devan was limp and unmoving. Her dark hair hung straight. The ends were singed. A deep purplish bruise worked across her cheekbone. 

      The anger that raced through me nearly led me to jump across the circle. Doing so would have been a mistake and probably exactly what Adazi wanted.

      “You have it?” he asked. 

      I nodded. “You’re early.”

      He smiled darkly. “Seeing how you’ve recruited the pests of this town to aid you, I thought it best to be prepared.”

      “What would have happened had I not come tonight?”

      “I think we both know that you weren’t about to wait another day, not when you knew I was here.”

      So he knew we were watching. And he knew that we had the orb. Only I still didn’t know how. “Now that you’ve got me here, how do you want to do this?” 

      Adazi released Devan. She dropped to the ground and didn’t move. 

      “Now? I think I’ll simply take the orb from you.”
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      The attack happened faster than I could react. Taylor held the barrier in place, but when he threw fire at us, it came from all directions. Taylor screamed. The pain she must have been feeling from the pressure of holding the barrier was immense. I couldn’t imagine the torment, especially with the way fire pressed all around us.

      Then it stopped.

      Taylor looked at me. Her eyes had gone wide and her face ashen. “I can’t—”

      She didn’t have the chance to finish. Another attack hit, this time like the pounding of fists on a wall. Taylor buckled and dropped to her knees. She worked to trace a pattern across the ground, but she didn’t have the strength needed to finish. She sprawled forward. In a moment, her barrier would fall.

      I grabbed the charm from my pocket and thrust it overhead at the same time as I sprayed out ink in a pattern, adding a complex flourish that I thought I’d remembered in the book of patterns from my father. With a quick click, the charm dispensed black ink into the air. I infused it with as much power as I could. It shimmered, already threatening not to hold up against the power of Adazi’s attack, but then it took. 

      Adazi stood across from me. His eyes mocked me. “Even you can’t last against this indefinitely,” he said.

      “I don’t have to,” I managed to get out. “You made a bargain with me. A mark of promise.”

      Adazi gave me a darkened expression. Sallow cheeks sagged. “So I did. Refusing to honor the promise will be painful, I admit, but you see, I have made other promises that would be even more painful.” He raised his shirt and showed me a series of marks across his abdomen. Each a mark of promise. “The Druist would be most displeased if I did not honor his promise first. And once I take you, I can satisfy this one without suffering for too long.”

      “I think you’re going to have a harder time taking me than you realize. I’ve served the Trelking. I’ve walked the Crystal Steps. I’ve studied the arcane under F’lian. And you have taken my friend.”

      I triggered the charm on my belt.

      I’d never had the opportunity to use it, but now seemed the time. 

      With a shift of the energy around me, I held tightly to the protective barrier, this time drawing it down and surrounding Taylor with it. Doing so left me exposed, but that was a risk I needed to take for this to work.

      The blast shook free from my belt, surging toward Adazi. With a push of power into the black ink, I fueled the explosion at the same time I dropped and raced toward Devan. The blast from my belt charm threw Adazi back. 

      Hopefully, the protection covering Taylor would keep her safe. And even better, maybe she’d recover quickly enough to help. The last time we’d faced Adazi, he’d handled the both of us easily.

      “Devan,” I said, cradling her in my lap. 

      She didn’t move. At least her chest rose, telling me she still breathed. 

      “Nice trick,” Adazi said. 

      His voice came from the back of the barn. I wouldn’t have much time, not if I wanted to keep us safe. I made a hasty circle of black ink around Devan and me and infused it with the remainder of my power. It was all I had left. 

      Jakes had better get here soon, or we wouldn’t make it out of here.

      “I’ve got Devan,” I said to Adazi. “Let me give you the orb, and we can both walk out of here.”

      Adazi laughed. “You think you’re walking out of here?” 

      “That was the bargain.”

      “That was what you wanted, but that was not the bargain. The Druist will have his bride.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      Adazi laughed.

      Power struck the barrier around us, stronger than anything I’d ever experienced. I felt it as a physical attack that hammered me into the ground with each blow. 

      “You’ll destroy the orb with me.”

      Adazi laughed again. I managed to hear him over the sound of the violence striking me. “You think that was my attack? Maybe I was mistaken to fear your power.”

      Not Adazi? 

      Then what had I missed? If Adazi hadn’t done it, then it was someone else, but someone with enormous magical power. 

      A shifter.

      Shit. 

      Not Jakes. He and I had come to an agreement so I doubted he’d betray me. Kacey? I didn’t know her well at all, but she seemed close to Jakes, close enough that I suspected they might even be together. Who then?

      There was only one other shifter who knew where we were: Chase. He and Jakes were like brothers, but what if the disagreement between them led to Chase wanting to attack me? Would he do that to Jakes? 

      If there was a shifter strong enough to keep Jakes back, it would be the massive Chase. 

      The bludgeoning of my barrier continued. Each blow pushing me to the ground. I wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer, even using my attuned ink. I’d spent too much simply trying to get to Devan. 

      Taylor moaned and made a movement across the ground. 

      But maybe I didn’t have to hold the protection for much longer. I just needed to stop the shifter. Was there anything I could do that would get Jakes’s attention?

      “Taylor!” I yelled. “Don’t move.”

      “Oliver?”

      “The ring. Can you push everything you have into the ring?”

      I saw her staring at me from across the distance. Her eyes were wide, scared. “You said that doing that will—”

      “I know.”

      She clenched her jaw and pulled the ring off her finger, tossing it into the air. Power built in it, quickly and powerfully. The ring glowed and then exploded with light and fire, blooming into the darkness.

      The attack on me eased. 

      I pulled Devan against me and began crawling toward the back of the barn. A loud snarl echoed through the barn, followed by another. 

      Jakes had arrived.

      “Taylor, you need to move out of the way,” I shouted.

      I kept moving, pushing back until I reached the back of the barn. It wasn’t until then that I realized I’d lost the bag holding the orb.

      Diffuse light still lingered over the barn, the remnants of Taylor’s blast and whatever Adazi had done when we first arrived, giving enough light for me to see the bag lying on the ground near where I’d rescued Devan. The strap had broken free and the flap lay open, with the crystal inside reflecting the light. 

      I scrambled toward it, but too late. Adazi reached it first.

      He held it out toward me, a triumphant sneer on his face. “And here I thought I might have to kill you to claim this,” he said, looking directly at me. 

      I froze in place, unable to move or say anything that might change what he would do. Adazi was a powerful painter and had barely used his strength against me. I was an exhausted painter, drained from everything we’d done to simply find and replicate the orb. If he attacked, I would be essentially defenseless. 

      “The Druist claims the orb is useless to one like me,” he said. “But then he thought I should be able to obtain it on my own, and he was wrong about that. Fortunate that you returned, Escher.”

      “It’s Oliver,” I spat. 

      He smiled at me and spun the orb in his hand. He held it easily, unlike me who’d nearly dropped it more than once. “Call yourself what you will. Before I finish you, there’s one thing I must do.”

      His power built. Light suffused the orb as he did. Hope that he wouldn’t know how to split his focus or wouldn’t have practice doing it was dashed when the series of patterns along the top and bottom of the orb began to glow. He followed with the basic pattern, filling it, as well. That left only the arcane pattern. 

      If I’d done my part, the orb wouldn’t work. 

      Adazi did something unexpected. He pulled a shape from his pocket and set it on the ground. It took my mind a moment to register the fact that it was a tiny figurine, much like the ones Devan carved or the ones hidden in Jakes’s shed. 

      Then he powered the arcane pattern.

      Light exploded from the orb, but that wasn’t what drew my attention. The figurine wobbled, shifting as if something alive.

      Adazi laughed. “I guess the Druist was wrong about that, too.”

      Horror filled me. Had I made it so the orb actually worked for Adazi by placing aspects of his mark on it? I thought it an arrogant touch, something to distract him, but what if the real orb wouldn’t have worked for him without his mark? 

      What had I done?

      A roar split my ears, and a small streak of dark fur—too small to be Jakes—shot toward Adazi, knocking the orb from his hand. 

      I watched, hoping the orb would shatter on the ground, but it hovered in the air, as if suspended by the power filling it. I realized the base glowed, as well. The figurine danced on the ground, slowly elongating.

      Another streak of fur jumped over the orb, snatching it from the air. 

      I stood, my legs wobbly and shaky from the effort of my magical exertion, making me feel like I’d run a marathon. Devan might be safe enough, but now I had to keep Adazi from using my mistake. 

      Chase shifted back into human form, holding onto the orb. Like Jakes often did when shifting, he stood shirtless in front of me, his muscular frame making me feel woefully inadequate. At least he wore pants, tattered as they might be. 

      I advanced on him slowly, trying to draw myself up to look larger. I held the charm Devan had made, the obelisk one that stored energy, in front of me. At least I could make myself look threatening, even if I had little power to infuse into the charm. 

      Chase eyed the charm. “You were a fool to come here. Sam was wrong about you.”

      “Well, Jakes didn’t really tell me much about you, so maybe we should sit down and chat.”

       “You think you can simply return to Conlin and make demands? You don’t know what this place is, how much has been sacrificed.”

      “He can’t have the orb,” I said.

      “You were always willing to give it to him.”

      “Not the real one,” I said.

      Chase looked down at the orb. “This isn’t the real one?”

      “We made a duplicate, but I made a mistake and placed a pattern on it that lets Adazi power it. I don’t know why he wants it, but I can’t let him have it.”

      “That’s not for you to choose.”

      “Jakes told me what will happen to shifters if he has it.”

      Chase twisted, his neck elongating as he did, so that he managed to still keep an eye on me as he turned toward the far side of the barn. “He’s always been afraid. His father taught fear. But my brother has shown that we should be the hunters, not the hunted.”

      I hesitated only a moment. Brother? Hadn’t Jakes told me Chase’s brother was dead? “And you know better than Jakes?” I asked, trying to delay him until I figured out what was happening.

      “I know that neither Sam or his father bothered to search for my brother after my father died, trusting that he was with them. The Alpha left him to die. Only he was stronger than the Alpha gave him credit.”

      I tried to understand what Chase was telling me, but my mind couldn’t put it together fast enough. “You know that Bill died for the pack. Why would you—”

      Chase snarled at me. “You don’t get to question me about this. You’re nothing but a painter—”

      I triggered the charm.

      All I needed was a tiny amount of energy. 

      Devan’s work was as precise as usual. The power streaked from the charm, striking the orb. At first, nothing happened, almost as if the orb simply absorbed the power. Then I heard it, the slow and steady cracking of glass. It happened gradually, as if time slowed, before the orb exploded in shards of glass. 

      Chase dropped it and turned to me. 

      “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      “I thought I was just a painter,” I said, exhaustion making my voice come out all shaky.

      Chase shifted, stalking toward me as he did. There was nothing I could do to stop him, nothing that would prevent him from overpowering me. I was too tired—too weak—to turn and run. So instead, I stood my ground, facing him.

      “You don’t have to do this, Chase. Jakes will forgive you.”

      He snarled again. 

      A massive form leapt over me, landing atop Chase. Teeth and fur and blood flew as two shifters fought. They moved with supernatural speed, tearing at each other. Surges of power burst and exploded as they attacked each other with magic, as well. I stood transfixed, unable to take my eyes away when someone grabbed me by the elbow and steered me toward the back of the barn. 

      It was Taylor. She looked as rough as I did. “Are you—”

      She nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Chase betrayed us,” I said.

      Taylor looked to where the shifters fought. I couldn’t tell which one was which at this point, only that they tore at each other with merciless precision. 

      “Makes sense,” she said. 

      “It does?”

      “Well, there was the shifter you saw out here the other night. That must have been Chase, right? We knew he’d lost his brother, but we had thought him dead. You were the one who picked up on Adazi’s superhuman ability.”

      Now that Taylor pieced it together for me, it did make sense.

      “There’s only one problem,” Taylor said. “Kacey told you shifters can’t use painter magic.”

      “That’s not actually true,” I said. “Kacey said shifters didn’t use painter magic, not that they couldn’t.”

      “What now?” Taylor asked.

      “Now we have to grab Devan and get—”

      Adazi dropped from the loft, landing in front of us. His sallow skin looked even more deformed than before. I made the connection.

      “You taint your shifter self when you use painter magic, don’t you?” I asked.

      “I heard what you told him,” Adazi said.

      I ignored him. “That’s why you’re twisted like this. You can’t shift all the way back. Somehow, using our magic makes you into something else. That’s why you needed Chase to help.”

      Adazi glared at me. “It’s a price I’m willing to pay. If it allows me the chance to free them, then it’s well worth it. Now,” he said, stepping forward. “You told Chase the orb was only a copy. I think it’s time you take me to the original.”

      I thought about what I’d seen Adazi do with the copy. Would he be able to power the original the same way? Or was I the one who had to use it? Maybe that was what Jakes feared, that I’d be tempted by the power of it. 

      “It won’t work for you.”

      “Perhaps not,” Adazi agreed. “But it will work for the son of the Elder. Either way, we will free them.”

      “Who?” I asked, but even as I did, I thought I knew. The figurine he’d placed on the ground was more than simply a figurine. The orb trapped it, frozen in place. And Adazi wanted to set it free. 

      Like the one in my pocket that seemed to writhe each time I powered the orb. What would happen with the others in Jakes’s shed. Would they do the same thing? Was that the reason my father had Jakes’s father store them in the shed—because it was some sort of prison? 

      I hoped Jakes survived so I could get answers from him. 

      And then there were the figurines Devan made. They weren’t the same, but they looked similar. Why would that be?

      If the shed was some sort of magical prison, then I didn’t want to think about what sort of creatures my father and the elder Jakes felt worthy to store there. 

      “Adazi—” I started. As I did, I tapped Taylor on the arm and motioned to the pattern near his feet. The Adazi mark. I hoped she understood what I needed. I didn’t have enough strength to infuse my will into a circle, but Taylor still should. “Why do this? To serve the Druist Mage? That’s what this is all about?”

      He laughed bitterly. “Serve? You think I serve? The Druist thinks he gives me little choice. Serve him or die, but I won’t be controlled. I won’t fear him.”

      Adazi gave me a knowing smile. The Trelking had offered me a similar bargain. Not quite so explicitly, and there were never any marks of power placed on my body, not like what I’d seen on Adazi, but the effect was the same. It had taken me the better part of five years to figure out how to get away from the Trelking. Most of that time had been spent deceiving him so that I could help steal Devan away, too. 

      “We all make choices, Adazi. We have to live with them. The Druist is powerless here. You could stay, rejoin your pack.”

      Adazi snarled at me, his jaw sliding out before relaxing back into his face once more. “You think I can ever rejoin my pack? What I’ve done has made that impossible. At least my brother is safe,” he said, and glanced around. 

      Brother? Could he mean Chase?

      “And by bringing De’avan to the Druist, I can be free of him,” Adazi went on. “If you think he’s powerless here, you are more foolish than your father.”

      “My father is the Elder.”

      Adazi sneered. “Your father was a fool. Never forget that, Escher.”

      “And you should never forget her,” I said. “Taylor?”

      Too late. Adazi glanced over and realized that Taylor infused power. He lowered his gaze, eyes falling to his mark, and the dark smile I’d come to despise returned to his face. “Foolish, Escher.”

      His power built, but it had been twisted. I doubted that even Adazi had seen what I’d done to the mark when I returned to the barn looking for more answers. I’d made his mark an arcane pattern, one that funneled power differently. Even I had no idea what would happen as he pressed through it. That was why I needed Taylor.

      The blast was enormous.

      It lifted me off my feet, throwing me backward. Taylor spun as she flipped. I saw it in slow motion, the cartwheeling fall, me reaching for her and not quite getting to her, and the sickening smack as she struck the wall, her head sagging forward. 

      Fire bloomed against the night, surging high in a powerful, arcane-fueled spurt of light and destruction. The old barn would fall. And if I wasn’t quick enough, we’d burn along with it.

      Dazed and barely able to walk, I searched for Taylor. When I found her, I dragged her away from a burning section of the barn. Blood ran down the back of her head, and there was a large gash on her arm. She moaned as I lifted her. 

      Smoke and flames billowed around me, made me cough, and breathing was becoming difficult. I had to find some way to get Taylor to safety. A narrow opening snaked through the flames, barely enough for me to squeeze through with her. I started toward it, but hesitated. Devan was still back in the barn somewhere.

      Then a shifter emerged out of the flames. If it was Chase, there was nothing I could do. I’d already spent everything I had and more. But it was Kacey. 

      One arm hung limp and her face had a long scratch running along the side. She breathed heavily. “Oliver?” 

      She hurried toward me, stronger than she should be after what she’d clearly gone through. 

      “Can you take her?” I asked, staring at Kacey’s arm.

      She growled and grabbed Taylor easily with one arm, slinging her across her shoulder with a soft grunt. I started to turn back into the barn.

      “Where are you going?” Kacey asked. “This place is going to burn to the ground.”

      “Devan’s back there. And Jakes.”

      “Chase betrayed us,” Kacey said.

      “I know. And Jakes went after him. I’ve got to make sure they get out.”

      Kacey coughed. “Let me come with you.”

      I forced a smile. “I’m in better shape than you. Besides, Taylor needs your help to get out of here. Take her to the truck. Devan placed enough protections on that thing to let it survive a nuclear blast.”

      Kacey hesitated, then loped away, leaving me standing in the middle of the burning barn, alone. 

      But not entirely alone. The amulet on my chest turned cool as it pressed against me, the first time I’d felt it in days. Somewhere in the barn, Devan worked her magic.

      I wrapped my jacket around me, hoping the old protections placed into it would help and keep me somewhat sheltered from the heat. I needed something to cover my mouth from the smoke. My sleeve would have to do. A section of the barn groaned as it started to fall. I looked up but couldn’t see where it was. 

      Taking a deep breath, I plunged forward, toward the back of the barn. If I couldn’t reach Devan, she’d be trapped and burned alive. And I didn’t know if Adazi still lived. The blast would have affected him, too, but he was a shifter. It’s possible he survived.

      Flames beat at me. I pushed against them through the protections in my jacket, but my energy was sapped. I managed barely more than to reduce the heat. At least I kept myself from burning.

      A body lay unmoving near the edge of the barn, and a trail of fire was making its way toward it. I hurried over to it and saw that it was Adazi. I couldn’t tell if he still breathed.

      Another section of the barn fell with a groan.

      I left Adazi and pressed onward toward Devan. I finally found her in a clear area near the back of the barn. Fire ringed her and slowly marched onward. It took a moment to realize Devan was pressing the flames back.

      She sat on the ground, eyes glassy, turning her head from side to side. “Ollie?” she asked as I approached.

      “Yeah. Glad to see me?”

      “Took you long enough,” she said. Her voice sounded thick, and she coughed. 

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      “Can you—”

      “All out,” I said. 

      “Then how?”

      I spun. She was right. The entire barn burned, leaving nothing but the area where Devan crouched clear of flames. I jumped through the fire and wrapped her in a hug. 

      She held onto me tightly, pressing her face against my ear. “Thanks for coming for me.”

      “I told you I’d keep you safe.”

      Devan took a shaky breath and let go. “Maybe do a better job?” 

      “If we get out of here, I’ll try.”

      There had to be some way for us to get out of the barn. We were near the back corner, and the only way out was beyond the raging flames in front of us. The fire along the back wall burned hottest, pressing against us. So far, Devan was keeping the flames pushed back, but with what she’d gone through, I doubted she’d last much longer. Besides, that wasn’t how her magic worked. And then there was the little issue of the barn threatening to fall in on us. The loft was overhead, and I had no idea how long until it collapsed. When that happened, we’d be buried.

      “Anything you can do to help?” I asked.

      She pointed to the circle of fire. “That’s all I can manage.”

      That’s what I figured. “Listen, Devan, if we don’t get out of here. I want you to know—”

      She put a hand on my chest and shook her head, silencing me. “Not now, Ollie.”

      I faced the part of the circle of fire where it wasn’t burning quite as hot. “Can you shift it to open us a path?”

      Devan took another breath which ended with her coughing. “I can try.”

      The amulet around my neck went colder, and then the flames shifted, swirling away from us. We had only a moment, but I took it, grabbing Devan and pulling her with me. 

      Devan’s power lasted only long enough to get us about a dozen steps before fire pressed in on us with more force. I turned to Devan and shook my head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Wouldn’t be here with you if I weren’t.”

      I took her hand and squeezed. My eyes lowered to the ground, and I saw something burned into the wood floor. Not by the flames, but by Adazi. His mark, but with my additions that turned it into an arcane mark.

      Arcane marks didn’t take much to fuel them. Could I summon any energy? 

      “Could you protect us if I get us airborne?”

      Devan frowned at me. “That might be all I can do.”

      “Then hang on.”

      She wrapped her arms around me, and I pushed everything I had remaining into Adazi’s mark beneath me. The last time it had been triggered, it blasted Adazi back and set the barn afire. If I could trigger only the blast, it might be enough to throw us free of the barn. Or it might throw us to our deaths. 

      Power came from me slowly, painfully. 

      I pushed it into the mark. All we needed was enough power to throw us free of the flames. I had to be able to summon that much. 

      Devan looked at me with weary eyes. 

      For Devan, I would find the power I needed.

      The explosion tossed us into the air. There was no control, nothing but violent pressure that threw us up and backward. I had no sense of direction. Wind whistled past me. A sense of warmth pressed on me, but different from the fire. It took a moment to realize it was Devan’s magic. A loud cracking noise filled the air as the barn began to collapse. Then cool, clear air slapped at my face.

      We hung in the air, suspended like the orb had been above its base. It seemed to last an eternity. Below me, I could see the remnants of the barn burning, fire consuming everything. Nothing moved. Had Kacey gotten Taylor free in time? What of Jakes?

      I didn’t have time for any other thought. We plunged back toward the ground. When we landed, the air knocked out of me. Heat pushed on me again, painfully hot. It hadn’t worked. We hadn’t cleared the barn.

      “Sorry,” I whispered to Devan.

      “Idiot,” she said against me.

      Then strong hands grabbed me and pulled, lifting me from the ground as if I weighed nothing. I didn’t have the strength to worry if it was Jakes or Chase. The heat slowly eased as we were pulled away from the barn, then set on dry grass. How long until the grasses burned? This whole area might go up in flames. 

      I blinked smoke out of my eyes. Jakes knelt over me. His mouth was bloodied and a few scratches worked along his neck, but he was otherwise unharmed. 

      “Chase?” I asked.

      “Gone,” he said.

      “Adazi. Shifter.” I struggled even getting those words out.

      Jakes nodded. “We can talk later.”

      “Kacey? Taylor?”

      Jakes turned my head more gently than I would have expected from him to show me Big Red parked dangerously close to the burning barn. Only, the flames didn’t seem to bother the truck. Taylor and Kacey sat on the front seat of the truck, looking out the window. 

      “They could have moved it,” I said. “They’re going to ruin the paint job.”
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      Pain hummed through my body as I awoke. It was less than it had been the day before, but enough that I quickly downed some ibuprofen with a glass of stale water, both having been left on the floor next to me. 

      I sat up and looked around, trying to remember the details of what had happened. There was the blast and then Jakes carrying Devan and me away from the barn. Much more than that was lost in a fog of pain and weakness. 

      At least Devan was safe. And I was home.

      Light wiggled around the edges of the blankets covering the window. I lay in the middle of the living room, the old sofa that we’d brought in for Taylor now pushed out of the way so that I was lying on a blanket in the middle of the floor. The circle carved into the floor caught enough of the light that I could see that someone had pressed power through it. Not me, not in the shape I’d been in last night. Maybe Taylor?

      Two figurines perched on the ground, each pointing toward me. They were Devan’s work, different from the figurines I’d found in Jakes’s shed. Devan’s figurines each looked like some magical creature from her imagination. I suspected she carved creatures she’d seen before, but these weren’t anything I’d ever seen.

      After sitting for a moment, I forced myself to stand. Pain shot through my back and side, and I winced, holding myself as I opened the door and stepped into the morning sunlight. Sounds from the open garage drew me toward it.

      Devan was hunched over her bench and paused when I approached. “You should still be resting, Ollie.”

      “Yeah, well my body doesn’t want me to rest.”

      She turned and faced me, a long tool that looked something like a knife held out in front of her. “Your body doesn’t know what it wants,” she said.

      I looked past her to see what she’d been working on. A long strip of black leather lay across the bench, and she worked a hunk of shaped metal into it. “That my belt?” She slapped my hand away with the knife as I reached for it. “Hey! Careful with the weapons.”

      “Not your belt. Your belt—at least the one I’d made you before—was basically shredded.”

      I looked down at my waist. I hadn’t really thought about what would happen when I triggered the charm. “Shredded?”

      She slapped my hand again, and I looked up at her. “You weren’t in any danger of blowing your parts off. The leather was made to tear away when you used the charm.”

      I grunted. “You could have warned me about that. What if my pants fell down?”

      “Then you’d have had to face Adazi with a bare ass.” She turned back to the bench and pushed the long knife into the metal a few times, making movements so subtle, I couldn’t really see them. Then she stopped and held it out to me. “Here. Need to load the ink of your choice, but it should be ready.”

      “Only three hooks?” I tapped the hooks where I’d always attached satchels of ink. My other belt had room for five.

      “Do you really think you’re ever going to need more than that?”

      “It was nice to have options,” I whined. 

      She grabbed the belt from me and within a minute had jabbed two more hooks into the belt before whipping it at me. “Here. Don’t say I’ve never done anything for you.”

      I placed the belt over my shoulder. “What happened, you know, with Adazi?”

      Devan looked past the garage toward the house, a troubled expression pulling at her face. “Shifter magic,” she answered. “I can’t detect it. When he snuck up on me, I…I didn’t see him coming. He overpowered me. I didn’t know how at first, but then I realized what kind of magic he used, how he combined the two.”

      “Kacey didn’t think there was any point in a shifter using painter magic.”

      “She wouldn’t,” Devan agreed. “She’s young. The only thing she’s ever lost is Sam’s father.”

      “Sam? You’re on a first name basis with Jakes now?”

      She glared at me. “You’re an idiot.”

      “That’s what you keep telling me.”

      “Besides, why would you care?”

      “Just want you to be well. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” I pulled a stool out from the under her bench and took a seat. It didn’t help the achiness in my back and sides. “What did Adazi do to you?”

      Devan’s face clouded at the mention of Adazi. “Nothing. I wasn’t what he was really after.”

      “Maybe not you, but the Druist Mage wants you back over the Threshold.”

      “You must have found the orb?” Devan asked, eyes looking back down to the bench.

      I studied her, noting the reaction to the Druist Mage. She rarely spoke of the commitment her father had made and her role in it. “I found it and would have given it to him if not for Jakes convincing me otherwise.”

      She looked up, heat in her eyes. “The Druist can never have that orb, Ollie. I’m not worth the pain that will come if he possesses it.”

      “I gathered that. What’s it do? I mean, besides making the little men dance.” I held out the figurines she’d left beside me and wriggled them in front of her face. 

      She snatched them out of the air and carefully placed them in her pocket. “You know about that?”

      “I saw what happened when Adazi used the orb. His figurine started to stretch and move.”

      She jerked her head up to look at me. “I thought you said you didn’t give him the orb.”

      “We made a replica. Only, I think I might have attuned it to Adazi.” When she frowned, I explained the arcane mark I’d added. “The original might not have worked for him, but I might have unintentionally given him the power he wanted.”

      “What happened with the figurine?” she asked.

      I shrugged.

      “Ollie?” 

      “I don’t know. It was about that time when everything went to hell. Jakes attacked Adazi. Chase attack me. I used your charm on the crystal ball and it cracked. So for all I know, the little man that Adazi made dance burned up in the fire.”

      Her jaw worked, clenching slightly.

      “What is it? What are those things? Are they some sort of magical containment?”

      “Something like that. Magic—real magic,” she said, making me wonder if she implied that what I did was not real magic, “can’t be destroyed. Not entirely. It will pass on, always living on.”

      “You’re not immortal, Devan,” I reminded her. “I’ve seen your father’s men die.”

      “I’m not immortal, but certain power is.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She sighed. “You think my father horrible—”

      “He is horrible.”

      Devan waved away my comment. “But he’s contained hundreds of dangerous powers. He keeps them all well protected. You’ve seen the room. He had you add part of the protections.”

      The Trelking had me add protections to many parts of his palace. “What does that have to do with Adazi?”

      “I didn’t know at first. But while he held me, he couldn’t help but talk.” Devan turned and looked at me. “Adazi managed to steal several of those things from my father and brought them to the Druist.”

      My eyes widened. “That was the reason behind the bargain, wasn’t it? The Trelking wanted his toys back.”

      Devan shook her head. “They’re not toys, Ollie. And that figurine you saw, that was a creature of power like those my father had contained.”

      I didn’t need Devan to explain what it meant that it had taken her father—the Trelking—to contain the creature of power. 

      I thought of the locked drawers in the cabinet where I’d found the figurines carefully stacked and left, the chill I’d felt holding them. There had been one drawer that had been empty. The reason Jakes thought I’d already been in the shed and stolen it. Chase had somehow managed to break into the shed and steal the figurine. But why that one? 

      “Do you think destroying the orb kept Adazi from releasing it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s not an area I know much about.”

      I pointed toward the pocket where she’d placed the figurines. “From what I see, you know quite a bit about them.”

      “Ollie, don’t be an idiot. It suits you too well. These aren’t the same as my father’s.”

      “Then what are they?”

      She shrugged. “A distraction.”

      I shifted on the stool, trying to get comfortable. “I’ll need to go back to the barn,” I said. “I need to see if the figurine is still there. And Adazi. I need to know that he’s gone.”

      Devan nodded. “Later. You’re not strong enough yet.”

      “Then I’ll take Jakes with me.”

      Devan stared at me a moment. “Fine. I’ll go with you, too.” She hesitated. “Ollie, there’s something you should know. Something else I overheard Adazi talking about.”

      “What?” I asked. 

      “I never knew who he spoke to. He kept me bound and contained. I think he thought his protective circle would keep me from overhearing him, but I could listen as long as I was awake. There was one time the other person asked if they should fear you.”

      I snorted. “I think Adazi feared Taylor more than me.”

      “Maybe in time. But it was you he was most nervous about. But that’s not what caught my attention. He made a comment about another painter they’d found a year ago. One they’d captured and taken to the Druist.”

      “Are you saying what I think you are?”

      Instead of answering, Devan looked over my shoulder. 

      I turned and saw Taylor standing in the doorway to the garage. The look on her face told me she’d overheard the last part. 

      “He’s alive?” Taylor said.

      Devan sighed. “He might be alive, but it’s likely he now serves the Druist Mage.”

      

      Book 3 of the Painter Mage: Painter For Hire

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      

      Painter and master of arcane patterns Oliver Morris knows that he must stay on this side of the Threshold or he risks the Trelking, being of incredible magical power as well as his best friend Devan’s father, forcing him to kill the Druist Mage. 

      When a dead painter is discovered near the local diner, a place that should be protected, Oliver realizes that he has even less time to prepare than he thought. Then an old friend appears with power he should not possess, putting everyone in the city in even more danger. Oliver is forced to depend on knowledge that he still doesn’t fully understand and must make a choice to protect the city or risk losing Devan, something he can't allow happen again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      DK Holmberg currently lives in rural Minnesota where the winter cold and the summer mosquitoes keep him inside and writing. 

      

      Word-of-mouth is crucial for any author to succeed and how books are discovered. If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review at Amazon, even if it's only a line or two; it would make all the difference and would be very much appreciated. 

      Amazon US

      Amazon UK

      

      Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to hear about giveaways and new releases.
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        @dkholmberg
        

      

      
        www.dkholmberg.com
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